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Abstract 
 
In (post-)Covid conditions of precarity and epistemic challenge, what makes for a ‘good’ degree or 
programme of learning in our context, a southern African institution of higher education? How do we 
create spaces that encourage the development of critical thought that builds engaged, informed citizens?  
How do we push the boundaries of what we consider knowledge, particularly given our ‘locus of 
enunciation’ as a university in the global south? What kinds of structures and relations of power are we 
reproducing in our university interactions, considering the trend towards increasing online interactions? 
What kinds of engagements between students and fellow students/lecturers/institutions do we enable? 
How do we create spaces for our students to discover their ‘voice’ and ‘agency’ in their engagements with 
the curriculum and with each other – so as to become producers, and not simply consumers of 
knowledge, and active citizens for a greater good?  These questions are addressed by academics from the 
Faculty of Arts & Humanities at the University of the Western Cape. In all their contributions, issues of 
'knowledge' emerge as central: how is knowledge valued, produced and reproduced - for whom, by 
whom, in whose interests, when, where, why and how. Drawing on decolonial theories, we argue that the 
notion of ‘dialogue’ (between students, lecturers and the institution, as well as between different systems 
of knowledge) is central to our reflections and understanding of how we contribute to the development of 
a more socially just society and a reimagined university in the global south. 
 
Keywords: Higher Education; Global South; Decoloniality; Knowledge; Dialogue; Translation; University of 
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Introduction 

This paper takes up the question of what is ‘a good university’ in our current context of 
higher education in the global south in the twenty-first century. As Raewyn Connell (2019), 
whose book is referenced in the title of this paper, argues: universities represent a 
“tremendous social asset, produced by the effort of many thousands of workers and 
students over long periods of time” and are the catalyst for the professional development of 
society as well as responsible for (directly or indirectly) much of the “critical thinking and 
imagination in culture and politics” (2019:8). However, argues Connell, this same asset “can 
be made a tool of power” and can be used to exclude many groups and reproduce elites and 
social hierarchies. This is of particular concern in our current time given the increasing shift 
in (Western) higher education towards discourses and agendas of increased outputs, 
rankings, managerialism, audit cultures and competitive ratings. (See Truscott (2021) on 
managerialism in higher education in the post-Apartheid.)   

At the same time, in South Africa, there have been insistent demands by students in recent 
years to transform and decolonise the curriculum. The #Rhodes Must Fall movement in 
2015 was a call for universities to break from the uncritical reproduction of the 
European/Western ‘canon’ and to ‘centre’ African and other less powerful knowledge 
systems which have traditionally been invisibilised or ignored as inferior. These demands 
have gone hand in hand with calls for free higher education (#Fees Must Fall) in a context of 
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growing socio-economic precarity,1 spectacular corruption, and an increasing wealth gap – 
with South Africa having the highest Gini coefficient in the world.2 Thus, in this context of 
precarity and thwarted social mobility for many young South Africans, a university degree is 
often seen as a gateway towards secure employment and a middle-class lifestyle.  

Adding to the current precarity has been the impact of two years of living with the Covid-19 
pandemic, and the ways in which this has radically changed teaching, learning and research 
in our universities. For most of 2020 and 2021, South African universities operated as 
remote-learning institutions, with staff and students needing to re-skill themselves 
overnight to cope with the shift to online learning. The impact of this shift is complex and 
varied: on the one hand, it ‘forced’ real curricula change and brought about new ways of 
thinking about pedagogy and assessment in a way that no progressive curriculum policy 
document could ever have achieved. At the same time, it brought into sharp relief the gaps 
between the ‘better off’ and ‘less resourced’ students – as many students struggled to keep 
up with their programmes due to inadequate digital devices and access to data, or simply 
lost motivation, or were negatively impacted by working ‘in isolation’. As we move beyond 
2022, with the uncertainty of the trajectory of the virus, as well as the increasing pressure 
on our universities to increase student access in a context of diminishing government 
funding and increasing student financial vulnerability, ‘blended’ or ‘hybrid’ learning has 
been promoted as a cost-effective ‘way forward’ and a possible post-COVID direction for 
higher education. However, since the affordances of blended learning have not yet been 
fully explored and debated – at least, not in our university context – and the impact on 
student learning is as yet poorly understood, we need to guard against a view of ‘blended 
learning’ as a panacea for our current challenges. 

Against this backdrop, this paper explores several key questions that emerge for us, as 
academics in the Arts and Humanities Faculty at the University of the Western Cape3 (UWC), 
as we face these challenges as well as the imperative to work towards the development of a 
more socially just and sustainable society. These questions include: 

• What makes for a ‘good’ degree or programme of learning? How do we create 
spaces that encourage the development of critical thought that builds engaged, 
informed citizens? 

• How do we push the boundaries of what we consider knowledge, particularly given 
our ‘locus of enunciation’ as a university in the global south? 

• What kinds of structures and relations of power are we reproducing in our university 
interactions, considering the trend towards increasing online interactions? What 
kinds of engagements between students and fellow students/lecturers/institutions 
do we enable? 

