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Universities in the global South and beyond are engaged in protracted 
struggles for higher education transformation and decolonisation (Mbembe, 
2016; Ndlovu-Gatsheni, 2013). The purpose of the university, its epistemic 
foundations, curricula, and assessment practices have been at the receiving 
end of decolonial critique. These debates have been taking place in South 
Africa, the United Kingdom, the United States, Aotearoa New Zealand, 
Australia, Turkey, India, Latin America, and Caribbean countries. At the 
heart of all these struggles is the challenge of how to decolonise higher 
education beyond the emotive and simplistic binary discourses that have 
hitherto characterised such critical conversations. With its history of set-
tler colonialism and apartheid, South Africa offers a deeply insightful case 
study for exploring these debates more closely. This book focuses on the 
decolonisation of education in South Africa, with a specific emphasis on 
curriculum knowledge.

The 2015–2016 student movements sparked the call for decolonisation in 
South African higher education. This call included decentring Western epis-
temologies in higher education curriculum, troubling the alienating nature 
of university curricula, and the need to transform teaching and learning 
practices. The imperative to decolonise education has become a constitu-
tive feature of the politics of knowledge at universities.

This book addresses two concerns that persist in current decolonisation 
debates. The first is a concern about the fractious and emotive tone that 
recontextualisation decolonisation debates. Some students and scholars 
have posited these debates as an either/or dichotomy, calling us to think 
beyond the discourses of ‘dead white men’ in our educational practices. 
The second concern is the need to foreground how decolonial debates tend 
to collapse ontological and epistemological considerations when propos-
ing various ways of achieving decolonial aims. We believe that focusing 
on these two aims will allow for a more rigorous engagement to integrate 
decolonisation into education and curriculum policy and practice. The 
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South African context provides a particular perspective because the debates 
and protests in this country have pushed decolonisation onto the national 
agenda. We argue that what is required is an approach that can advance the 
decolonial debate and propose some necessary curriculum, teaching, and 
learning interventions.

This book brings together a multidisciplinary group of South African schol-
ars who present a decolonising education approach that places knowledge- 
building at the heart of the sociology of education. This book contributes to 
calls for recentring Africa-centred knowledge forms in curriculum knowl-
edge-building. We support the view that despite ‘the normativising effect of 
colonialism on marginalising African knowledge, [such knowledge forms] 
remain alive on the continent and [are] currently reproduced in various 
forms’ (Fataar and Subreenduth, 2015, p. 107). The book addresses the mar-
ginalisation of African knowledge in formalised settings such as the univer-
sity and its curriculum. We critique the workings of epistemicide that have 
discursively constructed the colonised as the inferior ‘Other’ of the superior 
European ‘Self’ (Lushaba and Lategan, 2019). Our decolonial approach 
proposes a formalised curriculum knowledge orientation that is decolonial 
and inclusive (Fanon, 1961). Following Fanon (1961, p. 45), we envisage 
a ‘fully conscious human being free from coloniality and all its weakening 
effects’. As for the coloniser, we envisage a human being stripped from all 
biases and the weakening effects of the abyssal imperial attitudes (Madlin-
gozi, 2018).

This book is founded on a bold proposition: to provide conceptual tools 
to inform the take-up of the decoloniality imperative within the curriculum. 
This task is based on what we have observed as a lacuna in the recent writ-
ings on decolonising education. Writing on decolonising education in South 
Africa since 2015 has focused almost exclusively on definitions and mean-
ings. These writings turn on whether universities should favour a delinking 
type of argument that emphasises Africa-centred discourses and epistemol-
ogies. Debates also focus on whether decoloniality should be framed as part 
of broader inclusive ecologies of knowledge approach (de Sousa Santos, 
2014). Writings on decoloniality centre a commitment to deep African pre-
colonial history, the need to historicise African epistemic traditions, and 
specific articulations of the relationship between decolonial knowledge tra-
ditions and Africa-centredness.

Based on this quest for epistemological centring, we attempt to move the 
decolonial quest into the curriculum knowledge domain. We believe that 
such an emphasis is a requirement for concretely advancing the decolonisa-
tion of education. Without addressing the curriculum question, decolonisa-
tion will remain located at the symbolic level. In this case, it will struggle 
to impact the institutional curriculum of universities. Garuba (2015) called 
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for such a development when he suggests that the decolonisation content to 
be studied must proceed based on critical modifications of the curriculum. 
In this light, Hapazari and Mkhize (2021, p. 109) argue persuasively that:

Most African universities have not substantially transformed; hence, 
they continue to be grounded in colonial and Western epistemologi-
cal traditions. By so doing, the colonialists have effectively instilled 
an inferiority complex in the Africans, and this complex is currently 
ingrained in their minds.

This book takes up the challenge of developing a theoretical approach to 
centring decoloniality into the university curriculum. We present what we 
call a knowledge-building approach to disciplines across the university’s 
curriculum offerings, including the humanities, social sciences, natural 
sciences, and applied sciences. A knowledge-building approach is crucial 
for responding to the call to decolonise education. The book emphasises 
the importance of developing knowledge frames and approaches that can 
inform curriculum knowledge selection in cumulative and principled ways. 
In light of this, the chapters focus on developing an approach for insert-
ing decolonial curriculum knowledge into knowledge-building processes 
in university curricula. The first three chapters offer perspectives on how 
decolonial curriculum knowledge could be contextualised and centred in 
university curricula. The final three chapters focus on knowledge-building 
approaches in specific disciplines. The book’s commitment to curriculum 
knowledge across the curriculum is founded on the need to make careful 
distinctions about the precise nature of disciplinary knowledge in question 
in a specific curriculum knowledge field. The book provides an account of 
the conceptual basis on which these distinctions are made to guide decolo-
nising the curriculum in specific disciplinary areas.

A realist approach
In this book, we are taking a realist approach. Knowledge is not simply 
socially constructed. Knowledge is a social attempt to describe a real mech-
anism operating in the world. Social sciences attempt to describe social 
mechanisms; natural sciences attempt to describe physical mechanisms 
(Price, 2019).

The first four chapters in this book, which are more focused on the social 
sciences and humanities, show in different ways how decoloniality involves 
both the critique of Eurocentric social concepts and an invitation to intro-
duce concepts from the global South. This is important because the con-
cepts point to real social mechanisms in the sense that they evidence more 
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profound ways of thinking, valuing, and being. To reject a concept simply 
because of its source  – for example, to throw out works by ‘dead white 
men’ or scholars from the global North – is to lose some insight into those 
mechanisms, such as where and how their knowledge was created and for 
what purposes (Fataar and Subreenduth, 2015). Although Eurocentric con-
cepts have been forged in and through a Eurocentric worldview and may 
be unable to fully recognise and represent the epistemologies and ways 
of being of peoples with alternate worldviews, we can mount much more 
robust critiques if we engage in a realist manner with this knowledge. The 
chapter on the teaching of History (Chapter 5) illustrates the distortion of 
the colonial lens and the need to work away from this towards a more inclu-
sive decolonial lens.

It is perhaps more difficult for those in the natural sciences to recognise 
the need for decolonisation. Whilst the concepts being taught describe a 
mechanism that exists independently of humanity and structure of human 
society (Price, 2019), natural science itself is a human activity. It is thus 
subject to power dynamics that exist in human societies. For example, the 
‘rational’ and ‘objective’ so valued in natural science can easily uncon-
sciously equate to an embodiment in a white, heterosexual, cis-gendered 
male. Thus, anyone who appears different must first prove themselves suf-
ficiently ‘rational’ and ‘objective’ before their work is valorised.

If natural science is not Contextualised as a social activity, it cannot be 
recognised as having colonial or decolonial tendencies (Adendorff and 
Blackie, 2020). In the last two chapters of the book, we explore the nature 
of decoloniality in the natural sciences. A starting point for decolonising sci-
ence is to recognise that particular human experiences shape thinking, and 
therefore a diversity of human experiences will benefit scientific progress.

One aspect of the unique contribution of this book that we have been 
able to illustrate is that the process of decolonisation will always be context 
dependent. Furthermore, part of the challenge is bridging the gap between 
the centring in the university’s episteme on the one hand and developing 
curriculum and pedagogical tools for its context-sensitive incorporation 
into teaching and learning on the other. The use of established frameworks 
can facilitate this application within a particular university context. Whilst 
authors of the chapters in this book have drawn on multiple frameworks, 
most have drawn on Legitimation Code Theory (Maton, 2014, 2016, 2020) 
to varying extents.

Introducing Legitimation Code Theory (LCT)
Legitimation Code Theory (LCT) is described as a ‘sociological framework 
motivated by social justice and knowledge-building issues’ (Winberg et al., 
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2020, p. 2). LCT is a framework comprising four sets of concepts or ‘dimen-
sions’, of which Specialisation, Semantics, and Autonomy are enacted in 
this book. Each dimension comprises conceptual and analytical tools that 
enable analyses of different aspects of knowledge practices (Maton, 2016). 
In addition to analysing knowledge practices in curriculum, the use of these 
dimensions and their conceptual tools also affords us a means of achieving 
the kind of self-reflexivity that de Sousa Santos et al. (2007, p. xxi) hold as 
‘the first step towards the recognition of the epistemological diversity of 
the world’. For instance, in Chapter 5, the LCT dimension of Autonomy is 
used to show the imbalanced power relations that exist in the South African 
school history curriculum. These imbalanced power relations were traced 
from colonial-apartheid curricula to the post-colonial-apartheid curricula 
and have continued to produce a school history curriculum that is not epis-
temologically diverse. However, beyond this, LCT along with decolonial 
theory was used in this chapter to show how we can work towards tran-
scending these imbalances towards a school history curriculum that is more 
epistemologically diverse.

Moreover, in Chapter 4, Hlatshwayo relies on the LCT concept of the 
‘epistemic – pedagogic device’ (Maton, 2014) explore the different strug-
gles that are happening in the calls for transformation and recontextualis-
ing,, he proposes that curriculum design and teaching and learning is not 
an innocent, neutral, and apolitical process. Rather, it is an important site 
that needs further exploring, critiquing, and challenging if we are to lodge a 
serious commitment to the transformation and recontextualisation of higher 
education.

Thus, although Western in genealogy, LCT offers a means of exploring, 
critiquing, and possibly addressing the power relations inherent in various 
meaning-making practices.

Authors in this volume employed various LCT tools, drawn from the 
dimensions of Autonomy (Chapter 4 and 6), Specialization (Chapters 3, 6, 
and 7) – including the ‘epistemic plane’ (Chapter 7), ‘gazes’ (Chapters 3 
and 6), and the ‘epistemic–pedagogic device’ (Chapter 4) – and Semantics 
(Chapter 2). The epistemic–pedagogic device or ‘EPD’ theorises that differ-
ent underpinning logics drive knowledge practices econtex through inter-
connected yet analytically distinct fields of production, recontextualisation, 
and reproduction. Acknowledging and working with such differences ena-
bled authors using this conceptual tool to analytically separate and explore 
knowledge-building in the areas of research, curriculum design, and peda-
gogy (see Chapters 3 and 4).

The dimension of Autonomy focuses explicitly on power relations in dif-
ferent knowledge practices (Maton and Howard, 2018, 2021). Tools in this 
dimension conceptualise who the knowledge belongs to and to what end it 
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is being used; it thus offers a way of exploring why some decolonisation 
attempts might fail, i.e., some of the curriculum renewal attempts discussed 
by Paul Maluleka and Neo Lekgotla laga Ramoupi in Chapter 5.

The dimension of Specialisation focuses on the relationship between 
knowledge and knowers in knowledge practices and differentiates fields 
based on whether and to what extent it is knowledge or knowers that is 
econtextu, neither or both equally. In this volume, the epistemic plane was 
used to highlight knower-blindness as a weak spot in natural science curric-
ula (see Chapter 7). The social plane and the notion of developing a ‘gaze’ 
was used to look at the knower development over time (Chapter 3). The 
concept of axiological constellations (Maton, 2014) was used to help shed 
light on the decolonisation conversation in science. Constellation analysis 
looks at how ideas, objects, practices, and beliefs are organised and on what 
basis they are clustered together.

In this volume, importantly, we employ various decolonial concepts, 
frameworks, and tools that enable us to bring to light possibilities in recon-
textualising the university and its curriculum in post-colonial-apartheid 
South Africa with specific focus on curriculum knowledge-building. Thus, 
we also employ critical realism, Bernstein’s ‘pedagogic device’, and LCT 
as theoretical lenses to highlight how they can be used to reposition the 
decolonial agenda underpinned by a sociological approach to education 
and knowledge that is vested in investigating the ‘relations within’ educa-
tion and knowledge and their intrinsic structures towards addressing the 
knowledge question posed by the decolonial intellectual project (Lilliedahl, 
2015). This posture is informed by a decoloniality that embraces ecologies 
of knowledge or pluriversity knowledge or post-abyssal epistemologies, 
and philosophy of Africanisation (de Sousa Santos, 2014; see Chapter  2 
and 5). This ‘is inspired by the current epistemic break’ that seeks to break 
away ‘from the knowledge that has been dominant for the past 500 years’ 
(Sithole, 2014, p.  1). This is with the view of contributing to discourses 
that seek to reimagine and work towards building a university, curriculum, 
and education generally that are built on social, epistemological, and onto-
logical justice. In this book, we argue that focusing on curriculum knowl-
edge and the different epistemic possibilities that comes with foregrounding 
knowledge structures as well as making explicit the basis of achievement 
in curricula, is inherently transformative and decolonial as it opens up the 
curriculum spaces and does give (epistemological) access to students.

Chapter outline
Chapter  2 is by Aslam Fataar, who suggests that a knowledge-building 
approach is crucial for responding to the call to decolonise education. 
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Fataar’s chapter aligns with the book’s emphasis on the importance of 
developing knowledge frames and approaches that can inform curriculum 
knowledge selection. He develops an approach for inserting decolonial cur-
riculum knowledge into knowledge-building processes in South African 
higher education. The chapter is based on the proposition that the com-
mitment to knowledge and knowledge-building must be located within 
the cauldron of a highly contested South African higher education field. 
Fataar’s chapter proceeds based on two inter-related arguments. The first is 
an attempt to discuss the decolonising knowledge imperative in the context 
of the prevailing politics of knowledge in higher education in South Africa. 
The second argument develops an ‘educational knowledge’ approach for 
guiding curriculum knowledge selection based on a decolonial approach.

Chapter  3 is by Kathy Luckett and provides a window into the lived 
experience of students and staff from the humanities. The tension between 
the importance of developing knowledge and the decolonial call for voices 
from the South is made visible using Specialisation. Luckett uses the rela-
tionship between the field of production, the field of recontextualisation and 
the field of reproduction mapped out in the epistemic-pedagogic device to 
show how a naïve approach to decoloniality can lead to an impoverished 
education, one that may be rich in the diversity of sources but unable to 
build decolonial knowledge adequately. Based on an analysis of the data 
for her chapter, Luckett proposes the development of three new gazes – the 
colonial, the decolonial, and the psychic. Using these gazes, one can see the 
variation in priorities around pedagogy and curriculum development, which 
has frequently led to miscommunication and discontent among those trying 
to find common ground. This chapter provides a conceptual foundation for 
advancing a realist approach to knowledge-building.

Chapter  4 is by Mlamuli Nkosingphile Hlatshwayo and draws on the 
epistemic–pedagogic device (EPD) to focus on the different struggles 
underlying calls for decolonising and transforming curricula in South Afri-
can higher education. For Hlatshwayo, the EPD is a useful framework to 
understand the hidden coloniality, voices, ideology, and assumptions that 
often frustrate the potential for transformation in the academy. His chap-
ter suggests that the field of recontextualisation (and its logics) should be 
seen as an important site for understanding different knowledge fields. This, 
according to Hlatshwayo, enables us to explore and foreground academics’ 
ideology regarding what they deem to be valued and legitimate knowledge. 
Theorising these different fields can open the discursive space for decolo-
nial and transformative interventions in higher education curricula.

Chapter 5, by Paul Maluleka and Neo Lekgotla laga Ramoupi. Is the first 
of three chapters that focus on curriculum knowledge-building in a spe-
cific discipline and subject. The chapter traces how the subject of School 
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History in the Further Education and Training (FET) phase in South Africa 
has been colonised since the colonial powers’ formalised schooling. It then 
suggests ways in which the current School History Curriculum could be 
decolonised by adopting a critical decolonial conceptual framework and 
the dimension of Autonomy from LCT. By centring School History in 
debates around de/coloniality and Africanisation, the authors consciously 
seek to highlight the critical role that the discipline and subject of History 
at basic education level can play in the decolonial project and processes. 
This is because, in the main, emphasis on the need to decolonise curriculum 
is focused on university disciplines and subjects. Thus, school disciplines 
and subjects and their roles in the decolonial project tend to be ignored in 
the process. Hence, the authors believe that it would be futile to only speak 
of and only do decolonial work at the university level and neglect the basic 
education level.

Chapter 6, by Hanelie Adendorff and Margaret A.L. Blackie, uses axi-
ological constellations to suggest ways in which the decolonial conversa-
tion in STEM disciplines can move beyond the code clash that has been 
highlighted in earlier work (Adendorff and Blackie, 2020). Drawing on the 
climate change work of Glenn (2015) as well as the authors’ own experi-
ence with decolonisation conversations in STEM fields, the chapter offers 
two practical ways of translating or mediating the conversation. These are 
shifting the code of the message to that of the audience and using messen-
gers who share the cosmology of the audience.

Chapter  7 is a companion piece to the previous chapter, by the same 
authors. Again, the focus is on decoloniality in tertiary science education. In 
this chapter, Blackie and Adendorff argue for the importance of consciously 
bringing the person into view in science education using tools from the 
dimension of Specialisation primarily. The centrality of knowledge tends to 
hold sway in STEM environments, but this tends to lead to an unconscious 
‘knower-blindness’, i.e., the person of the scientist can be overlooked or 
downplayed in the quest for objectivity and reliable knowledge or ‘truth’. 
Thus, the remedy for decoloniality in STEM education is not to replace sci-
entific knowledge with traditional knowledge but to recognise the cultural 
embeddedness of science education. In other words, this chapter uses the 
epistemic plane from Specialisation to illustrate how junior scientists are 
trained and how who they as specialised knowers can be influential in how 
they ‘do’ science in their respective fields.

We offer the book in the spirit of ongoing debate and dialogue. We argue 
that an emphasis on curriculum knowledge is necessary for advancing the 
decolonial aims of education imperative. For this purpose, we introduced 
sets of knowledge-building tools to inform curriculum, teaching, and learn-
ing processes. We are not wedded to specific theoretical toolkits, yet LCT, 
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we believe, offers robust ‘languages’ and ‘frames’ for decolonial curricu-
lum insertion. It trains the decolonial spotlight centrally on the curriculum, 
which, from our perspective as education and curriculum scholars, is where 
we believe it matters most. The book is based on the assertion that recontex-
tualisation of  education would remain in the symbolic or discursive domain 
without a concerted cumulative curriculum knowledge-building approach. 
We offer the book as the first step in such an approach.
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2	� Pursuing decolonial 
knowledge-building in 
South African higher 
education

Aslam Fataar

This chapter suggests that a knowledge-building approach is crucial for 
responding to the call to decolonize education. It aligns with the book’s 
emphasis on the importance of developing knowledge frames and 
approaches that can inform curriculum knowledge selection in cumulative 
and principled ways. In light of this, the chapter focuses on developing an 
approach for inserting decolonial curriculum knowledge into knowledge-
building processes in South African higher education. The chapter is based 
on the proposition that the commitment to knowledge and knowledge-
building must be located in the cauldron of a highly contested South Afri-
can higher education field. I proceed based on two inter-related arguments. 
The first is an attempt to discuss the decolonizing knowledge imperative 
in the context of the prevailing politics of knowledge in higher education 
in South Africa. In this respect, I explore the conceptual terms on which a 
decolonial knowledge approach should be inserted into universities’ epis-
temic schemata. This task, I argue, should be based on a commitment to 
knowledge as involving principled boundaried and cross-boundary con-
structions. The second argument, set out in the final section of the chapter, 
develops an ‘educational knowledge’ approach for guiding how curriculum 
knowledge selection would proceed based on a decolonial approach. Such 
a perspective, I  contend, is crucial for moving the decolonial imperative 
forward productively into the arena of cumulative knowledge-building in 
higher education.

Colonialism, apartheid, and the residue of exclusionary 
curriculum knowledge
Since the official end of apartheid in 1994, South Africa has struggled to 
shift from an exclusionary colonial social structure to one that has become 
formally, if not substantively, inclusive. In pursuing substantive, socially 
just inclusion, educational sectors appear at once to be sites of necessary 
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possibility and seeming impossibility. While the country’s schools and uni-
versities have experienced limited demographic integration, more inclusive 
demographics have not meant a more inclusive curriculum.

South Africa has been an important laboratory for debates about the 
nature of educational provision and curricular forms, specifically as they 
developed from (Dutch and British) colonial times into the apartheid and 
post-apartheid periods. Questions about appropriate knowledge orientations 
for the former local colonial populations have remained central to curricu-
lum debates and policy discourses. These concerns have been raised in the 
light of broader questions about the nature of the humanness of the colo-
nial native, which in turn have raised, as their corollary, questions about 
policy projections for the most suitable curriculum forms. These questions 
emerged sharply in the South African educational discourse between 1920 
and the 1950s in response to the anxieties experienced by the politically 
hegemonic white polity concerning the appropriate form of education for 
blacks. This apprehension was in turn rooted in the desire to retain white 
privilege in the face of increasing black urbanization, which was accom-
panied by the demand from the disenfranchised black population for racial 
parity, modernization, and social justice.

A confluence of local and international discursive transfer modalities 
between the Anglo-American world, on the one hand, and white education 
policymakers in the South African (post)colony during the first half of the 
twentieth century, on the other, centred on the nature of curriculum provi-
sion for the black native populations (see Cross, 1986; Hunt and Davis, 
1976). These modalities were suffused with academic and political consid-
erations about the appropriate form of education for blacks. For example, 
Charles T. Loram, an American-trained South African liberal and influen-
tial educational bureaucrat and policy expert, conceded that Africans suf-
fered from genuine social and economic disabilities. However, he viewed 
them as not yet mature enough in their stage of development to warrant 
a fully modern Western education. Believing that Africans were a subject 
race in need of betterment, Loram suggested ‘that there should be a reason-
able outlet for the educated Native to earn an honest living, to dwell under 
decent conditions and to have some voice in the management of his affairs’ 
(Loram, 1921, p. 505). Deriving his perspectives on schooling for blacks 
from, among others, American models of black education in the American 
South, such as the Tuskegee programmes – he had studied at Teachers Col-
lege Columbia University  – Loram asserted that ‘we should take cogni-
zance of the danger . . . of educating any number of individuals beyond the 
requirements of their race (1917, p. 310). He suggested that all that Africans 
required was an elementary education geared towards their everyday needs 
(see Hunt Davis, 1976, p. 96).
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During the 1940s and 1950s, Afrikaner nationalist policymakers framed 
black education along rigid exclusionary lines in tandem with the Afrikan-
ers’ adherence to a discourse of racial purity as a means of addressing the 
social and economic impoverishment of its Afrikaner constituency (Kros, 
2010). They suggested that black societies should undergo a Christian trans-
formation but retain their essential ‘Bantu’ tribal character and emphasized 
the need to preserve the intrinsic qualities of African culture and maintain 
teaching in the mother tongue. They supported a form of education that 
would demonstrate that racial and educational segregation was aimed at 
developing a racially authentic character (see Cross, 1986, pp. 186–188). 
It is clear that the relationship between a particular view of black South 
Africans’ social and cultural character directly impacted the educational 
and curricular forms favoured by successive white governments during the 
twentieth century. This found its most pernicious expression in the instan-
tiation of the curriculum under the apartheid curriculum, which aimed to 
maintain blacks’ racial subordination.

The social character of this subordinating curriculum has led South Afri-
can education theorist, Crain Soudien, to argue that ‘social difference, as 
opposed to, say, pedagogical reform is the central question that drives cur-
riculum development in South and Southern Africa’ (2010, p.  20). This 
view suggests that colonial and apartheid educational discourses were 
worked out on the basis of a specific conceptualization of the production 
of putative social identities of people, which in turn informed governmen-
tal curriculum policy orientations; in the case of British colonialism, an 
adapted curriculum was based on keeping blacks at a lower level of func-
tional civility, and later the apartheid curriculum was focused on the pro-
duction of racial and ethnic identities of subordination. It is, therefore, no 
coincidence that conceptions of social difference, especially the democratic 
project of transformation and social inclusion, have taken centre stage in 
post-apartheid South Africa, although as Veracini, writing in a different 
post-colonial context, reminds us, ‘the configuration of settler political 
domination may have been superseded, but many of the discursive regimes 
that underpinned its constitution have remained in place’ (2012, p. 326). 
Clearly then, radical social inclusion has had to contend with discursive 
continuities from earlier times.

The post-apartheid curriculum became a key political platform for undo-
ing the legacy of racial exclusion and for generating a democratic citizenry, 
albeit in a context of contestation about the suitable curricular orientation 
for such a project. Put differently, such contestation has pivoted primarily 
on the proper articulation of conceptions of social justice, in terms of which 
the post-apartheid curriculum should be implemented. A  key element of 
these contestations is a consideration of the most appropriate curriculum 
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orientation that would undo the racist legacy of the past. Soudien (2010, 
p. 20) illustrates key impulses at play in the history of the country’s cur-
ricular debates by explaining that,

Curriculum development processes in the southern African region 
and other parts of the globe involve a forceful incorporation into the 
dominant structures of the world. This incorporation is an insistently 
ambiguous process precipitating . . . moments of both oppression and 
freedom. The weight of colonial oppression cannot be equated with the 
small opportunity yielded by it, but its internal contradictions, inherent 
to it, are what we should be alert to.

This suggests that a vision of oppression and freedom inherent in these 
small opportunities found in the interstices of (post)colonial or (post)apart-
heid discourses, structures and practices would provide the ontological 
basis for the epistemological underpinnings of the curriculum via an open-
ness to the attendant knowledge-generation practices and knowledges of 
subordinate peoples. Such a perspective has, however, failed to emerge 
substantively as a curriculum orientation in South African education dur-
ing the post-apartheid period. It was stymied by the instrumentalization 
associated with governmental curriculum policy and the ensuing institu-
tional practices in the country’s schools and universities. Its overriding 
curriculum knowledge approach was trumped by an instrumentalist orien-
tation based on narrowly prescribing pedagogical outcomes for curricular 
achievement.

This was notwithstanding the South African government’s policy attempt 
to accord its curriculum framework, through its outcomes-based education 
curricular approach, a multi-dimensional view of knowledge based on a 
critical appropriation of the human knowledges of oppressed populations. 
This framework was based on an attempt to allow the curriculum to accord 
credence to the everyday knowledges of people in the school curriculum. 
Such a knowledge perspective broke down due to its inchoate conceptual 
architecture and the massive problems experienced with implementation 
in schools across the entire country (see Fataar, 2006). Its valorization of 
marginal groups’ knowledge and points of view was undermined by a con-
comitant lack of a curriculum framework to develop and inform curricu-
lum knowledge and pedagogical work. It is therefore clear that, while the 
decolonial imperative has recently been asserted politically by students and 
some academics, the conceptual space for centring a decolonial approach in 
the institutional curriculum remains very small, and this task is made no less 
difficult by the lack of knowledge-building approaches to work decolonial-
ity into the curriculum.
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Decolonizing education (DE) in the context of South 
Africa’s higher education politics of knowledge
Calls to decolonize education have been circulating in university circles 
since the Rhodes and Fees Must Fall protests of 2015–2016. These calls 
have been accompanied by energetic arguments, mainly in the popular 
media and online news platforms, conducted by various players, including 
educational commentators and student leaders. The general call has been for 
a curricular approach that challenges the Western Eurocentric knowledge 
approaches that have dominated university knowledge and education more 
generally. Knowledge that challenges and overturns the Western canon, 
emphasizing an ‘all inclusive’ approach to planetary knowledges, an ecolo-
gies type of knowledge approach, has been inserted into the centre of our 
public and educational discourses. We have not yet seen any large-scale 
curriculum changes on this basis at our universities or schools, despite some 
documents in support put out by the national Department of Basic Educa-
tion and the Centre on Higher Education, as well as policy activity in teach-
ing and learning at a few universities, small-scale curriculum initiatives, 
and many university symposia and workshops. The South African Educa-
tion Research Association has focused prominently on the DE imperative 
during four consecutive annual conferences since 2015. We have, however, 
not seen the emergence of a concerted body of academic work that consid-
ers the conceptual or scholarly bases on which a decolonized educational 
system and associated curriculum offerings would be established.

A limited set of academic papers sought to insert the DE call as a knowl-
edge project into the academic domain. Articles by Mbembe (2016) and 
Ndlovu-Gatsheni (2013) stake out some outlines of the debate, the former 
favouring an Afropolitan decolonial approach and the latter arguing for a 
type of Africa-centred orientation. Others such as Heleta (2016) has also 
made a significant contribution to this nascent debate emphasizing Afrocen-
trism. Jansen (2017) argues that the DE debate signals the latest incarnation 
of South Africa’s preponderance of ‘policy as symbols’, thereby skirting 
issues of substantive curriculum reform. He suggests that there is a naïveté 
about how this debate is pursued, which is not based on current scholarship 
associated with curriculum research and theory, nor on a realistic under-
standing of the dynamics of curriculum reform.

The call to decolonize education ought to be understood as the latest 
articulation of contestation around the ‘politics of knowledge’ in South 
Africa since the mid-1990s, with its roots in the apartheid period. A politics 
of knowledge emphasizes the external political dimensions of knowledge, 
not its internal discursive grammars. Such a contest occurred alongside the 
instantiation of particular sets of curriculum approaches in governmental 
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education policy and institutional curriculum offerings, especially the 
generic competence-based regime in schooling policy, as evinced in Curric-
ulum 2005 and the integrated qualifications approach in further and higher 
education (see Fataar, 2006). The larger educational and university restruc-
turing processes during the late 1990s occurred around the governmentally 
authorized qualifications policy discourse that favoured generic curricula 
to be delivered via university programmes. Qualifications approaches 
favoured greater alignment with professional and occupational sectors, 
and universities were called on to produce graduates for the workplace. As 
illustrated by the government’s Curriculum 2005, drawing on an outcomes-
based approach to the school curriculum, a discourse of competence and 
generic skills-based learning had come to dominate the education reform 
agenda and crept into higher education through universities’ moves to adopt 
programmes of learning with linkages to the world of work.