 
1 According to the Quarterly Labour Force Survey (QLFS), the unemployment rate for the first quarter of 2022 

was 63,9% for those aged 15-24 and 42,1% for those aged 25-34 years. The overall official national rate stands 
at 34,5% (StatsSA). 
2 South Africa – with a Gini coefficient of 63.0 when last measured in 2014 – ranks as the country with the 

highest co-efficient in the world. More than half of South Africa's population lives in poverty (World Population 
Review). 
3  The University of Western Cape was established in 1960 for students classified by the Apartheid state as 

‘coloured’. The University continues to serve students from historically more marginal educational and social 
backgrounds. It has a proud history as an ‘historically black’, engaged university (Lalu & Murray, 2012). 
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• How do we create spaces for our students to discover their ‘voice’ and ‘agency’ in 
their engagements with the curriculum and with each other – so as to become 
producers, and not simply consumers of knowledge, and active citizens for a greater 
good? 

In the paper, authors from the Arts and Humanities Faculty present their perspective on one 
or more of these questions.4  In all their contributions, issues of 'knowledge' emerge as 
central: how is knowledge valued, produced and reproduced - for whom, by whom, in 
whose interests, when, where, why and how. Drawing on decolonial theories, we argue that 
the notion of ‘dialogue’ (between students, lecturers and the institution, as well as between 
different systems of knowledge) is central to our reflections and understanding of how we 
contribute to the development of a more socially just society and a reimagined university in 
the global south. In particular, we draw on the decolonial notion that all knowledge is 
partial and that some form of translation (exchange, dialogue, listening) is necessary for any 
form of knowledge sharing or production in a 'decolonial university'.  Drawing on Dussel’s 
(2012) notion of ‘intercultural dialogue’, Santos’s (2012) theories of the south, and Menezes 
de Souza’s (ftc) reflections, we argue that holding open the space for dialogic and engaged 
interaction or ‘critical conversation’ is core to our vision of what sustains and makes for ‘the 
good university’.  

 

Decolonial framework 

Decoloniality has been a topic of scholarly concern and local activism since the historic 
Bandung conference of 1955 (Baker, 2012). A fundamental insight of decolonial theory is 
that the knowledge systems developed as part of coloniality-modernity need to be put into 
dialogue with, and reshaped and/or dislodged by, other, indigenous and local forms of 
knowledge. A precondition for this is that dialogue and common-ground can be constructed. 
However, what it means to create such a ‘critical dialogue’ in academic curricula – both 
theoretically and practically – and the constraints on doing so, is an increasingly urgent task. 
This involves problematizing both our assumptions of the knowledge canon, as well as 
whether (or to what extent) we can create conditions for mutuality and engagement in 
epistemological dialogue with our students and with each other. 

Much of the groundwork on decolonial theory and praxis has been laid by scholars such as 
Walter Mignolo, Boaventura De Sousa Santos, Lynn Mario Menezes de Souza, Catherine 
Walsh and others. In developing his approach to decoloniality, Mignolo (2009, 2013) writes 
about the need for ‘epistemic disobedience’, which, he argues, entails delinking from the 
dominant Euro-American derived epistemologies by changing both the content and the 
terms of the disciplinary conversation. In relation to higher education, changing the content 
can be understood as a call to critically interrogate those epistemologies which are valued 
and included in the curriculum. It means recognising that many knowledges - and languages 
- have been made invisible or ‘non-existent’ (Santos, 2012) because they have been 
relegated to the status of the ‘local and particular’. Thus, epistemic disobedience requires 

 
4 This paper emerges from the UWC Arts and Humanities Curriculum Transformation and Renewal ‘Roadshow’ 

held online on Monday 21 June, 2021, 12.00 - 14.30. This constituted an opportunity for the faculty to share 
and engage with each other on the ideas of decoloniality and the curriculum.  
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critically confronting the more powerful (Western) knowledge traditions and re-centring 
those languages, epistemologies and practices which have historically been marginalised or 
silenced. 

Mignolo (2009, 2013) further argues that the process of ‘delinking’ from the grand narrative 
of Western modernity entails changing the terms of the conversation. His argument rests on 
the premise that all knowledge is shaped by the context in which it is produced. However, 
this ‘situatedness’ is often concealed by the fiction of the ‘detached observer’ whose 
assumed neutrality serves to hide the extent to which he or she “controls the disciplinary 
rules and puts himself or herself in a privileged position to evaluate and dictate” the 
conversation (Mignolo, 2009:4).   Asking questions about who produces (or consumes) what 
knowledge, when, where, and why, argues Mignolo (2009), serves to shift attention from 
the ‘enunciated’ (or ‘the known’) to the ‘enunciator’ (or ‘knower’). In other words, it is 
about recognising that all knowledge has a ‘locus of enunciation’ (Menezes De Souza 2019, 
2021). Thus, decoloniality is about opening up those epistemic sites that have been 
negatively shaped by colonialism and modernity and making visible (or audible) the 
experiences, insights and perspectives of people who live and work in these spaces.  

For Santos (2012), decoloniality is about developing theories which are anchored in an 
understanding of the world as infinitely diverse. There is, he argues, an “immensity of 
alternatives of life, conviviality and interaction with the world” not recognised by northern 
theory (2012:51). For him, the construction of southern epistemologies includes four core 
ideas: the sociology of absences, the sociology of emergences, the ecology of knowledges 
and intercultural translation.  By a sociology of absences, he refers to “research that aims to 
show that what does not exist is actually actively produced as non-existent” when 
“monocultural rationality” exercises “five logics” which produce “the Other” as “ignorant, 
backward, inferior, local or particular, and unproductive or sterile” (2012:52). The sociology 
of emergences is a complex notion that includes a way of thinking about the future as a 
space of “of plural and concrete possibilities, Utopian and realist at one time, and 
constructed in the present by means of activities of care” (2012:54). It requires 
“speculativeness” or a belief in the possible and “an anticipatory consciousness” built on an 
understanding of capacity and potentiality (2012: 55). By ecology of knowledges, Santos 
stresses that theory building should begin with the principle that all kinds of knowledge are 
by nature incomplete and it is therefore necessary to engage in “epistemological dialogue 
and debate among them” (2012:58).  Santos’s fourth and final core tenet is intercultural 
translation, which refers to a procedure for translating between different schools of thought 
(e.g. European and African philosophical traditions) in order to allow “mutual intelligibility 
among the experiences of the world” (2012:58). Such a procedure, he argues, “does not 
endow any set of experiences with the statute either of exclusive totality or homogenous 
part” (2012:58) but “stems from the idea that all cultures are incomplete and may, 
therefore, be enriched by engaging in dialogue with or confronting other cultures” 
(2012:60). 

In an interview with Ana Deumert and Sinfree Makoni, Menezes De Souza (Deumert & 
Makoni, in press) reflects on Santos’s notion of ‘intercultural translation’. Given that we all 
speak from “ethnocentric or ego-centric positionalities”, Menezes De Souza suggests that 
we need to learn to coexist, to “cohabit the same space or cosmos”, otherwise we will “end 
up eliminating each other.” He further argues: the “most important thing in coexistence is 
understanding that we don’t understand”; in other words, it is about recognising the 
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impossibility of ‘complete’ translation and learning to live comfortably with ambiguity and 
uncertainty. This understanding, he continues, then “ethically obliges us” to adopt an 
“imperative towards understanding”: 
 

This requires recognising one’s incompleteness and adopting an openness to 
things that you didn't know before and you still don’t understand. It requires, 
more importantly, stepping down from your desire for hegemony (Menezes 
de Souza, in Deumert & Makoni, in press). 

 
In other words, the decolonial path includes humility, a willingness to make yourself 
vulnerable, and an ethics of care (Heugh et al., 2021). In the three contributions which 
follow, the authors from UWC explore different aspects of the knowledge issue from their 
disciplinary perspectives. 
 
 
Engaging with the value of a ‘good degree’ from an historical perspective 

The first contribution comes from Phindezwa Mnyaka, a lecturer in the History Department 
at UWC. In this contribution, she addresses the following questions: How do we encourage 
students to think beyond the coloniality of our inherited university curricula, and beyond 
the corporate thinking that it is the degree certificate (‘paper’) that epitomises the value of 
a university education? (Note that our universities in South Africa are modelled on the 
British concept of a university, with the first institution established during the early 1800s 
when South Africa was under British rule.) 

Phindi: One of my goals as a teacher in the discipline of History is to facilitate students’ 
awareness of the historicity of disciplines and spaces of learning. The histories of 
colonialism on the African continent are central in all my courses. As an historian I am 
aware of the role that formal education has played in the shaping of colonial societies; 
that is, the manner in which various colonial officials have attempted to make effective 
the project of colonialism through the education of the masses. Thus, I am acutely aware 
that the classroom, whether concrete or virtual, remains part of the social fabric of the 
place in which it resides. Indeed, it is relatively easy to experience university spaces, its 
classrooms, intellectual debates, social spaces and occasions, as self-contained and 
‘otherwordly’, but I am often reminded by students how far from the truth that is, 
particularly with regards to the labour market. 

In the first semester I teach an undergraduate course at third-year level in the History 
department called ‘Africa: colonial and postcolonial’.  The third year is the exit year for 
those majoring in the subject. Virtually every year when the marks from the semester 
are published, I get emails from students who had done very little to no work during the 
semester asking permission to submit everything that is outstanding, begging me with 
concerns that if they don’t, they will not graduate, that they will not be able to find a job 
and their family will be destitute as a result. I have heard from colleagues who taught 
this course before me that this was their experience as well. There are a number of 
troubling issues with this kind of communication, not least being positioned as someone 
responsible for breaking the cycle of poverty. More worrying for me is the request for an 
opportunity to complete a degree rather than complete the process of learning. Some 
students have even asked for extra unwarranted marks in order to reach the minimum 
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pass mark (and not due to a perception of having been unfairly marked) akin to haggling 
in a market. Granted, in my experience this has not been the majority of the class, but it 
has taken place often enough to raise concerns.  