In light of this, the old question of ‘what knowledge is of worth’ raised 
by C.P. Snow in the United Kingdom during the 1950s, and much earlier by 
Herbert Spencer in the 1860s, in which he questioned the dominance of the 
humanities over the sciences and professional knowledge, began to get aca-
demic attention (Herbert, 2013). The question here is about the specific role 
and nature of knowledge in the curriculum. A critique of the collapse of eve-
ryday or horizontal knowledge into specialized vertical knowledge entered 
the terrain of the politics of knowledge, which underpinned the faltering 
attempt during the early 2000s to ‘walk’ educational policy and institutional 
discourses back from the competence-dominated genericism embedded in 
the school curriculum and university programmes.

A debate that demonstrated this struggle occurred at UCT in the late 
2000s around a professorial inaugural address by physical anthropolo-
gist Alan Morris, whose provocatively titled address, ‘The politics of old 
bones’, elicited discussion about the nature of university knowledge and 
the role of disciplines. Morris argued that his discipline had been nega-
tively impacted by the denial of the science of biology in understanding 
human variation, having come under attack from the social sciences that 
such biological variation does not exist. Such a perspective, he argued, was 
developed on the basis of the discredited concept of race. Morris argued 
that ‘there is a myth among social sciences that because physical anthropol-
ogy no longer accepts the concept of race, that human variation somehow 
doesn’t exist’ (Morris, 2008, p. 3). The empirical case that Morris used to 
demonstrate his argument in support of the biological study of human bones 
was the vexed question of the exhumation of human bones at a graveyard in 
downtown Cape Town. Controversy erupted around the exhumation pushed 
for by developers in the light of the slave and indigenous origins of those 
buried on the site.
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Martin Hall, an ex-archaeology professor at UCT, launched a scathing 
critique of Morris’s attempt to privilege human biology in studying the skel-
etons. Morris applied to the South African Heritage Resources Agency for 
permission to study the skeletons on the basis that he would be able to show 
‘how we could decipher a wealth of information about health, lifestyle and 
demography from the skeletons’ (Morris, 2008, p. 3). Hall accused Morris 
of peddling a misinformed attempt to ‘control the production of knowledge 
in terms of a simple dichotomy between science and society’ (Hall, 2009, 
p. 71). Based on an application of Actor-Network Theory, Hall went on to 
argue that at least three knowledge constellations were circulating around 
this vexed issue. Each constellation was informed by interactions among 
knowledge generation, networked interests, and the mobilizing of resources. 
He distinguished between the three knowledge discourses at play, viz. the 
discourses of development, memory, and science, each operating on a spe-
cific ‘legitimating view of an integrated world – and each would claim to 
represent a larger group . . . and each is aligned directly or indirectly with 
a set of academic disciplines’ (2009, p. 71). Hall’s larger point is that each 
constellation is based on a system of circulating reference, which it brings 
into the analytical picture, which, in turn, makes the opposition between 
‘science’ and ‘society’ redundant. Hall offers the view that in attempting to 
find out more about the worlds of underclass urban communities, such as 
of those buried at the Cape Town site, for example, ‘it should be possible 
to map out an [interdisciplinary] approach that would result in a productive 
intersection between these [hitherto] distinct networks’ (2009, p. 74).

The debate that ensued between Hall and Joe Muller, a leading South 
African sociologist of knowledge, illuminates the contending perspectives 
on the nature of disciplinary knowledge in the university, which, in my esti-
mation, the insertion of a decolonial knowledge approach would also have 
to contend with. In other words, such an approach is a subset of a larger 
debate in respect of which the ‘knowledge of the university’ ought to be 
understood and conceptualized. Muller bases his views on the need to prop-
erly account for the varieties of specialized knowledge and their boundaries 
in the university and to recognize the idea of expertise. He suggests that 
not all discourses carry the same epistemic weight. I take this to mean that 
biological knowledge has a conceptual structure that is distinct from, for 
example, historical knowledge with its own different knowledge structure, 
which characterizes its propositional and procedural forms of knowledge 
and the research methods that are put to work in these respective knowl-
edge domains. Muller suggests that collapsing the boundary between dis-
tinctive knowledge structures would occlude what knowledge is operative 
in a knowledge constellation. Hence Muller’s retort to Hall is that ‘if this 
[collapse of boundaries] is taken to mean that all discourses [structures] 
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carry the same socio-epistemic “weight”, then we part company. Denying, 
ignoring or downplaying socio-epistemic “weight” can have serious conse-
quences’ (Muller, 2009a, p. 80).

Hall demurs because he is interested in working across the binary 
between different knowledge discourses. He rejects the charge against him 
that he thinks that different knowledge systems have equal or the same 
socio-epistemic weight. He explains that there is ‘no inherent reason why 
two (Science and Memory) systems of circulation should be in conflict, 
since their ultimate interests are different’ (Hall, 2009, p. 86). According to 
Hall, scientists are motivated by the reputational benefits associated with 
publication and citation, and memory work attempts to valorize the lives 
of the underclasses. While Muller’s position is in support of disciplinary 
knowledge sanctified by the inner community of scholars, Hall objects to 
an a priori status conferred on ‘institutions and disciplines to the protection 
of their boundaries by arguing that not adhering to such a boundaried view 
of knowledge would allow for new knowledge possibilities to become evi-
dent’ (Hall, 2009, p. 86).

It is my view that arguing for a DE perspective would have to account 
for a careful distillation of these two positions; on the one hand, it should 
observe the proper, not equal, socio-epistemic weight that attends to and is 
operative in disciplinary knowledge structures, their internal community of 
scholars, research protocols, and allegiances to specific methods and prior 
knowledge claims. Such a position is advanced by Bernstein’s emphasis on 
the epistemic differences between horizontal and vertical discourses (Bern-
stein, 1999), where care has to be taken when working with horizontal or 
everyday knowledge to avoid the pitfalls of undermining or obfuscating the 
verticality of knowledge discourses. Specialization is key to knowledge at 
the university. Similarly, within vertical discourses, the distinction between 
vertical and horizontal knowledge structures is important in understand-
ing, for example, the difference between the internal vertical knowledge 
or grammar of physical science or chemistry and the internal segmental or 
horizontal grammar of sociology or political science.

On the other hand, the interaction between different knowledge constel-
lations, as supported by Hall, opens up the possibility for carefully work-
ing across different knowledge structures, as, for example, in the way that 
Zipin (2017) conceptualizes what he calls ‘knowledge problematics’. Zipin 
does not favour an unboundaried view based on the collapse of science 
and community funds of knowledge in his example of addressing water 
management in flooded zones. What he argues for, instead, is a calibrated 
conversation between these two knowledge discourses (science and com-
munity) in addressing a specific problem or need in society. Zipin draws 
on the work of Whatmore and Landström (2011, cited in Zipin, 2017) to 
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distil from their work strategic principles for curriculum work, which he 
draws on to illustrate how the scientific community is able to explain the 
science of weather, ground erosion, and flooding, while the local commu-
nity contributes applied knowledge of weather and flooding patterns and 
their effects in a problem-resolving approach to addressing the problems 
associated with flooding in low-lying areas of their town. The combination 
of distinct and complementary knowledge structures made up of scientists, 
on the one hand, and community knowledge experts and laypeople, on the 
other hand, enabled such a problematics-based approach to generate a new 
knowledge-informed consensus that guided the community’s approach to 
dealing with flooding. This is an expression of the type of new knowledge 
that Hall refers to that would emerge out of bringing distinctive knowledge 
discourses into a focused conversation where they complement each other. 
This is done without according equal socio-epistemic worth to the differ-
ent knowledge constellations; in fact, observing disciplinary structures and 
boundaries, as I explain in the following sections, is key to putting different 
knowledge constellations into conversation with each other.

I argue that a decolonial knowledge approach has to consider the politics 
of knowledge that I  describe earlier. The DE imperative emerged out of 
what students experienced as their deep institutional misrecognition at the 
post-apartheid university. Students petitioned against the misrecognition 
embedded in the knowledge they were inducted into at the university, which 
they argued, failed to recognize, valorize, and engage their African-located 
identifications. They argued that the domination of Western-centred knowl-
edge was central to their educational misrecognition (see Fataar, 2018). The 
students, therefore, fundamentally challenged the university’s key message 
systems of curriculum, assessment and pedagogy, which the knowledge 
contestations of the last three decades that I describe earlier failed to address 
appropriately. Shortcomings in the university’s epistemic structures have 
been laid bare. In light of this, I argue that one productive response to such 
a challenge is to develop a decolonial approach based on careful considera-
tion of its potential operations in the selection of curriculum knowledge.

The following section concentrates on the different knowledge claims of 
decoloniality, i.e., what type of knowledge claims are involved in decolo-
niality and how might these be incorporated into the higher education cur-
riculum at the university.

Decoloniality and curriculum knowledge selection
In this section, I move the debate to a consideration of the epistemological 
claims of a decoloniality approach and, based on this, discuss how deco-
loniality would inform curriculum knowledge selection at the university. 
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Universities are complex systems with different knowledge mixes oper-
ating across different knowledge regions, i.e., disciplinary, applied, voca-
tional, and professional knowledge. Each of these has its own knowledge 
structures, a theoretical understanding of which would provide a basis for 
working out how an approach to decoloniality would inform curriculum 
selection processes.

This section of the chapter is based on a conceptual toolkit to inform cur-
riculum selection processes that I call an ‘educational knowledge’ approach 
to decolonizing the curriculum. For this purpose, I draw on two theoretical 
families that have hitherto operated on parallel and incommensurate epis-
temological tracks. I  place the theoretical literature on decoloniality into 
conversation with knowledge-building literature on conceptions of ‘educa-
tional (curriculum) knowledge’.

The section is made up of three sets of comments to develop my argu-
ment. The first set is a consideration of the curriculum knowledge claims 
of the decolonizing approach. Decoloniality is based on a critique of the 
formative relationship between the coloniality of power, knowledge, and 
being (see Maldonado-Torres, 2007). The triumph of modern colonial epis-
temology, it argues, was achieved through colonial violence, the relegation 
of people’s knowledges to an inferior status, and the creation of the derac-
inated modern colonial subject. Race is central to colonial epistemology 
(Ndlovu-Gatsheni, 2013).

Decoloniality can be understood as a call for cognitive justice based on 
an overhaul and expansion of the Western knowledge canon. The call is 
also for knowledge pluralization, which refers to incorporating the complex 
ways of knowing of subaltern and all previously excluded groups (Fataar 
and Subreenduth, 2015). It favours an inter-cultural understanding of het-
erodox forms of being human. All knowledge forms have to be brought into 
play in an intercultural education that promotes a type of epistemic openness 
to the knowledges of all human beings. Despite accusations of being caught 
up in ‘obsolete’ knowledge of the past, decoloniality is focused on the com-
plex challenges that characterize our posthuman condition. Questions about 
emerging life forms in the wake of climate change, artificial intelligence, and 
technological innovation take centre stage in their dynamic interaction with 
decoloniality. The call for DE is thus nothing less than the full incorporation 
of all of humanity’s knowledge systems, past, present, and in anticipation of 
future knowledge constellations, into the knowledge selection systems of uni-
versities. But not all knowledge can logically be included in the curriculum.  
What is required is knowledge selection through the contingent curriculum 
processes of specific university programmes and modules.

Decoloniality, I argue, offers three curriculum knowledge claims. Claim 
one, as illustrated earlier, is based on the centring of an all-inclusive, 
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ecologies of knowledge approach (Santos, 2014) that challenges the hegem-
ony of Eurocentric theories, concepts, canons, and perspectives. Claim two 
is the knowledge and identity claim, based on the productive recognition 
and restoration of the full dignity of subjugated peoples and so unearths 
their full human potential. And, claim three pivots on knowledge relevance 
and contextualization. This is the idea that curriculum knowledge ought 
to make epistemological connections to people’s knowledges, contextual 
life circumstances, indigenous knowledge systems, literacies, languages, 
and ways of knowing. This claim emphasizes the dynamism embedded in 
the connections made to the contexts and knowledges of people’s Africa-
centred lifeworlds (see Zipin, 2017, Cooper and Morrell, 2014). I attend to 
each of these three claims – centring knowledge, knowledge and identity, 
and knowledge relevance – in the following sections.

For my second argument set, I appropriate what has come to be called 
a knowledge-building approach to educational (curriculum) knowledge. 
Knowledge-building provides us with a set of theoretical tools to inform 
curriculum selection. The core challenge here is to work with theoretical 
families with different approaches to identifying knowledge boundaries; 
social realism requires observation of knowledge boundaries and the socio-
epistemic weight of disciplines, while decoloniality insists on a flexible, 
principled, complementary cross-boundary approach.

Knowledge-building emphasizes a real(ist) conception of knowledge, 
not a constructivist one. A realist conception makes the point that any dis-
cipline has a basic conceptual scheme by which its knowledge is organ-
ized and grows. Social realists call these schemes knowledge structures. 
They point out that knowledge structures are either vertical as in physics 
and chemistry with a strong spine of tightly linked internal concepts, or 
horizontal as in sociology and political science, whose schemes are char-
acterized by sets of concepts that develop segmentally (see Young, 2008). 
However, as explained in the previous section, these knowledge structures 
are not binary either/or, or self-enclosed systems. Both sets of knowledge 
structures, as I argued earlier, allow fertile space for inserting decoloniality, 
although in different ways depending on how one works with the logic of 
their structures.

Subject areas such as sociology, journalism, and marketing, for example, 
would facilitate a decolonial turn by including different and ever-expanding 
sets of theories and bodies of social knowledge to offer greater, more inclu-
sive objectivity. In this way, it becomes possible to ‘pursue a robust social 
science by triangulating a wide range of partial perspectives, which would 
yield “stronger objectivity” than the “God trick” of supposed objectification 
from a dis-interested universal perspective’ (Haraway, 1988 as developed in 
Zipin et al. , 2015, p. 16).
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The space to decolonize vertical knowledge structures (e.g., science) 
could be opened up by highlighting, for example, the historical develop-
ment of mathematics, astronomy, and medical concepts. This would be 
done through incorporating hitherto ignored scientific work from India, 
Africa, and Asia, where many of the foundations of these disciplines were 
laid. Decolonizing science-related disciplines such as chemistry and phys-
ics would emphasize how they evolve and subsist through their historical, 
contextual, and horizontal integration with the social world via the social 
sciences, emphasizing what Santos (2014) calls the ‘external plurality’ 
of science. Decoloniality here would thus work carefully and principally 
through dismantling the silos of knowledge structures. Moreover, a decolo-
nial approach would also emphasize what Santos (2014) calls the ‘internal 
plurality’ of scientific knowledge based on the view that, over time, ‘sci-
entific research developed on a complex mix of science and non-science 
constructs; the selection of topics, problems, theoretical models, method-
ologies, languages, images, and forms of argument’ (2014, p. 194).