It is true in the South African context that obtaining a formal higher education 
qualification does increase one’s employability, as several studies have demonstrated. 
For example, in their survey of a 10-year period, 2005 to 2015, Festus et al. (2016) noted 
an increase in employment of South Africans which they attribute to the increase in 
educational attainment of African work seekers since the end of Apartheid. Formal 
education, they note, encourages potential workers to seek employment. In addition, 
there has been a structural shift whereby increasingly employees seek out employers 
with a post-Matric qualification. In particular, those with a degree are more likely to 
obtain employment than seekers with other post-matric qualifications. They conclude 
that therefore there has been a greater demand for educated workers with a degree or 
more in the decade 2005 to 2015.5 Festus et al. are unable to demonstrate whether 
young people are seeking formal education in order to respond to labour demands, or 
whether the labour market is instead creating a competitive environment in response to 
the increase of job-seekers with university education. What the research suggests, 
though, is a symbiotic relationship between having a degree and finding employment 
which the aforementioned students in my History class are all too aware of.  And what 
concerns me about the students’ request for a ‘degree certificate’ is a potential trace of 
a colonial logic that positions the student as a body upon which the labour market can 
act freely. A few historical examples might be worth revisiting. 

In her work on the gendered nature of labour and education in the Eastern Cape in the 
19th century, Jacklyn Cock (1990) notes how schooling was developed along gendered 
lines to incorporate Xhosas into British colonial society. For example, the well-known 
Lovedale College was established in 1824, and with its values of ‘godliness, cleanliness, 
industry and discipline’, it created courses for boys initially in masonry, carpentry, 
wagon-making, blacksmithing, book-binding and printing. It is evident that learning was 
designed with the notion of the Xhosa male as a productive labourer. Xhosa girls would 
soon be inducted into formal education through the creation of the Lovedale Girls 
School in 1857. Lest one regard this as a neatly progressive gesture, note that the 
courses for girls were housekeeping, cooking, sewing, needlework and home nursing to 
generate skills which fitted the Victorian model of femininity and in turn, would turn 
young Xhosa women into useful domestic-based workers within a matrix of race and      
gender. 

Formal education for blacks remained largely the administrative and intellectual duty of 
missionaries until the establishment of the Bantu Education Act in 1953, what I.B. Tabata 
(1959) called nothing less than education for barbarism. Citing Afrikaner Nationalist 
politicians in parliament prior to the formal establishment of the Act, who stated “we 
should not give the natives an academic education … if we do this we shall be burdened 
with a number of academically trained Europeans and non-Europeans and who is going 

 
5 Rogan and Reynold’s (2016) study published in the same year provides a more complex picture for the 

uneven employment opportunities of university graduates according to the nature of the degree, race and 
institutions. However, this does not detract from the larger picture that suggests that obtaining a degree in 
South Africa currently does increase one’s opportunity for employment.  
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to do the manual labour in the country”,  as well as Verwoerds’ insistence that “there is 
no place for him [the native] in the European community above the level of certain 
forms of labour”, Christi and Collins (1982:68) demonstrate the Apartheid government’s 
intention in deploying education to produce a large workforce whose skills would be 
curtailed and confined. Similarly, Lalu and Murray (2012) note that Bantu studies 
coincided with labour demands in the aftermath of the world wars in the midst of rapid 
industrialization, such that education “served as a tactic for re-inscribing race as a 
formative category in the pursuit of knowledge apparatus in South Africa” (2012:19).  
Importantly, Christi and Collins argue that the formalization of black education which 
strictly segregated black and white students would then later find continuity with the 
Extension of Universities Act of 1959 which sought to segregate higher education 
through the establishment of racially designated universities. UWC was one such 
university whose founding purpose was to produce a coloured labour force that would 
in turn work for the Apartheid administration.  

To return to my anecdotal example, do the students’ emails, which are clearly more 
concerned with obtaining a degree than with learning, suggest a relationship of 
subjection to the labour markets? To a relationship that negates dialogue between the 
two and is built rather on dictates of the latter? I suggest we are challenged as a 
community of scholars to reconfigure this relationship such that intellectual tasks are 
not seen as, ironically, an impediment in the process of improving one’s life, but rather 
as necessary tools that can develop skills to bring about change. Our task is to enable 
students to come up with not only different solutions but also with questions that have 
yet to be asked; and to enable a truly dialogical relationship between the university and 
the places that allow graduates to make a living, to emerge.  

In this contribution, then, Phindi questions the value that many students place on a 
university degree, tending to see it more as a ticket to a job in a particular labour market, 
rather than as an opportunity to develop as critical and engaged citizens who are able to 
respond to the challenges of the twenty-first century in an “ethically, environmentally and 
socially aware and responsive” manner (UWC Graduate Attributes).  She argues for a 
refocusing on critical engagement with the content of the degree, in order to enable 
students to develop the critical thinking skills necessary for them to become informed and 
ethical citizens, rather than to serve as ‘cogs’ which uncritically reproduce an inequitable 
socio-economic order. 

 

Engaging with ‘the knowledge canon’ from a philosophical perspective 

In the second contribution from the Philosophy Department, Tony Oyowe takes up the issue 
of the knowledge canon and how to decolonise this. He argues for the importance of 
‘translation’ (in the broader decolonial sense of engagement between different bodies of 
knowledge/languages) and ‘truth-seeking’, where the latter refers to ‘resisting relativism in 
all its guises’. 

Oyowe:  The idea of “the good university” entails the imperative to not merely produce 
knowledge, but to also continuously expand its boundaries. Given Africa’s current 
epistemic predicament, one way to do so is to decolonise knowledge.  
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By Africa’s epistemic predicament, we refer to two basic facts: that the historical colonial 
encounter with Europe left us with a baggage, namely Eurocentrism, and that 
Eurocentrism has the implication that indigenous African epistemic sources and 
frameworks are confined to the margins of knowledge production. These two conditions 
have implications for Africans as knowers i.e. as epistemic agents produced under this 
predicament, Africans are more likely to become (even if unwillingly) “accomplices in the 
imperialist project” as they continue to “theorise from this perspective” (Maringe 
2017:4; see also Abraham 2020:9). More importantly, this also has implications for 
African universities as knowledge producers. In other words, as epistemic infrastructures 
functioning within the constraints of Eurocentrism, they are more likely to entrench 
hegemonic epistemic practices both through the epistemic agents operating within 
them and the preferred curricula.  

To decolonise knowledge is to respond to this epistemic predicament; in other words, to 
develop epistemic agents and infrastructures that extend the scope of knowledge 
beyond the limits imposed by colonialism. This is because what is epistemically wrong 
with colonialism is that it sets up and sponsors a single (European) knowledge system as 
having sole epistemic authority, thereby marginalising other knowledge systems and 
significantly narrowing the scope of knowledge. More clearly, whereas colonial ideas 
and perspectives on self and reality were deemed knowledge, comparative indigenous 
African ideas and perspectives on the same were not so regarded. For example, the 
study of dubious entities like ether and phlogiston counted as scientific knowledge for 
long periods of European scholarship, whereas the study of something like ancestors 
was viewed with suspicion (Mitova, 2020). By proceeding as though there are no (or 
few) legitimate African systems of knowledge, Eurocentrism produces a distinct harm, 
which Ndlovu-Gatsheni (2017) and Lebakeng (2006) have labelled “epistemicide.” 

Seen from this perspective, we believe that decolonising knowledge in the context of a 
“good university” consists of three distinct, though related, epistemic practices that 
together are able to address the condition of epistemicide. These practices are: due 
reflection, translation and truth-seeking. In what follows, we clarify each one in turn.  

The first practice central to decolonising knowledge at a “good university” involves 
interrogating false universals, specifically Eurocentrism and extreme particularism in 
knowledge production. Drawing up a programme for decolonisation, Ghanaian 
philosopher Kwasi Wiredu highlighted the need for due reflection as an important 
epistemic practice that involves sensitivity to “conceptual snares” in our thinking. By due 
reflection Wiredu means a reflective process of reassessing current African conceptual 
schemes and knowledge systems so as to rid them of undue Western impositions as well 
as unsavoury aspects in the guise of tradition. In Wiredu’s words, due reflection entails: 

purging of African philosophical thinking of all uncritical assimilation of Western 
ways of thinking. That, of course, would be only part of the battle won. The other 
desiderata are the careful study of our own traditional philosophies and the 
synthesising of any insights obtained from that source with any other insights that 
might be gained from the intellectual resources of the modern world.  In my 
opinion, it is only by such a reflective integration of the traditional and the modern 
that contemporary African philosophers can contribute to the flourishing of our 
peoples and, ultimately, all other peoples (Wiredu, in Oladipo 2002:328). 
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The point for Wiredu is to clear the way for a robust epistemic formation (Wiredu 
1995:21). As Abimbola puts it, due reflection is what “provides Wiredu’s decolonization 
program with its pragmatic impulse – a conceptual armoury for tearing down walls of 
Eurocentric universalism and particularistic paranoia” (2020:317).  

The second epistemic practice integral to decolonising knowledge is translation of 
knowledges in various tongues. The idea, which is rooted in the premise that we think in 
and produce knowledge through specific languages, has received clear articulation in a 
recent work, Ink of a Scholar (2016), by Senegalese philosopher Bachir Diagne. As we 
understand Diagne, to translate is to enter into a dialogue i.e. to do what translators 
typically do when they engage in a back and forth between various languages of 
thought, to listen to and try to see things from the point of view of the other. It is a 
practice of crossing from one’s own thought-world or intellectual tradition to that of the 
other.   

Consider this example: Wiredu once noted that the notion of truth in the cognitive sense 
has no equivalent in the Akan language and conceptual scheme. Even so, he was 
charitable enough to deploy other linguistic resources in the Akan language to make 
sense of this strictly-speaking Western notion of truth. And by doing so, he makes an 
important philosophical point: namely, not all philosophical problems are universal 
problems. More clearly, philosophical problems associated with the cognitive notion of 
truth as the conformity of proposition to fact – being deeply rooted in the English 
language – is not a problem of universal philosophical significance.    