Decolonizing knowledge in the areas of history and social theory could 
include, for example, the work of Ibn Khaldun on ‘assabiyyah’ (social struc-
tures and cohesion) developed in the fourteenth century in the Maghreb 
region of Africa (Alatas, 2006) and ubuntu-inspired social and philosophical 
work developed in South Africa in recent years (Letseka, 2013). Ibn Khal-
dun’s theoretical architecture precedes the social structuralism of scholars 
such as Karl Marx, Claude Lévi-Strauss, and Pierre Bourdieu. And ubuntu-
inspired philosophy provides fruitful ground for working with the context-
related cosmological knowledges of people. Ibn Khaldun’s assabiyah and 
ubuntu could be incorporated into the knowledge structuring of history, law, 
sociology, public administration, philosophy, and business management 
curricula. Such perspectives would extend our theoretical frameworks, in 
addition to introducing students to a much broader epistemological canon.

Similarly, in disciplines such as history, literature, and law, one could 
work with different periodizations and conceptions of world and African 
history and society, which would challenge constructions that emerged from 
colonial discourse. The unilinear depiction of modernity as an Enlighten-
ment phenomenon could be problematized through a consideration of 
multiple models of modernity that emphasize how slavery, war, capital, 
bureaucracies, education, and other social systems worked in Africa, Asia, 
and the Americas before, during, and after the onset of colonial or imperial 
modernity.

The South American scholar, Enrique Dussel, introduces the notion of 
trans-modernity that brings a pluriversal understanding of modernity into 
view. He explains that ‘trans-modernity is a recognition of epistemic diver-
sity without epistemic relativism’ (in Grosfoguel, 2013, p.  88). Such a 
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perspective breaks with a universalist view where only Western men (sic) 
define what counts as knowledge. The centring of an all-inclusive ecologies 
of knowledge approach, based on a trans-modern pluriversal view, I argue, 
would thus be facilitated by adopting a principled approach to curriculum 
selection that respects the knowledge structures brought into play within the 
specificity of particular curriculum constellations at the university.

My third and final argument set moves explicitly to address principles of 
decolonizing curriculum selection with respect to some of the university’s 
knowledge regions. Shay (2013) builds on Muller’s (2009b) discussion of 
knowledge differentiation to bring curriculum selection in professional and 
vocational education into view. She uses the distinction offered by Legiti-
mation Code Theory, specifically between the concepts of semantic gravity 
(relative context-dependence of meanings) and semantic density (relative 
condensation of meaning within concepts and symbols) in the dimension of 
Semantics (Maton, 2013) to guide her theorizing.

Drawing on Shay (2013), I  suggest that the relative strength or weak-
ness of a discipline’s logical coherence with respect to concepts (semantic 
density) as well as the relative strength or weakness of its coherence with 
respect to context (semantic gravity) would allow one to determine how 
to incorporate decoloniality into specific knowledge constellations. The 
question that has to be asked is how a specific knowledge area’s concep-
tual coherence and contextual coherence come together in its knowledge 
offering. This is not an either/or proposition. In other words, no field of 
knowledge is founded entirely on either contextual or conceptual knowl-
edge. A knowledge area is constituted in a specific manner depending on 
the interplay between its contextual and conceptual knowledge dimensions.

I argue that the decolonial appeal for the contextual relevance of knowl-
edge would find space in those knowledge areas or subjects with more 
significant contextual purchase and application, in other words, where the 
logic of the discipline is derived from its context.

The example of the subject, design, which resides in the area of voca-
tional or professional education, illustrates the possibilities for an emphasis 
on decolonial relevance (see Gilio and Belluigi, 2017). Design is conceptu-
ally informed by its external relation to people’s lived contexts from where 
it derives its logical principles. Active interaction with local Africa-centred 
aesthetics, knowledges, languages, architectures, and tastes is paramount 
in how the ‘knowledge for design’ is recontextualized into the curriculum. 
There is a particular relationship between context and concepts. The cur-
riculum logic for design is derived from the context of its application, and 
recontextualization into the curriculum occurs through a process of concept 
development that derives from the contexts. The concepts are developed 
with reference to the logic of the contexts.
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This would also apply to disciplines such as engineering, agriculture, 
bio-informatics and commercial law. The knowledge assemblages of these 
disciplines are defined by conceptual logics that are worked out in respect of 
their application in professional and vocational contexts. While not deriv-
ing their primary logics from contexts, as is the case of design, curricu-
lum selection in these areas would emphasize how their disciplinary and 
conceptual logics would apply to their African and decolonial contexts of 
application. This is a somewhat truncated account, but the point I wish to 
make is that understanding the specific relationship between concepts and 
contexts in specific knowledge regions and their recontextualization in the 
curriculum opens up the possibility of careful and disciplined incorporation 
of the principles of decoloniality and Africa-centred relevance into specific 
curriculum areas.

Conclusion
This chapter has located the quest for decolonizing knowledge and the cur-
riculum in the exclusionary and discriminatory logics of the colonial and 
apartheid curriculum. It offered a discussion of the politics of knowledge 
in South African higher education, especially key debates about how the 
knowledge question has been approached in light of calls to decolonize the 
curriculum. I proffered an argument for the necessity of a principled bound-
aried and cross-boundaried approach that would provide space to bring 
decoloniality into the full knowledge relations of the university. I offered 
an argument for a decolonial educational knowledge approach that would 
enable academics to insert decoloniality into the various disciplinary and 
multi-disciplinary curriculum knowledge regions of the university.

Incorporating a decolonial approach into the university curriculum is not 
easy. There is much work to be done. Frames and concepts have to be devel-
oped and research pursued for decoloniality to inform curriculum selection. 
Such a task invites us to bring new knowledge problems and trans- and 
inter-disciplinary work into curriculum design. A related focus would be on 
other equally important curriculum processes such as pedagogy and assess-
ment. This chapter has suggested that working with and developing ‘educa-
tional knowledge’ concepts would help us move decoloniality into the space 
of curriculum knowledge selection.
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3	� Building a ‘decolonial 
knower’
Contestations in the 
humanities

Kathy Luckett

Introduction
This chapter discusses contestations around the ‘decolonial turn’ and inter-
pretations of its meaning for institutionalized knowledge and curriculum in 
South African higher education, with a focus on the humanities disciplines. 
To do this I zoom in and analyze calls to ‘decolonize the curriculum’ and 
responses to that call at one university during and after the student pro-
tests (2015–2017). I  argue that in a post-colonial context, still burdened 
with a legacy of education based on ‘colonial difference’ (Chatterjee, 2011), 
calls to decolonize knowledge, the curriculum, and pedagogy can be under-
stood as a set of counter-claims by subaltern knowers desiring ‘liberation’ 
from the domination and control of knowledge production by knowers, 
institutions, and languages of European origin. Struggles around what and 
whose knowledge, what practices and whose dispositions should count in 
higher education fields in the South are also strategic moves for status and 
resources by those whose dispositions and practices have been discounted 
or misrecognized hitherto and who, consequently, have experienced mar-
ginalization or exclusion from the academic game.

Following Foucault’s analysis of the French student protests in May 1968 
as a moment of ‘contingent eventualization’ that opened-up a ‘line of fra-
gility’ based on a ‘breach of self-evidence (Foucault, 2000, pp. 226–227), 
I suggest similarly that the recent student protests can be understood as a 
‘ruptural’ event in the constitution of the modern (post)-colonial historically 
white South Africa university. For Foucault,

It means making visible a singularity at places where there is a tempta-
tion to invoke a historical constant, an immediate anthropological trait, 
or an obviousness that imposes itself uniformly upon all. To show that 
things weren’t as necessary as all that  .  .  . a breach of self-evidence, 
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of those self-evidences on which our knowledges, acquiescences, and 
practices rest.

(2000, pp. 226–227)

By grasping the contingency of socio-historical contexts, such ruptures cre-
ate opportunities for critical self-reflection on the institutions, practices, 
subject formations, and normative commitments that have led us to consti-
tute ourselves and others as we have (Foucault, 2000).

For this reason, in decolonial work (which emphasizes the subjects and 
contexts implicated in knowledge production), it is important to state one’s 
own ‘locus of enunciation’ and ‘positionality’. The author is a white female 
academic who worked in Education Development and was an associate staff 
member of Sociology in the Humanities Faculty, the University of Cape 
Town when this research was conducted. Many of the student activists 
involved in the protests were registered in the programme I convened. I am 
grateful for the opportunities to interview some of them during and soon after 
the protests. The data presented here was sourced from interviews and docu-
ments by students and staff at UCT, a historically white, research-intensive  
South African university where the RhodesMustFall protests began in 2015. 
The data and analysis relate to the humanities because this is where the 
debates have raged most intensely and because this is where I worked and 
could access data.

The chapter is structured as follows: First the conceptual framework and 
method based on the Specialization dimension of Legitimation Code The-
ory (Maton, 2014) is introduced. I work through each of the three fields of 
the epistemic–pedagogic device or ‘EPD’ (Maton, 2014) – setting out the 
data and analysis for each field in turn. But I do not work down the device 
following the Bernsteinian tradition of a hierarchy of relations from knowl-
edge to curriculum to pedagogy. Instead I show that student activists appro-
priated decolonial theory to support their cause in the field of pedagogy, 
against what they experienced as Eurocentric colonial forms of institutional 
culture, curriculum, and teaching. This case study thus illustrates the recur-
sive nature of the EPD, showing how events in the field of pedagogy have 
impacted ‘upwards’ in the field of curriculum development. This is where 
I move next to analyze contesting sets of academic voices around how to 
respond to the students’ call to ‘decolonize the curriculum’. Finally, I draw 
some conclusions.

Conceptual framework
According to Maton, ‘the epistemic  – pedagogic device is the focus of 
domination and resistance, struggle and negotiation, both within education 
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and across wider society’ (Maton, 2014, p. 53). He explains how social 
actors in symbolic fields, such as higher education, compete to control 
the epistemic–pedagogic device in order to ensure that its measures of 
achievement and legitimation reflect their own dispositions and practices; 
‘to control the epistemic–pedagogic device is to control the comparative 
values of specialization codes and thereby the structuring of a social field’ 
(p. 52). This is a model that can show relations between power, knowledge, 
and consciousness and how these work between three levels or fields, as 
shown in Figure 3.1: knowledge production (driven by epistemic logics), 
curriculum design and organization (driven by recontextualizing logics), 
and pedagogy or sites of teaching and learning (driven by evaluative log-
ics). Importantly, in Maton’s model, each of the fields can shape discourses 
and practices in the other two fields. So, as noted earlier, I trace how the 
impetus for change was initiated by students in the pedagogic field, draw-
ing on decolonial theory from the field of knowledge production; and how 
this in turn led to contestation around policy and practice in the field of 
curriculum.

In Specialization, Maton identifies two analytically distinct relations that 
specialize and legitimate knowledge practices in symbolic fields: epistemic 
relations (ER) between a knowledge claim and its object, focus, and meth-
ods; and social relations (SR) between a knowledge claim and its subject, 
author, or actor (2014, p. 29). Humanities disciplines are often (though not 
always) dominated by knower codes (ER –, SR+); these are fields where 
the criteria for achievement, power, and hierarchy lie in the aptitudes and 

Figure 3.1 � The arena created by the epistemic – pedagogic device (EPD) (Maton, 
2014, p. 51).
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Figure 3.2 � The social plane (Maton, 2014, p. 186)

dispositions of the ‘right kind of knower’ and control over the objects and 
methods of study are downplayed. In the humanities, hierarchies of know-
ers, their texts, and theories tend to compete with each other rather than 
building on one another, with new knowers typically claiming to offer 
theories that supersede the old (Maton, 2014, p. 92). Consequently, there 
is fierce contestation around canons and curricula, including the means of 
debate itself. Only some discourses get selected and recontextualized into 
curriculum knowledge, privileging the ‘gaze’ of some knowers over others. 
Regarding pedagogy, Maton suggests that knower codes progress through 
strong ‘sociality’ by building knowers. But privileged gazes in the humani-
ties are acquired tacitly; in order to acquire what ‘counts’ in a particular 
field, learners must be socially and culturally positioned to relate to a com-
munity of legitimate knowers. Consequently, in the humanities, the distrib-
utive logics of unequal societies constrain access to legitimated gazes and 
to the means of determining their legitimation.

 Maton (2014) makes a further distinction between the basis of different 
kinds of gazes: social attributes of the ideal knower, subjective relations 
(SubR) and ways of interacting with significant others, interactional rela-
tions (IR). This enables him to identify four gazes (see Figure 3.2) each with 
a different basis of legitimation.
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Method
This chapter is based on qualitative data; I captured and selected instances of 
text from interviews and documents in the public domain that construe par-
ticular ‘languages of legitimation’ and their axiological stances expressed 
by social actors in the humanities field. From the data I inferred the underly-
ing ‘legitimation codes’ or organizing principles on which actors base their 
claims to legitimacy, authority, and specialization. In a third step, I offer 
my own analysis of ‘what’s going on here?’. For this I  dug deeper into 
the discursive formations and their associated axiologies in a highly ‘raced’ 
post-colonial context to make inferences about how distributive, epistemic, 
recontextualizing, and evaluative logics might be working to shape actors’ 
stances and claims.

Field of production: a cultivated gaze, decolonial lens
The mere fact that the discourse of the Latin American school of decolonial 
theory currently resonates strongly with black knowers in the South African 
academy suggests that ‘coloniality’ persists in South African higher educa-
tion institutions, especially in those that are historically white. Decolonial 
theory is concerned to promote social and epistemic justice; I argue later 
in the chapter that in South African higher education, there is an ethical 
obligation to respond to the challenge to decolonize institutional cultures 
and curricula. Decolonial theory set out to re-frame modern assumptions 
about epistemology. The Latin American school (Dussel, Mignolo, Esco-
bar, Grosfoguel, Maldonado-Torres) builds on earlier traditions: early 
anti-colonial thinkers (Cesaire, Ghandi, Senghor, and Du Bois); political-
philosophers engaged in anti-colonial national liberation struggles (Nkru-
mah, Nyere, Cabral, Fanon, and Biko); post-colonial scholars (Said, Hall, 
Quijano, Chatterjee, Spivak, Chakrabarty, and Bhabha). Here I  focus on 
the writings of just two of the most prominent theorists of Latin American 
decolonial theory – Enrique Dussel and Walter Mignolo.

In the 1970s Dussel, a philosopher, wrote a historical-materialist re-reading  
of Western philosophy as a counter-narrative to Hegel’s Eurocentric his-
toricism. Starting modern history with the Catholic church’s mission in the 
Americas in the fifteenth century, Dussel critiques Hegel’s promotion of 
Europe as the apex of civilization and his assumption that the rest of the 
world should follow its path of development (the ‘Eurocentric fallacy’). 
Instead he argues that non-European alterity in the ‘periphery’ was con-
stitutive of Europe’s self-definition as the ‘centre’. He launched a scath-
ing critique of the West’s ‘civilizing mission’ (which included education) 
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during and beyond the colonial era, which was used to justify modernity’s 
originary and constitutive violence, ‘we do not negate reason (the rational-
ism of the Enlightenment) but we insist on the irrationality of the violence 
generated by the myth of modernity’ (Dussel, 1993, p. 75). Dussel asserts 
that modern knowledge claims are implicated in the unjust power relations 
established by colonialism. His solution is ‘transmodernity’, defined as the 
co-realization of an inclusive form of solidarity which European modernity 
cannot achieve alone (Dussel, 1993).

Following Dussel, two key moves in decolonial theory are first to 
acknowledge the historical ‘epistemicide’1 of previously colonized know-
ers and their ways of knowing by the colonizers (Europe and then the West). 
Second, the decolonial critique announces the end of the ‘Oriental’ and the 
‘savage,’ that is, the end of the West’s self-constitutive ‘othering’ tech-
niques. Unlike earlier anti-colonial Marxist critiques that framed racism as 
an ideology used to justify colonialism after the fact (Fanon, 1967), the 
Latin American decolonial school argue that the racism developed during 
colonialism continues as ‘coloniality’ in the present. For example, that the 
racism of ‘coloniality’ is used to perpetuate asymmetrical power relations in 
contemporary developmental policies and programmes (Maldonado-Torres, 
2007, pp. 243–244).

A key concept in decolonial theory is that of ‘modernity/coloniality’ 
(Mignolo, 2010b; Quijano, 2007) which captures the idea that unjust colo-
nial relations continue into the present both as an effect of the colonial era 
and contemporaneously as a consequence of the way the West has imposed 
its version of modernity on the rest of the world. The modern episteme has 
been institutionalized and universalized through the modern university sys-
tem, the modern disciplines and through the five hegemonic (ex-colonial) 
European languages (Grosfoguel, 2013, p. 74).

In LCT terms, decolonial theorists argue that the distributive logic of 
modernity/coloniality’s EPD (who gets access) is entangled with its epis-
temic logics (the basis of knowledge creation). In this sense they redefine 
the contexts of production of the modern canons. They argue that because 
the modern disciplines were generated from within colonial apparatuses and 
power relations, thus not only the contents of the modern disciplines but also 
their foundational epistemic assumptions should be interrogated (Escobar, 
2002; Grosfoguel, 2008; Mignolo, 2011). Thus, ‘epistemic de-colonization’ 
involves exposing ‘the hidden complicity between the rhetoric of modernity 
and the logic of coloniality’ (Mignolo, 2005, p. 111). This spatializing and 
temporalizing of reason’s European history leads to the demoting of West-
ern knowledge claims from universal status to just one of many competing 
social gazes (Mignolo, 2010a).2
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W. Mignolo (1993) is a semiotician who introduced Foucault’s concept of 
the ‘locus of enunciation’ into decolonial discourse. He uses this concept to 
argue that he is not advocating that a subaltern woman is necessarily better 
placed to understand subaltern women’s issues (a social gaze). Instead he 
proposes that all knowing subjects are inscripted into a network of discipli-
nary and cultural structures, processes, and places that shape their knowing, 
and that critical to accounting for the workings of social relations in knower 
codes, is to understand from where the knower is speaking (this includes the 
historical formation of the knower’s agenda and intended audience):

Whoever writes in whatever place at whatever time writes within, out-
side or in the margins of disciplinary configurations and cultural identi-
ties. Consequently, the ‘true’ account of a subject matter in the form of 
knowledge or understanding will be transacted in the respective com-
munities of interpretation as much for its correspondence to what is 
taken for ‘real’ as for the authorizing locus of enunciation constructed 
in the very act of describing an object or a subject.

(Mignolo, 1993, p. 336)

Mignolo takes both epistemic and social relations into account, offering a 
more subtle argument than simply promoting an alternative social gaze to 
that of the Western modern, ‘I am concerned with the tension between the 
inscription of an epistemological subject within a disciplinary context and 
its inscriptions within a hermeneutic context in which race, gender and tra-
dition compete with the goals, norms and rules of the disciplines’ (1993, 
p. 335). Further, Mignolo’s proposal for a ‘pluri-dimensional hermeneutic’ 
involves a shift from the ‘colonial discourse analysis’ (of written texts) to a 
‘colonial semiosis’ that captures the oral, pictorial, and other means of sym-
bolic communication used by, for example, Amerindian cultures.

Analysis

In LCT terms, decolonial theorists articulate the idea that the same distribu-
tive logics of the political economy of colonialism (exploitative, extractive, 
and violent relations) are implicated in the social and symbolic relations 
of knowledge production between the ‘centre’ and the ‘periphery’ in the 
modern era. In this they have articulated a scathing critique of modern insti-
tutionalized knowledge practices from a Southern or colonized perspec-
tive, reminding us that the legacy of ‘coloniality’ gets into not only the 
social relations of knowledge production, but also the historical contexts 
of its production and therefore epistemological premises. If one accepts 
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their arguments and re-historicizing of the contexts of production of the 
modern disciplines, then one’s ontological moorings have to shift, certainly 
for knower codes in the humanities. Further, their work includes a call for 
social and epistemic justice for previously colonized peoples and thus car-
ries a high axiological charge. This is achieved by a cosmology that sets up 
the evils of colonialism against the innocence and violation of the colonized 
(Mbembe, 2001, p. 243).

However, decolonial theorists are silent on the relations internal to 
knowledge and thus on the differentiated nature of knowledge structures 
and their implications for knowledge-building and curriculum. This leaves 
them open to accusations of ‘knowledge-blindness’. However, as I  have 
argued earlier, a careful analysis of the subjective and interactional rela-
tions proposed by theorists such as Mignolo and Martín Alcoff, plus their 
advocacy of an inclusive teleology via concepts such as a ‘pluriversity’ 
(Walter Mignolo, 2013) and ‘transmodernity’ (Dussel, 2002), suggests that 
they do not base their claims on a crude social gaze, nor are they wanting 
to simply install a new set of knowers and ways of knowing and throw out 
the old. While advocating a weakening of the classification and framing of 
knowledge and its production by modern Western institutions, to open it 
up to previously excluded knowers, their end goal is to enrich humanity’s 
stock of knowledge. This reading of key decolonial theorists suggests they 
are committed to the ‘sociality’ of knowledge production and want to open 
up rather than close down conversations about knowledge.

In terms of LCT (Specialization), decolonial theorists assume that all 
knowledge forms are knower codes and base their own claims on a culti-
vated gaze with a discursive lens (SubR –, IR+) (Maton, 2014). However, 
because they argue for a ‘new way of seeing’ that includes ‘coloniality’ as 
the ‘darker side of modernity’, I think they would want to flip the script – 
rather than be defined in terms of LCT concepts (articulated from a mod-
ern/Western locus of enunciation), they offer us a new lens altogether – a 
cultivated gaze with a decolonial lens. On the basis of this gaze they would 
undoubtedly want to include LCT in the conversation, but on new terms of 
engagement that might entail re-negotiating the rules for how the interac-
tional relations of cultivated gazes are conducted, leading to a more inclu-
sive transmodern/pluriversal gaze that accommodates local knowledges.

However, decolonial theorists do not address the fields of curriculum or 
pedagogy directly. Decolonial theory does not provide principles or con-
ceptual tools for determining what knowledge to select for a ‘decolonized 
curriculum’, how it should be taught, or on what basis students should be 
assessed. While it is tempting for decolonial scholars to continue to engage 
in theoretical skirmishes in the field of production, it has been left to their 
followers to take up the theory and interpret its implications for curriculum 
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and pedagogic practice. To trace this, I turn to interpretations of decolonial 
theory for education practice in my own context, where it was black student 
activists during the protests of 2015–2017 who put the decolonial agenda 
firmly on the table as a means of challenging traditional/colonial higher 
education practices.

Field of pedagogy: a social gaze, psychic lens
While student protests related to fees and readmissions occur regularly on 
historically black South African campuses, in March 2015 a new spontane-
ous movement that became known as RhodesMustFall (RMF) erupted at 
UCT, an elite, historically white campus. The focus of RMF was on remov-
ing the statue of arch-imperialist Cecil John Rhodes as a symbol of the 
racism and whiteness of the institution and the ‘black pain’ suffered by stu-
dents. Referring to symbolic as well as economic access, Mbembe notes 
‘that decolonisation of buildings and public spaces is inseparable from the 
democratisation of access’; creating the ‘conditions that will allow black 
staff and students to say of the university, “This is my home. I am not an 
outsider here. I do not have to beg or apologise to be here. I belong here” ’ 
(Mbembe, 2016, p. 30).

In October  2015, RMF was superseded by FeesMustFall, a protest 
against fee increases at the University of the Witwatersrand (Wits) that later 
included a demand to insource university workers. By the end of 2015, 16 
universities and 11 colleges had been shut down by students now demand-
ing ‘free decolonized education for all’. In order to force students back to 
class and protect university property, university managers called poorly 
trained police and private security forces onto campuses. After two more 
years of intermittent outbreaks of violence and counter-violence against the 
protesters, the then-president Jacob Zuma, backed down and promised free 
education to all students from poor families from 2018.

The data presented here was gathered via interviews with student activ-
ists from RMF at UCT and also includes quotes from a book published by 
a student activist (Chikane, 2018). First, student interviewees expressed a 
sense of misrecognition and exclusion by the hegemonic white culture at 
UCT that required them to assimilate to become legitimate knowers:

Particularly in first year, I swam in self-defeatism, self-doubt, and low 
self-esteem. ‘Black and Stupid’ were some of my every day inferences 
through which I made sense of myself and my abilities.

I was scared my contributions would be viewed as stupid. I feared 
this would be made concrete by my lack of the proficiency of English, 
which at the time appeared to be a measure of intelligence.
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Black students feel that their only hope of survival is assimilation.
(Chikane, 2018, p. 64)

Being at UCT introduced me rather rudely to the lived realities of being 
black in the white world . . . the public lectures and seminars all seemed 
to be about lived black realities in South Africa and yet were done by 
white old men and women.

Second, students shared what the protest movement stood for in their eyes,

#RhodesMustFall . . . was born on the 9 March 2015 out of pain and 
frustration, what we later called Black Pain!

By throwing poo at the statue of Rhodes we were showing our dis-
gust with the way Rhodes mistreated our people in the past. Equally, we 
are showing our disgust at the way UCT celebrates the genocidal Cecil 
Rhodes. The act of poo-throwing was an institutional critique of UCT.

Third, a few students shared their experiences of the psychological and 
therapeutic work that went on in ‘Azania House’ (the administration block 
occupied by protest movement). One student described how some students 
were viscerally ‘purged’ or ‘exorcized’ as they ‘vomited out’ the ‘white spir-
its’ that possessed them.

The life of black people is a life of nervous condition. This is true at 
UCT for all black people. .  .  . It is this life of nervous condition that 
drives me and many others either to go mad or commit suicide. . . . We 
were fearful of what will happen to us while we are in the white world 
if we are to disrupt white power.

We wanted to get rid of the gaze of white people so that we were free to 
talk about race with whites out of the room. We needed to separate from 
whiteness to understand our self-worth – we had to learn how to love 
ourselves – this was a form of liberation, it was psychic recuperation.

Together we asserted what it means to black and powerful – this felt 
good, it became addictive. RMF became a form of rehab for sharing 
experiences of being black at UCT – it was like the AA we were all 
victims of whiteness – we shared some heart-breaking experiences.

The cry of ‘black pain’ resonated with most black students on campus who 
came out in support of the protests. Student leaders used an identity politics 
based on a racialized polemic to mobilize black students against the enemy 
of ‘whiteness’. By late 2015 the movement became controlled by student 
activists linked to an Africanist political organization. One interviewee 
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explained that this led to a stronger definition of blackness; not only were 
whites excluded from the movement, but ‘coconuts’3 and ‘other Africans’ 
were no longer welcome.4 It seems that the movement now required a cer-
tain Africanist and/or ‘woke’ disposition from members of its inner circle.

Black Consciousness ideas were consolidated in RMF – we were all 
reacting to white institutional racism. We used a race-based analysis 
and agreed not to talk about class, (‘amandla awethu’ was replaced 
with ‘izwe lethu’). We took black South African lived experience as 
the basis for identity  .  .  . so in the beginning, intersectionality was 
expressed under a black umbrella.

(Chikane, 2018, p. 56)

While the meme of ‘black pain’ united black South African students across 
class, gender, and sexual divisions during the first year of the movement’s 
existence, this was not sustained. As one female interviewee explained, as 
the Africanist agenda became more dominant, some female and LGBTQI+ 
members became disgruntled with the patriarchal, authoritarian style of some 
male leaders. In March  2016, a group of transgender activists expressed 
their outrage by disrupting the opening and destroying the contents of a 
photographic exhibition set up to commemorate the founding of the RMF 
movement. From then onwards it became clear that a political movement 
based on identity politics was fragmenting; the RMF was absorbed into the 
broader national campaign for free decolonized education.

The RMF movement’s criticism of whiteness at UCT was spelled out 
in a list of long-term goals. Those relating to knowledge and curriculum 
included:

Implement a curriculum which centres Africa and the subaltern. By this 
we mean treating African discourses as the point of departure – through 
addressing not only content, but languages and methodologies of edu-
cation and learning – and only examining western traditions in so far as 
they are relevant to our own experience.

Introduce a curriculum and research scholarship linked to social jus-
tice and the experiences of black people.

(Rhodes Must Fall (RMF) Movement, 2015)

Analysis

The RMF movement adopted a raced social gaze (being positioned as black 
in South Africa) (SR+, IR –) to legitimate its political message and to unite 
classed and gendered factions of black students. A raced social gaze is also 
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evident in its proposals for decolonizing the curriculum. The data suggest 
that over time some groups in the movement shifted to a more essentialist 
and exclusive born gaze based on a nativist or ‘woke’ disposition (IR+) as 
well as a biological or genetic basis for legitimation (SubR+), which later 
caused the movement to fragment politically. But it must be noted that black 
students’ use of identity politics and a born social gaze originated in a cry 
of misrecognition. They experienced the hegemonic cultivated gaze of this 
historically white university as a social gaze based on racialized colonial 
difference that excluded them as legitimate knowers. In this society where 
subjectivities remain highly ‘raced’, it is hardly surprising that students 
reacted by simply inverting the categories of the colonial gaze to a black 
social gaze, still based on racialized colonial difference.

Furthermore, there was data to show that some students felt a need to 
purge themselves of this internalized colonial gaze  – described as ‘res-
sentiment’ by post-colonial writers such as (Fanon, 2008; Mbembe, 2017; 
Naicker, 2019).5 Here we are not dealing with knowledge-building in the 
formal sense, but with subjects coming to terms with what Fanon identified 
as the psychic condition of the colonized, which he described as an inferi-
ority complex leading to dependency and self-hatred. For Mbembe (2017) 
this is a neurosis of victimization based on an internalized, moral inversion 
of colonial metaphysics. These colonized subjects have to first deal experi-
entially with a psychic condition as a precondition for their self-realization 
as fully agential knowers. Mbembe (2017) warns that this condition is typi-
cally accompanied by a pathological belief that ‘authentic’ African agency 
can arise only through the violent destruction of the enemy – an external 
evil other (Mbembe, 2001, p. 251). LCT does not (yet) cater for this kind 
of experiential knowing and it is probably inappropriate to label it in LCT 
terms, but if so pushed, I would name it a ‘psychic lens’ based on the under-
standable but deleterious effects of an internalized born/social colonial gaze.