Two crucial lessons can be gleaned for the work of decolonising knowledge from the 
idea of translation. The first is a point Diagne makes explicitly: “a language is always ‘one 
among others,’ none being the Logos—in other words, the embodiment of the 
universal” (2019:15). In other words, knowledge is not the preserve of any one culture 
or language, including the language of the colony. Translation implies that in producing 
knowledge we are comfortable to engage with a plurality of perspectives. The second 
related point is that knowledge and genuine universals can only be arrived at through 
continuous translations between various languages and traditions of thought; or, 
through dialogue between various knowledge systems.  

The idea that translation opens up a dialogue of knowledge systems embodied in 
multiple tongues points to the threat of relativism, i.e. that is, the view that all languages 
of thought or knowledge systems are equally true and that no one perspective is 
epistemically superior to another. For many who hold the view (embedded in the idea of 
decolonising knowledge) that different knowledge systems are epistemic equals, what 
this further implies is that there is no objective truth or knowledge.  

However, the sort of relativism that such a position engenders is not rationally 
defensible. Veli Mitova (2020) has argued quite convincingly that various incarnations of 
relativism are either incompatible – or at least not quite at home – with the aim of 
decolonising knowledge or simply providing poor rationales for decolonising knowledge. 
We do not wish to rehearse those arguments here. It would suffice to note that the 
relativist who insists that all languages of thought or knowledge systems are equally true 
would be making an objective claim, thereby undermining her implied view that there 
are no objective truths. In any case, if there are no objective truths, and all languages of 
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thought or knowledge systems are equally valid, on what basis do we question or call for 
the rejection of Eurocentrism? For, in the relativist’s view, all languages of thought or 
knowledge systems (including ones built on Eurocentrism) are equally true.   

We are not advocating decolonising knowledge with relativism. It is true that when we 
claim that a “good university” ought to push the boundaries of knowledge, we do have 
in mind that each language of thought or knowledge system should be treated equally. 
However, what we mean by this is that they are given equal consideration: that they 
each have equal claim on us to be consulted and considered - to be given a fair hearing, 
so to speak – as we take up the task of producing knowledge. Equal consideration does 
not mean that they are equally true. It does not mean that we should not question 
and/or reject (aspects of) them. The goal of translating by means of due reflection 
between languages of thought and knowledge systems is to get as close as possible to 
truth.  

Accordingly, the third epistemic practice central to decolonising knowledge is truth-
seeking. This is to resist relativism in all its guises. Decolonising knowledge should not 
have as its aim the replacement of Eurocentrism with Afrocentrism or any other 
knowledge system. It is also not about setting up epistemic Apartheids each with its own 
claims to validity. Instead, it is about entering into dialogue, of the sort captured in 
Diagne’s notion of translation, and to do so in a way that ensures that falsehoods are 
identified and challenged as implied in Wiredu’s notion of due reflection.  

To sum up, to extend the boundaries of knowledge is to decolonise knowledge by giving 
each epistemic culture a fair hearing and bringing them into conversation, but always 
with a view to attaining objective knowledge. Of course, I am aware that terrible things 
have been done in the name of objective truth – epistemic and other kinds of wrongs 
were done during colonialism because one epistemic culture claimed to have sole access 
to objective truth. But because the search for truth has been pursued badly doesn’t 
mean that searching for truth is in itself a bad idea. We need not throw the baby out 
with the bath water. We can decolonise with or without relativism, but the better 
reasons are for decolonising without relativism – that is, with the aim of approximating 
truth as much as possible. 

In this piece, Oyowe points to the imperative to engage across different knowledge systems 
and languages, and how the ‘dialogue of knowledges’ – what Santos referred to as  
‘intercultural translation’ – is akin to the job of a translator who knows there are often no 
exact translations, but listens and moves between the different knowledge/linguistic 
systems in order to best understand and ‘translate’ the meaning of the source text. He 
points to the critical issue that ‘difference’ does not imply that all knowledge systems are 
‘equal’ (ultimately, ‘the same’) but that all knowledge systems need to be critically 
interrogated if we are to arrive at a sense of ‘truth’ or ‘knowledge without relativism’.  In his 
essay, the decolonial scholar Enrique Dussel (2012:24) makes a similar point: 

This intercultural dialogue is … not a dialogue among those who merely 
defend their culture from its enemies, but rather among those who recreate 
it, departing from the critical assumptions found in their own cultural 
tradition and in that of globalizing Modernity. 
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This ‘intercultural dialogue’, argues Dussel (2012:25), brings about new knowledge, the 
result of a “cross-fertilization” of ideas between critical thinkers from the periphery in order 
to “discuss their own specific problems [and transform] this process of self-affirmation into 
a weapon of liberation”. In other words, the task of the good university is to engage 
students and staff in ongoing conversations which interrogate different knowledge systems 
and continue to seek, through dialogue and debate, for that which approximates ‘truth’ as 
nearly as possible.  
 