Code clashes in the field of recontextualization
I now turn to the site of curriculum policy and development where I present 
and analyze stances taken by academics as they debated how to respond 
to the students’ demands. It is noteworthy that it was student action in the 
field of pedagogy that worked ‘up’ and not ‘down’ the EPD to challenge the 
old recontextualizing rules for curriculum construction. The student pro-
tests had a polarizing effect on university staff; they signalled an end to 
fondly held liberal notions of (white) collegiality and claims to academic 
freedom as an individual right. In LCT terms, the debate that raged around 
how to respond to the demand to decolonize the curriculum was a code 
clash between positions based on social and cultivated gazes. In this section 
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I discuss three categories of academic voices evident in the data: a tradi-
tional academic voice, black radical voices, and an institutional response, 
each based on a different gaze or lens.

Traditional academic voice, a cultivated gaze: colonial lens

In 2016 a postgraduate student interviewed academics in the humanities 
faculty about their views on decolonizing their curricula (Baijnath, 2017). 
She concluded that there was little consensus on what decolonization might 
mean, while few academics had a strong enough grasp of decolonial theory 
to attempt substantial curriculum change. One responded, ‘I’m not yet sure 
it’s a coherent idea’ while another stated, ‘I think that the kinds of issues 
that they raised are things I already teach’. All interviewees talked about the 
content of their courses; none mentioned social relations, culture, language, 
or pedagogy. One retorted,

You remember how in feminism they would say ‘add a little gender and 
stir’, and you have your gender perspective? You could also say ‘add a 
little blackness and stir’ and then you have your new curriculum.

(Baijnath, 2017, p. 51)

There were some oppositional responses suggesting that these academics 
were out of touch with black students. Some complained about the intro-
duction of identity politics on campus, how it leads to ‘intellectual polic-
ing’ and inhibits possibilities for change. Others asserted that the students’ 
demands were incompatible with their ‘academic freedom’ to determine 
what to teach.

Analysis

Some of the data gathered from traditional academics suggests a lack of 
awareness of the socio-historical specificity of the curriculum and that it 
may fail to address the burning issues that their students face. This analysis 
was supported by the Report of the Ministerial Committee on Transforma-
tion and Social Cohesion and the Elimination of Discrimination in Public 
Higher Education Institutions which described ‘the transformation of what 
is taught and learnt’ as ‘one of the most difficult challenges this sector is 
facing’.

Given the decontextualised approaches to teaching and learning that 
are evident in virtually every institution, it is recommended that institu-
tions give consideration to the development of curriculum approaches 
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that sensitise students to the place of, and the issues surrounding South 
Africa on the African continent and in the world at large.

(Council on Higher Education, 2008, p. 21)

Old taken-for-granted assumptions that the pedagogic norm is a privileged 
white middle class student works in exclusionary ways for most black stu-
dents. In the humanities, the problems surrounding assimilationist/exclu-
sionary curriculum and pedagogic practices and a lack of shared contexts 
and forms of sociality are compounded the implicit nature of the legitimate 
gaze and the invisibility of its criteria for assessment. What is assumed to 
be a cultivated gaze (IR+) by those in power – an ostensibly teachable and 
learnable curriculum – may be experienced as a colonial social gaze (SR+) –  
as a curriculum accessible only to whites – by cultural ‘others’. The pro-
tests are a powerful reminder of the consequences of ‘knower-blindness’ by 
academics in hegemonic positions and by institutions that arrogantly retain 
their colonial white settler cultures as the norm.

Black radical academic voice: a social gaze, decolonial lens

During the protests at UCT, senior management set up a working group 
led by black radical academics outside of regular committee processes, to 
develop proposals for curriculum change. The Curriculum Change Work-
ing Group produced a Curriculum Change Framework (CCF) published 
in 2018. The CCF emerged from their work with student activists-as- 
partners in curriculum development at three different sites during the pro-
tests. The authors could empathize with the students’ ‘black pain’ and set 
out to interpret this position for the academic community, stating, ‘students 
are important stakeholders, they must participate in the academic project 
without having to be stripped from their identities by colonial narratives’ 
(University of Cape Town, 2018, p. 62). The report stressed the urgency 
of correcting the misrecognition and alienation of black learners, arguing 
that misrecognized students will be neither motivated nor engaged in their 
learning. The authors of the CCF were the first to formally articulate a 
decolonial position  – the CCF aims to ‘resist deficit and assimilationist 
models based on Anglonormativity and Eurocentricism’ (ibid., p. 58). They 
understand curriculum change to be about challenging the hierarchies of 
coloniality,

Central to resisting coloniality is defying colonial authority in what 
constitutes knowledge, how it is produced and who is allowed to claim 
custodianship.

(University of Cape Town, 2018, p. 54)
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The CCF shifts the terms of curriculum contestation from knowledge to 
knowers, ‘curriculum change at UCT must be black-led’ (ibid., p. 54); ‘the 
curriculum must reflect students’ cultural capital’, and ‘bring African ways 
of knowing to the centre’ (ibid., p. 62). It also questioned the legitimacy of 
the disciplines, ‘curriculum change is about contesting power, especially 
disciplinarity, which carries colonial narratives’. They are in effect calling 
for a new set of knowers to control the EPD.

Black radical academic voice: a cultivated gaze, decolonial lens

Not all black academics agreed with the CCF. Some interviewees implicitly 
critiqued it. One asked,

Does it mean learning only about Black thinkers? . . . is this the only way 
to approach decolonization? . . . We agree to the need for the politics of 
representation – but this is not what we consider to be substantive decolo-
nization. . . . We are not going to teach students that ‘the West is bad and 
the rest is good’. We want to interrupt this ‘lazy history’. The ‘decolonial 
turn’ wants to start anew. This is romantic idealism. . . . Colonialism has 
reconfigured the world – and we have to live with it and learn about it.

This academic legitimated curriculum knowledge on the basis of a culti-
vated gaze: decolonial lens.

We start by insisting that students know what they are critiquing. . . . 
Students must have a sense of the world from a wide perspective. . . . 
It’s not about having the correct identity or politics, but what you know 
and how you work with that. . . . We teach that the meanings of con-
cepts are contingent on their historical context – they can’t just be lifted 
from elsewhere – we need to find a vernacular language that can inter-
pret modern political concepts for this context.

Analysis

The authors of the CCF critique the ‘whiteness’ of UCT’s institutional cul-
ture and its ossified, ‘colonial’ curriculum based on supposedly open cul-
tivated gazes (but carrying a colonial optic). In their concern to correct the 
institution’s ‘knower-blindness’, the CCF emphasizes the misrecognition of 
knowers in an institutional space experienced as racist and exclusionary but 
leave themselves open to the accusation of ‘knowledge-blindness’. If this 
analysis is correct, then in LCT terms the claims of the CCF are legitimated 
by a social gaze with a decolonial lens.
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All modern/colonial education systems in the South face the challenge 
of producing alternative modes of subjectivity and sociality to underpin 
knowledge-building. The challenge is to work with the ‘messy contradic-
tory’ problems of the ‘post-colonial condition’ and imagine what kinds 
of learning experiences and curricula will free all knowers from colonial 
racialized subjectivities and essentialized binaries.

Responses to the Curriculum Change Framework (2018): 
cultivated gazes

Unsurprisingly, the CCF caused heated contestation. A website was set up 
for staff to respond:

The CCF is based on a very specific set of social science theories. It 
fails to take disciplinary differences into account. It can’t work for the 
natural and applied sciences.

The CCF’s theory of knowledge is reductionist – knowledge and cur-
riculum appear to be equated with power relations (only).

The CCF endorses a race-based criterion for who can drive the 
curriculum.

(University of Cape Town, 2018)

Thereafter, UCT’s Senate Teaching and Learning Committee produced a 
formal, internal document ‘Taking Curriculum Change Forward’ (Senate 
Teaching and Learning Committee, 2019) that takes into account the CCF 
and responses to it. It proposes a set of principles to inform an institutional 
review of the undergraduate curriculum going forward. The document 
includes measured critiques of the CCF that aim to correct its ‘knowledge-
blindness’. For example, it states that the ‘radical relativizing of knowledge’ 
by the CCF and its ‘emphasis on positionality also entails the potential to 
silence’ (ibid., p. 5). Further that ‘students’ social identities or lived experi-
ences cannot be the only grounds on which students engage or make knowl-
edge claims’ while the ‘pedagogic challenge is to help students make sense 
of the gap between the “powerful knowledge” of the disciplines and their 
lived experience’ (ibid., p. 5). The document defends academic expertise and 
the specialized nature of knowledge (ibid., p. 10). Finally, it calls for a coor-
dinated, collective, and dialogical approach to curriculum review and reform.

Analysis

Identity politics tends to emerge in political struggles in response to mis-
recognition. This is surely a healthy form of assertion required to reclaim 
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the agency of subordinated groups. But when transferred to educational 
fields, a politics of identity works as a social gaze that is insufficiently inclu-
sive to build knowledge and potentially silences voices from other social 
positions. This concern was taken up by the Senate Teaching and Learning 
Committee. However, in settler societies like South Africa, it is not helpful 
to simply dismiss social gazes as reductionist or anti-intellectual. In con-
texts where socio-cultural distance and lack of intersubjectivity between 
knowers is an effect of considerable ignorance and arrogance by white peo-
ple, what is intended as a cultivated gaze by white teaching staff may well 
be experienced as a social gaze by black students (previously labelled a 
cultivated gaze: colonial lens). In such cases, the decolonial instinct to open 
up the classification and framing of knowledge to colonized knowers and 
their ways of knowing is critical to the knowledge-building project in order 
to correct blind-spots in hegemonic ways of knowing and give ‘others’ 
access to the academy without requiring assimilation. This might permit 
knowledge production to better address local problems and introduce new 
concepts and methods to the global stock of knowledge.

The heated contestations around a decolonized curriculum on South 
African campuses may be symptomatic of a deeper problem related to the 
undoing of colonial subjectivization and the ongoing challenge to work for 
alternative forms of subjectification, education, and culture that can free us 
from gazes based on colonial difference and keep the intellectual conversa-
tion open to those with whom we disagree. In this sense Maton’s (2014) 
advocacy for the value of interactional relations over subjective relations is 
critical. The institutional and epistemic conditions that enable open forms 
of ‘sociality’ around knowledge-building in the academy should be valued 
and protected. At the same time the terms of engagement for knowledge-
building conversations in the post-colony need to be re-calibrated by those 
previously colonized to guarantee their full participation. This includes 
the challenge raised by the CCF of how to include students as legitimate 
participants in the curriculum decolonization project. Following Mbembe 
(2016) and the decolonial theorists discussed earlier, this will mostly likely 
be realized and legitimated by a pluriversal, cultivated gaze: decolonial lens 
that adopts a ‘horizontal strategy of openness to dialogue among different 
epistemic traditions’ and a ‘radical refounding of our ways of thinking that 
can transcend disciplinary divisions’ (ibid., p. 37).

Conclusion
This chapter has demonstrated the value of LCT Specialization for analyz-
ing contesting languages of legitimation around decolonizing the curricu-
lum in the humanities in a post-colonial context – as a code clash between 
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social gazes and cultivated gazes. However, in post-colonial contexts with 
long histories of violence, exploitation, and racism, I exploited LCT’s con-
ceptual flexibility to suggest new lenses to accommodate the data – namely 
a colonial lens, a decolonial lens, and a psychic lens.

Ironically, it is the much-maligned Western academy that is not only the 
object of decolonial critique but has provided the political freedom and 
material and institutional conditions for the development of the critique 
itself. In this sense, this study confirms Bernstein’s insight into the inter-
nal contradiction of the pedagogic device, namely that offers new knowers 
access to ‘unthinkable knowledge’ which in turn they can use to take control 
of the device itself. In post-colonial societies where civil society is weak, it 
is of vital importance that new educated elites not only take control of the 
pedagogic device, but use it to build civil society.
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Notes
	1	 While this may be a correct description for those languages and cultures that were 

deracinated by colonialism, it is over-stated and unhelpful for the South African 
and other contexts where indigenous languages have been preserved. There is 
already important work being done to resurrect the black archive (see for example 
Kumalo S.H. (2019) ‘Khawuleza – an instantiation of the Black Archive’).

	2	 In his study of British cultural studies, Maton (2014) points out that the redescrip-
tion of a cultivated gaze to a social gaze is a move typical of social gazes. How-
ever, he also concedes that ‘critiques based on social gazes correct the essentialist 
temptation to misrecognize a canon as asocial and ahistorical’ (2014, p. 101).

	3	 Coconuts are assimilated blacks who have taken on white middle class culture, 
often as a result of elite schooling.

	4	 This trend corresponds to what Achille Mbembe has called ‘the new nativism’. 
On the one hand, it operates on the basis of a form of discursive exclusion that 
separates ‘authentic Africans’ as racial insiders from outsiders: the exiled, vul-
nerable communities and diasporic configurations from other continents. On the 
other, it fails to recognize the plural cosmopolitanism that characterizes Africa. 
Rather than focusing on what Africa is, Nativism prescribes a moral discourse on 
what Africa ought to be (Mbembe, 2001, pp. 2–3)

	5	 Mbembe (2017) has a more sophisticated analysis than that of Fanon’s – the latter 
written during the first wave of anti-colonialism. Mbembe argues that in the late 
global capitalist era it is becoming increasingly difficult to distinguish between 
coloniality and modernity – this idea is contained in his concept ‘the becoming 
black of the world’.
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Introduction
The university in the Global South is under intense critique for its lack of 
transformation and the snail’s pace of decolonisation (Heleta, 2018; Hlat-
shwayo and Fomunyam, 2019; Ndlovu-Gatsheni, 2013a). The academy 
has been accused of resisting transformation by undertaking various pro-
cesses of ‘reform’, ‘change’ and ‘adjustment’ designed to give the sense that 
transformation is being enacted – yet which allow its structures of power 
to remain intact (Hlatshwayo and Shawa, 2020). Underpinning this critique 
is the assumption that universities continue to produce and reinforce the 
epistemic and cognitive violence of the colonial project (Kamanzi, 2016; 
Keet, 2014; Kumalo, 2018). This phenomenon of the university reinscrib-
ing structures of power is not peculiar to South Africa, but is often accom-
panied by protest as groups within the academy attempt to push back.

The irony of using the works of British, French and British-Australian 
theorists, Bernstein, Bourdieu and Maton, to explicate the ways in which 
battles for the curriculum occur in a bid for decoloniality is not lost on 
me. But my project is not to reject or overthrow all that can be in some 
way linked to the Global North. Indeed this would be futile in a globalised 
world, as I will argue later. Rather I want to make sense of how the epis-
temic traditions so long undermined and absent can take up their rightful 
place and move us forwards and I believe that Legitimation Code Theory 
(LCT) offers a set of useful insights for this endeavour.

In particular LCT counters the knowledge-blindness of much of the sociol-
ogy of education (including many of the calls for decolonisation). Knowledge- 
blindness entails rightly understanding intellectual developments in the 
academy and beyond as emerging from issues of social power and insti-
tutional politics but then being blind to the extent to which the knowledge 
practices in turn shape social power and institutional politics. Further-
more, knowledge-blindness leads to research which treats all knowledge 
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as generic with no recognition about how different fields construct different 
forms of knowledge to different ends. Understanding the struggles being 
fought over knowledge and education requires a deep understanding of the 
differentiated and specialised contexts and practices of each field. ‘Knowl-
edge is socially produced by means of antecedent knowledge and how this 
is done forms the specific (though not monopolistic) concern of intellec-
tual fields’ (Maton, 2014, p. 44). The epistemic–pedagogic device (Maton, 
2014) allows us to engage with deliberations about how and where sym-
bolic control is created, maintained, transformed and changed in society.

The Epistemic–Pedagogic Device (EPD)
The late British sociologist Basil Bernstein (2000) introduced what he called 
the ‘pedagogic device’ to trace the different fields by which knowledge is 
made and transmitted in educational practice. For Bernstein, the pedagogic 
device comprised three different yet internally related fields of practice: the 
field of production (the site where new knowledge is developed, such as the 
laboratory, and disseminated through conferences, journal articles and aca-
demic books), the field of recontextualisation (the site of curriculum design, 
where decisions are made as to which fields of production to draw from, and 
which issues from the field of production should be selected for inclusion, 
and how these should be organised, and articulated through syllabus docu-
ments, course guides and textbooks), and the field of reproduction (the site 
of teaching and learning, including assessment practices, where forms of 
the recontextualised knowledge are presented to students for their engage-
ment). Building on this work, Karl Maton (2014) developed the ‘epistemic–
pedagogic device’ (hereafter the EPD) to argue that the fields are not only 
interrelated but also dialectical. In other words, knowledge does not always 
or only move from the field of production to the field of reproduction via the 
field of recontextualisation. New knowledge could move dialectically from 
the field of reproduction to the field of production, with an agent drawing 
on their own teaching and learning experiences to contribute to intellectual 
knowledge-building.

In this chapter, I  focus on the recontextualisation field, where the cur-
riculum is constructed. The overarching distributive logics at play across 
the EPD regulate access to both principled and everyday meanings and then  
the recontextualising logics at play in the recontextualising field regulate the 
de-location and pedagogising of knowledge.

 Bernstein (1975) suggests that the process of recontextualisation is 
largely governed by two sets of rules (or logics), which he terms, instruc-
tional discourse (ID) and regulative discourse (RD). Instructional discourse 
focuses on the selection, sequencing, pacing and assessment of pedagogic 
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practices. Regulative discourse focuses on the implicit, hidden and assumed 
morals, ethics and values that shape and influence curriculum design deci-
sions. Academics and curriculum designers, whom Bernstein refers to as 
recontextualising agents, infuse their own agendas, ideologies and beliefs 
into the curricula they create (Boughey and McKenna, 2021). This consti-
tutes what Apple (1971) calls the ‘hidden curriculum’, that is, our taken-
for-granted ideologies that we impose on our curricula. In decolonial terms, 
this could be seen as the site where coloniality most explicitly manifests, in 
that challenging Western epistemic traditions and calling for the re-centring 
of African and Global South knowledges and perspectives is seen as con-
testing ‘truth’, encapsulated in a ‘traditional’ and ‘well-established’ canon. 
Gordon (2015) and to some extent, Kumalo (2020) challenge organised dis-
ciplinarity and the entrenchment of the canon, and propose alternative inter/
trans/cross-disciplinaries that draw on different epistemologies from Africa 
and the Global South in our curriculum imaginations.

While the EPD offers us a ‘clean’ analytical framework with which to 
see knowledge being pedagogised across the three different fields, a com-
mitment to decoloniality demands that I  recognise the fallibility of this 
framework if taken literally rather than heuristically. In making sense of 
the practical struggles for transformation and decolonisation, I argue that 
they cannot be classified and categorised as belonging in one field only. 
Struggles for decolonisation in general and recontextualising knowledge in 

Figure 4.1 � The arena created by the epistemic–pedagogic device (EPD) (Maton, 
2014, p. 51).
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particular tend to be ‘messy’, complex, dialectical, intersectional and often 
transcend narrow fields of practice in calling to our attention the need to 
move beyond formalised disciplines, canons and fields. As Maton (2014, 
p. 52) indicates, ‘actors struggle over control of the arena as a whole, rela-
tions between fields, and relations within fields’.

In this chapter, I use the EPD in general and the field of recontextualisa-
tion in particular to bring to light the dialectical struggles that are occurring 
in South African higher education. This offers a useful set of concepts not 
only to reveal these struggles, but also to open up opportunities to make 
necessary decolonial interventions, by interrelating power, knowledge and 
consciousness. Understanding the EPD is thus useful for exploring colonial 
domination and control because it allows us to see how power relations are 
translated into educational practices and how educational practices can be 
translated into power relations.

I have divided this chapter into two parts. In Part I, I focus on explicating 
our understanding of coloniality/decoloniality. In Part II, I apply the EPD 
through our discussion of the emergent calls for transformation in the South 
African academy. I then move to the heart of the chapter: providing an argu-
ment for why I believe a focus on the struggles for knowledge is central to 
decolonisation and transformation.

Part I
Conceptualising coloniality and decoloniality
Decolonial scholars propose the terms ‘coloniality’ and ‘decoloniality’ to 
make sense of the enduring patterns of colonial contact and institutionalised 
entrenchment of the values of the historically colonised world, including 
in our universities, curricula, teaching practices and knowledge production 
(Grosfoguel, 2007; Maldonado-Torres, 2007; Ndlovu-Gatsheni, 2013b). 
The notion of the distributive logic of the EPD allows us to understand the 
ways in which coloniality marks who is to be a legitimate knower and who 
is not, and who is entitled to distribute knowledge; furthermore this logic 
conditions who may claim what and under which conditions, and thereby 
sets the limits of what constitutes legitimate discourse. This can be seen 
to manifest as three dialectical yet interrelated struggles  – the ‘colonial-
ity of power’, the ‘coloniality of knowledge’ and the ‘coloniality of being’ 
(Maldonado-Torres, 2016).

The coloniality of power focuses on the social, economic, cultural and 
political inequalities, reproduction and imbalances that continue beyond 
the formal colonisation and military occupation by the Global North of the 
Global South. Rodney (1973) in his seminal work entitled ‘How Europe 
Underdeveloped Africa’, writes about how Europe structurally engineered 
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underdevelopment in Africa through the extractive, anthropological and 
colonial nature of African economic development in aiding and supporting 
Western industrial development. Adopting classical Marxist lenses, Wolpe 
(1972) provides an alternative conception of this coloniality of power in 
looking at the apartheid regime in South Africa, where the capitalist class 
struggled to meet the demand for expanding cheap labour for the indus-
trial economy. This coloniality of power speaks to what Mignolo (2011) 
refers to as the ‘darker side of western modernity’, that is, the operational 
logic whereby concepts of ‘universal’ Western modernity and scientific pro-
gress were accompanied by the colonial project that sought to ‘civilise’ and 
‘re-educate’ the African subjects who were seen as useful labour for the 
colonial regime. For Césaire (1955) and Said (1978), and more recently 
Gordon (2011) and Almeida and Kumalo (2018), the colonial project was 
inherently an existentialist project committed to the ‘thingi-fication’ of the 
colonised subalterns, denying humanity, culture(s), spirituality, knowledges 
and modes of being in the attempt to socially re-construct the colonised into 
useful colonial subjects or ‘things’. Said (1978) writes about the ontological 
and epistemic death of the oriental Other. This goes far beyond excluding 
people who are not deemed to be legitimate knowers within the distribu-
tive logic of the EPD because these knowers are reimagined in the colonial 
mind as not human, but as a colonial tool and object, needing to be owned, 
controlled and dominated.

The coloniality of knowledge refers to the continuing systemic and insti-
tutionalised influence of colonisation through knowledge production, the 
academy, curriculum design and teaching and learning practices that decon-
textualise learners and which remain dominant in the university (Hlatsh-
wayo and Fomunyam, 2019; Khunou et al. , 2019; Kumalo, 2018; Boughey 
and McKenna, 2021). At the heart of the distributive logic of coloniality 
is Kant’s notion of cogito, ergo sum, which constitutes a central organis-
ing myth of the Western philosophical conception of logic, rationality and 
reason (Hlatshwayo and Shawa, 2020; Hlatshwayo et al. , 2020; Le Grange, 
2019). The ‘I’ in this Western epistemic tradition is the colonising European 
subject who refuses to recognise and acknowledge different beings, knowl-
edges and epistemic traditions outside of the domain of Euro-American 
thought. Rejecting the Cartesian duality between the individual and society, 
between the rational and the affective, between body and mind, and between 
human and nature is central to the call for decoloniality.

The coloniality of being refers to the ways that universities in general, 
and historically white universities in particular, are structurally involved 
in the social reproduction of ‘natives of nowhere’ who are dislocated from 
their being, indigenous epistemic traditions, identity and cultural belong-
ing (Kumalo, 2018; Buntin, 2006). Kumalo employs the story of the late 
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apartheid journalist, Nat Nakasa, who committed suicide by jumping out of a 
building in New York after banishment by the apartheid regime, to explicate 
the assimilationist challenges that students have to navigate when accessing 
historically white universities (see also Alasow, 2015; Naicker, 2016; Open 
Stellenbosch Collective, 2015). Kumalo (2018) agrees with Ndlovu-Gat-
sheni (2018a) in his suggestion that this coloniality of being presents itself 
through the ontological (and existential) exiling of the colonised from them-
selves, their languages, identities, names, spaces, time and socio-spirituality.

The coloniality of power, coloniality of being and coloniality of knowl-
edge are, in our view, central to the distributive logics of the academy. 
The 2015–2016 student protests organised under the banners of #Rhodes-
MustFall and #FeesMustFall re-centred ongoing calls to re-configure the 
university and reimagine access, curriculum, pedagogy and the broader 
institutional culture(s) Carolissen & Kiguwa (2018); Cornell and Kessi, 
2017). I now turn to the possibilities that the EPD offers in exploring the 
field of recontextualisation, where knowledge is selected, sequenced and 
articulated in curriculum documents.

Part II
A brief context on the struggles for decolonising  
the university
Contemporary transformation struggles in South African higher education 
have often foregrounded three key aspects that attempt to respond to the 
calls for transformation and decolonising the university. These are: the pur-
poses of the university; curriculum design and its potential imaginations; 
and teaching and learning (Booysen, 2016; Khunou et al., 2019; Mbembe, 
2016). One of the significant contributions of the #RhodesMustFall and 
#FeesMustFall movements was to force us to reflect on our understanding 
of what constitutes the public university in South Africa (see Hlatshwayo 
and Shawa, 2020; Mbembe, 2016; Ndlovu-Gatsheni, 2013a). A  common 
understanding is that the current university in its constitution and formula-
tions functions at least in part as a neoliberal teaching machine (Spivak, 
2012). It ‘economises’ activities, processes and people and disregards that 
which cannot be counted and its efficiency counted (Boughey and McK-
enna, 2021). In doing this the university disregards its context and seeks 
to replicate its Euromodern counterparts in North America and Western 
Europe. For Mbembe (2016), Kumalo (2018) and Heleta (2016), universi-
ties in South Africa value and legitimate curricula and syllabi rooted in a 
colonial and apartheid logic constructed under the guise of neoliberal strate-
gic reforms. The distributive logics of colonialism have been transmogrified 
into the distributive logics of neoliberalism.
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There are at least two critiques of the current calls for decolonisation 
of the university. The first argues that the public university is a neoliberal, 
colonising institution that needs to be entirely dismantled so that in its place 
a multiversity, or alternatively a pluriversity, can emerge (Mbembe, 2016; 
Ndlovu-Gatsheni, 2013a, 2018b). The operational logic is that this pluriv-
ersity or multiversity will embrace different epistemic traditions and begin 
to look at the world from the perspective of Africa and the Global South.

The second critique, largely advanced by Jansen (2017), Habib (2019), 
and more recently, Teferra (2020), suggest impending doom for the current 
university in South Africa as a result of a decline of standards that come 
with the move towards decolonisation. This decline of the ‘South African 
university’ is driven, at least according to Jansen (2017), by the pressures 
brought by the 2015–2016 student protests which have challenged the entire 
repertoire of the EPD and its current distributive logics, including curricula, 
teaching and learning and institutional cultures, and language in all public 
universities.

It should be highlighted that central to the recontextualising logic is 
the reproduction of the coloniality of knowledge through language, with 
various scholars building on the work of Wa Thiong’o (1986) and Asante 
(1991) to critique the hegemonic role of the English language. This goes far 
beyond concerns about the pedagogical challenges brought about through 
learning in an additional language to the consideration of the discursive lim-
its in making sense of and unpacking indigenous knowledge systems and 
the nuanced lifeworlds of Africans. For Quijano (2007), Ndlovu-Gatsheni 
(2018b) and Hlatshwayo (2019b), this becomes an opportunity to engage 
in ‘epistemic disobedience’ in moving beyond and ‘de-linking’ from West-
ern epistemic traditions and beginning to re-centre other Othered epistemic 
traditions that enable, facilitate and reinforce us – our ontological and epis-
temic lives – in all our complexities and diversities.

Recently, Le Grange (2019) and Hlatshwayo and Shawa (2020) have 
built on the work of Pinar (1975) to re-construct the term ubuntu currere 
(Ubuntu curriculum) to advance a democratic and social justice concep-
tion of the academy, where organised curriculum is not a priori and rather 
builds upon student experiences in the university. This concept of curricu-
lum constitutes the rejection of the top-down, hierarchical power relations 
in curriculum design and calls for an attempt at flattening this curriculum 
hierarchy through inclusion, diversity and democratic thought in such cur-
riculum spaces. Such challenges to the existing recontextualising logics will 
need to take very different forms in different fields. In fields with stronger 
social relations, where being a particular kind of knower is central to suc-
cess, as is common across the humanities, there may be more cracks to 
leverage towards recognising the wealth of knowledge(s) long excluded 
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from the academy. In fields with what LCT (Maton, 2014) terms stronger 
epistemic relations, on the other hand, such as many fields in the natural 
sciences, where there is general consensus about the nature of knowledge 
deemed legitimate and this knowledge is strongly bounded, the process of 
challenging well-established practices may be particularly challenging, and 
even the idea that there is always an ideal knower may be contested. The 
colonial project is strongly evident across the academy but the colonialities 
of power, knowledge and being manifest in varied ways across disciplinary 
contexts and attempts to shift the distributive logics of the academy will 
need to take this into account.

Furthermore, the distributive logics of the academy do not contain 
themselves only to the formal curriculum. Various institutional mecha-
nisms and structures, such as the hegemonic institutional culture(s), space 
and spatial justice, university practices and ceremonies, buildings and 
statues are experienced by many Black students as daily reminders that 
they are not recognised by and do not belong in the academy (Hlatsh-
wayo, 2015; Mahabeer et al., 2018). Black academics have had to negoti-
ate institutional racism, sexism, harassment, discrimination and epistemic 
violence in being forced to prove their legitimacy, competence and 
belonging (Booi et al., 2017; Mahabeer et al., 2018; Nzimande, 2017). 
Khoza-Shangase (2019), for example, diagnoses herself as suffering from 
intellectual and emotional toxicity in grappling with the institutional rac-
ism and white privilege at a research intensive university, which led to her 
own depression.