 
Engaging with students as knowledge producers 
 
In the third and final contribution, Bradley Rink, from the Geography and Environmental 
Studies Department, takes up the issue of how to engage students in these new and 
different forms of knowledge-making. He begins his piece with a personal anecdote that 
served to conscientise him as to his own transmission-style of lecturing and challenged him, 
as a lecturer, to rethink his role as a ‘co-constructor of knowledge’ with his students: 
 

Bradley: As a human geographer and lecturer, my ultimate goal is to foreground the 
human – specifically my students and their relationships with their world(s) - in the 
curriculum.  In my pursuit of a ‘more human’ geography, I seek to explore ways in which 
the content and delivery of the curricula that I teach might be more attentive to the 
voices, positionalities and experiences of my students. I teach both first- and second-
year modules which seek to introduce students to key concepts in the discipline of 
human geography, and to explore the complex relationships between society and space. 
One of the main objectives of the first-year module is to help students understand 
everyday events, concepts and processes through a spatial lens. Broadly speaking, the 
module focuses on understanding the complex relationships between people and the 
natural and built environments within which we exist. One of the thematic areas of the 
module focuses on mobilities, exploring the movement and circulation of people, non-
human animals, objects, capital and information in a southern African context. We do 
this through an understanding of mobile practices, spaces, and subjects – all which are 
contested and play an important role in the shaping of cities. 

 
In 2017, a critical incident in my first-year lecture room helped to accelerate my journey 
as a reflective lecturer and allowed me to embrace student knowledge and experience in 
my teaching.  The incident took place during a lecture on mobilities and public transport 
that focused on an array of movements and circulations that help to create and sustain 
cities and urban life.  My lecture content was meant to highlight the importance of 
mobilities for cities and their inhabitants, as well as the unequal and subjective nature of 
movements and their inherent stillness (Cresswell, 2011).  While delivering a rapid 
succession of theoretical ‘insights’ from the set reading, I took note of a lone student’s 
hand raised in the middle of the lecture theatre.  The typical delivery of lecture content 
at the time was characterised by one-way communication between myself and my 
students, so the raised hand gave me pause.  His raised hand cut short my monologue, 
and invited me into conversation.  Unsure of the outcome, I accepted.  I invited the 
student to speak, whereby he stood and offered a simple provocation: “What can you 
teach me about mobility? I live it every day.” Taking a breath to consider my reply, I 
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realised that I had little to share about the practice of mobility that the student did not 
already know from experience, and it prompted me to consider how to engage the 
everyday mobility experiences of students in the teaching and learning of human 
geography. Considering UWC’s situatedness in Apartheid-era spatial planning and the 
socio-economic profile of its student body, the everyday experience of mobility by UWC 
students is characterised by high costs, long waiting and travel times and precarity due 
to safety concerns and/or being ‘captive’ to the least expensive modes of public 
transportation. The provocation provided an opportunity to consider my role in teaching 
something about mobility that my students did not already know through their own 
experience.  Although my provocateur undoubtedly recognised many dimensions of his 
daily mobility practices, I realised at that moment that what I could contribute was a 
framework for generalizing the experience of movement, and the theory to support it. 
Similar to many concepts in the social sciences, we all have experience of them (in this 
case, human-environment relationships) every day.  Such everyday life experiences can 
therefore be productively engaged using student-centred (Lea, Stephenson & Troy, 
2003) and authentic (Herrington, 2015) approaches. A student-centred approach to 
learning has the possibility of capturing the generative potential of everyday practices 
which might also impact on theory itself as I reflected after looking at several years of 
student autoethnographies (Rink, 2020).  Valuing such knowledge opens new pathways 
to understanding the lived experiences of our students and the communities they come 
from.  Embracing student-centered approaches helps to disrupt the modernist lecturer-
student relationship and the one-way transmission of knowledge from the former to the 
latter.   

 
The architecture of the traditional lecture room is complicit in this monologue, 
positioning lecturers as the ‘knower’ and ‘fount’ of knowledge. Disrupting this 
architecture is part of undoing the inherited patterns of colonial knowledge production.  
Through disruptions of the space of the lecture theatre, I am increasingly able to value 
the subjective and place-based experiences of students and to reconfigure the power 
geometries of space and knowledge production. In doing so, I seek to create a more 
dialogic and thus more human/humane geography with my students. Just as Walkington 
(2012) has demonstrated through the dialogic benefits of research journals, confronting 
the limitations of the architecture of the lecture theatre “provides a route to developing 
tacit understanding as it provides reassurance and a chance to clarify and develop ideas 
actively” (2012:558).  Teaching through the situatedness of students is possible by 
following Morreira, Taru and Truyts’ (2020) concept of ‘emplacement’ that counteracts 
knowledge that is abstracted from experience and place.  Rather, they argue for  

 
emplacement as a method of pedagogic innovation that centres the body and 
knowledge-worlds of students by using space and materiality in teaching. 
Emplacement examines the relationship between context, self, body, and 
knowing in a continuous, reflexive, and comparative process (p. 141). 

 
In order to foster a ‘more human’ human geography, we must allow our curricula to 
engage student practice (knowledge) with theory – placing practice and theory in 
conversation with each other. Our curricula should be designed for students in our 
UWC/southern African context, but should also not isolate them within these worlds. 
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We should put our students and curricula in conversation with worlds, experiences and 
theories beyond our own.  In the case of my first-year course, I seek to engage students’ 
personal human-environment relationships so they may understand these events and 
processes through a spatial lens. This includes using student-generated data (from 
online survey tools such as Google Forms) that ‘speak back’ to theory.  When they begin 
to see themselves and their experiences in the module content, both theory and 
practice come alive.  Similarly, in my second-year module I include a learning and 
assessment activity framed by weekly reflective essays that bridge theory-practice 
divide.  The topics of the essays align with our module content and/or theme of the 
week. They allow students to develop writing skills and to express understanding of 
human-environment relationships from an embodied perspective. Importantly, the 
essays allow students to connect their personal ‘embodied’ experience with module 
content. This includes a list of set readings from both academic and popular sources, 
scaffolded assessment tasks using material from mobility diaries that is used in digital 
stories and creative essays in pursuit of authentic learning (Herrington, 2015). The ‘more 
human’ approach is now also part of the curricula I teach, in which I attempt to embrace 
students’ everyday mobilities experiences so they put their practices first, then 
understand them in different ways through reading and engaging with theorists in the 
academy and beyond.    

 
In my pursuit of a ‘more human’ human geography, the use of authentic learning as a 
pedagogical approach to the content and delivery of the curricula attends to the voices, 
positionalities and experiences of my students.  Authentic learning, as Herrington 
(2015:61) notes, is a pedagogical model rather than a learning theory.  As a pedagogical 
approach, authentic learning “situates knowledge in realistic contexts, and it challenges 
students with realistic tasks, requiring them to think and problem-solve as they might in 
the real situation” (Herrington, 2015:65).  Engaging such authentic approaches lead to 
an intense feeling of engagement with the learning" (Bozalek et al. 2013:2).  Authentic 
learning activities enable my students to move beyond a generic understanding of 
human-environment relationships, to one that is complex and heterogeneous.  This 
approach allows me as lecturer to embrace the embedded knowledge that students 
bring to the module, and ultimately brings ‘the human’ back into human geography.  

 
     In this contribution, Bradley describes how adopting a student-centred and authentic 
learning approach has enabled him to engage students’ everyday experiences with the 
theory of the curriculum. From a decolonial perspective, this co-construction becomes a 
source of new knowledge which can challenge or extend current mainstream paradigms. 
Bradley also points to the impact of the ‘lecture room’ architecture (where all seats point 
toward the lectern as the source of knowledge) and how this positions lecturers and 
students in particular roles as knowledge producers and consumers respectively. However, 
he describes how actively working against this monologic shape and orientation, and placing 
students’ knowledge and practice in conversation with each other and the theory, helps to 
situate student voices, positionalities and experiences and extend theory building for the 
field.   
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Conclusion  
 
A fundamental insight of decolonial theory is that the knowledge systems developed as part 
of coloniality-modernity (e.g. law, science, religion) that serve to naturalize coloniality need 
to be put into dialogue with, and reshaped and/or dislodged by, other, indigenous and local 
forms of knowledge if we are to find ways of living together (co-existing) in sustainable 
ways. In this paper, we have argued that the task of the higher education system is to 
engage students in conversations and debates which serve to deepen their understanding of 
both their own worlds and those of others. A central theme in this paper has been the 
notion of dialogue and translation, where these are understood in the decolonial sense of 
engagement across and between different knowledge systems and languages. In the first 
contribution, Phindi argues for a re-centring of dialogue as a core methodology for 
developing informed and critical graduates who can contribute towards the development of 
a more socially just society. For Oyowe, the core task in decolonising knowledge entails 
“giving each epistemic culture a fair hearing and bringing them into conversation” in the 
search for “truth without relativism”.  For Bradley, it is about disrupting the inherited 
colonial ‘architecture’ of the lecture hall (both spatial and social) by creating a context in 
which students can become knowledge producers (not simply consumers). This process has 
at its core dialogue and debate in the process of developing new knowledge which draws on 
the students’ lived experiences and ideas. In conclusion, it is worth reflecting back on what 
Santos (2012) and other decolonial scholars have argued, that it is also about recognising 
that all knowledge is partial and incomplete, and we are always in a process of becoming.  In 
the words of Catherine Walsh:  
 

the decolonial … is not a fixed state, status, or condition; nor does it denote a point 
of arrival. It is a dynamic process always in the making and re-making given the 
permanence and capacity of reconfiguration of the coloniality of power (Walsh,  
2014).  
 

In other words, the decolonial is a process, and not a product, a journey and not a 
destination. It is a commitment to walk this path with care and humility and to engage in 
robust and critical conversations about different epistemologies and what it means to be 
fully human in our contemporary world. It is this commitment and endeavour in all aspects 
of our practice that we believe makes for “the good university” in the twenty-first century. 
 
 

------------- 
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