Black working class students who are the first in their family to come to 
university are especially side-lined by the recontextualising logics of the 
curriculum (Hlatshwayo, 2015; Vincent and Hlatshwayo, 2018). Epistemic 
marginality is particularly confronting in historically white universities as 
they tend to attract, train and retain Black academics from middle class 
backgrounds who more likely conform to the dominant institutional culture, 
and thereby leave the distributive logics unchallenged.

This allows these universities to achieve two things. First, they are able to 
claim, through affirmative action classifications, that their institution and its 
departments are demographically transforming in light of the post-apartheid 
democratic order’s rainbow nation logic. Second, these universities are able 
to maintain their dominant distributive logics without being challenged or 
forced to reconsider or dismantle them. Hlengwa (2019) and Booi (2015) 
write about this phenomenon in the emergence of the ‘grow your own tim-
ber’ discourse evidenced in various accelerated development programmes 
in higher education. Hlengwa (2019) refers to this modus operandi as the 
university employing ‘safe bets’, that is, employing Black academics who 
meet affirmative action categories but who subscribe to and reinforce the 
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distributive logics at play. In this way, the curriculum may have small 
changes made towards decoloniality but the underpinning recontextualising 
logic remains unscathed.

In the growing calls for decolonising the curriculum, there appear at least 
two recontextualising logics jostling for power. These are the ‘dismantling’ 
approach to decolonisation, and the ‘re-centring’ approach. The ‘disman-
tling’ approach entails not only challenging the recontextualising logic of 
the curricula and its attendant instructional and regulative discourses, but 
rejecting Western epistemologies as inherently colonial and racist; and thus 
as having no theoretical or philosophical value for us to consider (Kam-
wendo, 2016; Msila and Gumbo, 2016; Samuel, 2017). Madlingozi (2016), 
advocating for dismantling the conception of transformation and decoloni-
sation, cautions us that we need to resort to the ‘cosmogenic’ approach in 
our pursuit of indigenous knowledge.

In the other approach, advocated by Ndlovu-Gatsheni (2018b), Le 
Grange (2019) and Mbembe (2015), the struggles for the distributive logics 
of the academy could take a ‘re-centring’ approach, which would be seen 
in the foregrounding of African and Global South epistemic traditions in 
the curriculum in that the word is read and understood from the position of 
Africa first and the world second. This can be seen in how knowledges from 
Latin America, the Caribbean nations, North America, India, Brazil, and 
Aotearoa, for example, offer phenomenological and epistemic lenses that 
help us make sense of coloniality and its different contextual manifestations 
evidenced through power, capital, labour, knowledge, inequality, oppression 
and so on. Although I am troubled by the monolithic conception of ‘Africa’ 
often suggested by the dismantling approach to transforming the univer-
sity, I  nonetheless support the argument that African epistemic traditions 
in all their diversity and complexity need to occupy greater significance in 
curriculum formulations, institutional practices and other important sites of 
the academy. For Fanon (1963), Makgoba (1997), Madlingozi (2018) and 
Kumalo (2020), the Black archive is a crucial reference point in reclaiming 
ourselves, our identities and ways of being in the world, in accounting for 
the mis-interpretation of African and Global South epistemic traditions, and 
re-interpreting them in ways that are authentic, true and complex.

I believe that this will take a variety of forms and will require a com-
plex project of making the distributive logics far more explicit and demon-
strating the power of recontextualising in ways that challenge the current 
hegemonies inherent in the curriculum.

Having outlined the emerging struggles for decolonising the university, 
I argue that largely missing in these debates and emerging literature is the 
focus on the politics and challenges of recontextualising this knowledge in 
the academy within a decolonial worldview (Hlatshwayo, 2019a). That is, 
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the ideologies, views, beliefs and values that inform what knowledges aca-
demics select and construct in their curricula.

Recontextualising (decolonial) knowledge in the South 
African academy
Recontextualising decolonial and Afrocentric knowledge could be seen 
as the central core of the mobilisation efforts of the student movements in 
2015–2016 (Alasow , 2015; Bosch, 2017; Ngcobozi, 2015). Many students 
and progressive academics argue that the political economy of the curricu-
lum, that is, the curriculum in all its facets and complexities, is central to 
the operations of the academy as a neoliberal colonial entity that continues 
to perpetuate epistemic, social and cognitive injustices (Hlatshwayo and 
Fomunyam, 2019; Jagarnath, 2015; Kamanzi, 2016). Largely influenced 
by new materialism as a philosophical discourse (see Vincent, 2018), these 
researchers have looked at the ways in which curriculum, institutional cul-
ture, physical architecture, spatial justice, and pedagogic practices are all 
dialectically aligned through the distributive logics to marginalise Black 
beings (Mbembe, 2015). Decolonising the curriculum is an inherently exis-
tential and structural process that includes considering what is being taught, 
who is teaching, what power relations are embedded in the curriculum, and 
the often-unequal power relationships between students and academics. It 
requires that all the spaces in which ideology is at play in the curriculum are 
opened for critique.

For Kamanzi, the colonial operational architecture reproduces itself in 
curriculum through reinforcing power, hierarchy, domination and submis-
sion in ensuring that academic relations are underpinned by boundaries 
around who is deemed to be a legitimate knower, and who is deemed to 
be an illegitimate empty vessel in need of ‘training’ and ‘education’. For 
Heleta (2018), Mbembe (2016), and Gordon (2007), these boundaries are 
enforced through the teaching of a deeply troubling and colonising canon 
that seeks to project itself 1) as the only ‘epistemic game in town’, 2) that 
continues to Other and disregard alternative epistemic traditions as without 
reason, and 3) that perpetuates and maintains the fallacy of the Cartesian 
duality in its obsession with separating the knower from knowledge itself. 
The relationship between the self, knowing and the world is intersectional 
in the Global South, with the mind/body/spirit/soul as all constituting the 
metaphysical being who is not only located in the world, but has ties with 
the ancestral realm as well (Ramose, 2015; Tamale, 2020). The 2015–2016 
#RhodesMustFall movement, the Black Student Movement and the #Open-
StellenboschCollective have focused on, first, re-establishing the consensus 
that the academy in South Africa is still largely alienating, colonial and 
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needs to be transformed and decolonised. Second, the regulative discourse 
is shaped by the logics of social justice, which in turn shapes particular 
kinds of pedagogic practices through the logics of the instructional dis-
course. This manifests variously through calls for removing the ‘dead white 
men’ from the curriculum (Pett, 2015), and in so doing to epistemically ‘dis-
obey’ the white ‘fathers’ and ‘founders’ of modern thought (Hlatshwayo, 
2019b). Responding to this challenge, Kumalo (2020) proposes that instead 
we need to ‘resuscitate’ and focus on the Black Archive in foreground-
ing the African epistemic traditions, not to read them and engage them in 
isolationist and reductionist terms, but rather to relate and compare them 
with other epistemic traditions in the world. For those in the South African 
‘teaching machine’ (Spivak, 2012), important, seminal works such as writ-
ings by Sol Plaatjie, Archie Mafeje, AC Jordan, SEK Mqhayi, Lewis Nkosi, 
Sylvia Tamale, Percy Mabogo More, Omolara Ogundipe-Lesli, Catherine 
Obianuju Acholonu and others, still remain largely marginalised within the 
canon; thus they need to be re-centred in curriculum and engaged with as 
critical texts in teaching and learning.

Building on the need to return to the Black Archive for critical theo-
retical resources, Matthews (2018) argues that we need to explicate the 
‘colonial library’ and its recontextualising logics in Political Studies so as 
to expose students to epistemologies that do not prioritise Euromodernity. 
When Matthews teaches African Politics, she prescribes dominant Western 
texts alongside alternative literature that questions the dominant assump-
tions around ‘failed’ African states, and in the teaching and learning pro-
cess, she presents counter hegemonic perspectives on the challenges that 
continue to confront the continent. This enables students to think critically 
about the role of authoritative texts in the academy and the need to cri-
tique the embedded assumptions that tend to carry that canon. Matthews 
concedes that merely prescribing the dominant texts next to the ‘hegem-
onic’ or seminal ones does not necessarily result in a disruptive or deco-
lonial moment, and that more work still needs to be done in ensuring that 
the recontextualised literature achieves decolonial aims. Building on the 
work of Matthews (2018), Kumalo (2018) and Hlatshwayo (2019b) have 
previously called for the re-centring of African philosophy in the broader 
recontextualisation of political studies knowledge. Ethnophilosophy, Sage 
philosophy and the Nationalist-liberation philosophy have rich epistemic 
resources that enable us to think through philosophy, political theory and 
Africa beyond the restrictive boundaries of the colonial gaze.

It should be noted that academic freedom and the right to choose the kind 
of curriculum materials to design and prescribe is a crucial component of 
the field of recontextualisation and the discursive politics involved (McK-
enna and Quinn, 2012; McKenna and Boughey, 2014). Academic identity, 
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disciplinary communities, the right to choose which material to include and 
to exclude, and how (and to what extent) academics can enact teaching and 
learning practices without undue imposition constitute the very hallmark of 
the academy. While scholars such as Coetzee (2016), Nongxa (2020) and 
Sultana (2018) are deeply concerned about what they see as the erosion 
of academic freedom and the plurality of voices in the academy, I wish to 
make two arguments in relation to academic freedom and the possibilities 
for recontextualising decolonial knowledge in the academy.

First, to what extent is true and meaningful decolonisation possible within 
the confines of institutional autonomy and academic freedom? Simply put, 
should decolonisation and the ethics of transformation be an institutional 
choice? Can transformation occur within a neoliberal democratic frame-
work that governs and shapes university management and its policies? Is 
there any alternative philosophical framework that could be implemented in 
cultivating a decolonial methodology in curriculum? The answers to these 
and other questions have an impact on academic freedom and to what extent 
academics could be incentivised or compelled to recontextualise decolonial 
knowledge in their curricula. Where such processes are enforced, they can 
rapidly become a compliance exercise, such as we now see in the inclusion 
of ‘decolonisation’ as a line item on curriculum templates at Unisa, the big-
gest university in South Africa.

Second, curriculum decisions tend to reflect and mirror individual aca-
demics’ scholarly identities and how they see themselves and their work 
in relation to their field of research and practice. Hanson (2009), Henkel 
(2000), and Becher and Trowler (2001) write about how academic identi-
ties tend to be shaped and influenced by three key aspects: the discipline, 
the institution, and a sense of professional affiliation, with Hanson (2009, 
p. 554) suggesting that ‘academics have far greater allegiance to their disci-
pline, a community that extends beyond organizational and national bound-
aries, than to their employing university’. Although traditional collegiality 
to an academic culture is generally seen as being on the decline, Trowler 
(2020) indicates that there is still an affinity to the academy in how academ-
ics choose to retain a measure of control over their work. This is perhaps 
best captured by the academic quoted here, who draws on her field of prac-
tice to inform her identity and what she chooses to teach:

The choices of it, I think as Toni Morrison shows us, language is politi-
cal, how you frame one’s course. . . . I like that even if I disagree with 
the heart of the argument I use the very provocative idea of New Wars 
to enter the debate and it is good it is a white woman who provokes that 
debate and there has been a lot of intellectual responses to that. She is 
theorizing war and it forces a student to think in different ways; I sure 



Decolonising the university  59

hope so. I can’t separate my identity. My African feminism is highly 
framed by my African reality so it is allowed intellectual devotion to 
thinking about this place, this continent in serious ways, women’s work 
and women’s ways of thinking are fundamental to that.

(interview, from Hlatshwayo, 2019a, p. 99; emphasis added)

In terms of the recontextualising logic, academic freedom and academic 
identities have material implications for the kinds of knowledge that is 
recontextualised in curriculum. Both the regulative and instructional dis-
courses underpinning the recontextualising logic are largely shaped by the 
concepts of academic freedom and the personal and institutional autonomy 
that academics enjoy in selecting, sequencing and pacing the curriculum 
for their different course offerings. The promotion of decolonial knowledge 
as fundamental to the recontextualising logic will need to grapple with the 
challenges that academic freedom brings, as well the individual identities 
that academics have, alongside the nature of the target knowledge.

In lieu of a conclusion
In this chapter, I have attempted to provide preliminary thoughts on recon-
textualising decolonial knowledge into curricula within the South African 
academy. Through the use of the EPD, I  have attempted to theorise and 
explicate the struggles that are currently taking place in South African 
higher education. I  suggest that foregrounding the recontextualisation of 
decolonial knowledge should be seen as an epistemic prerequisite to engag-
ing with the critical issues of academic freedom, academic identities, and 
the constraints on achieving decolonial aims within a neoliberal university.
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Introduction
In this chapter, we propose an argument for the decolonization of the School 
History Curriculum (SHC) in post-apartheid South Africa. We do this through 
the adoption of a decolonial conceptual framework and the Autonomy dimen-
sion of Legitimation Code Theory (LCT). First, we discuss how our elected 
framework symbolizes an epistemic break from colonial epistemology. This 
is followed by a discussion of the Autonomy dimension. Through our frame-
work and our enactment of Autonomy, we discuss how the SHC was colo-
nized under colonial-apartheid rule. Further, we discuss how after the end 
of formal colonial-apartheid rule, coloniality through the SHC has continued 
to undermine indigenous ways of knowing and being. This is despite post-
1994 educational reforms moving towards Ukuhlambulula of the SHC from 
its colonial-apartheid past with the hope of re-establishing seriti sa MaAf-
rika (Mphahlele, 2013). 1 Lastly, we propose ways in which the SHC can be 
decolonized using our framework and the dimension of Autonomy from LCT.

An epistemic break: a critical decolonial  
conceptual framework
In this section, we seek to set out several key themes from decoloniality 
theories from which we draw. These include the distinction between colo-
niality and colonialism, the relationship between coloniality/modernity, the 
intersectional inequalities that form the colonial matrix of power, the basis 
for Western universalism, and arguments for pluriversalism and transmod-
ernism that includes but exceeds the Euro-western episteme. Further, we 
explicate the signal importance of language and culture, and the call for 
delinking from current geopolitical ways of knowing and thinking.
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Colonialism and coloniality

Colonialism was rationalized as a ‘civilizing’ mission meant to bring about 
‘development’ when in fact it brought about subjection, genocides and epis-
temicides. This colonialism is ‘a disruptive, de-humanizing, and “thingfy-
ing” system’ (Césaire, 2000, p. 32). However, it is different from coloniality. 
Coloniality is the darker side of modernity that informs and shapes a way 
of thinking and being that is often hidden and should be unmasked and dis-
mantled (Mignolo, 2011). Maldonado-Torres asserts that:

Colonialism denotes a political and economic relation in which the sov-
ereignty of a nation or a people rests on the power of another nation, 
which makes such a nation an empire. Coloniality, instead, refers to a 
long-standing pattern of power that emerged [because of] colonialism, 
but that defines culture, labour, intersubjectivity relations, and knowl-
edge production well beyond the strict limits of colonial administra-
tions. Thus, coloniality survives colonialism.

(Maldonado-Torres, 2007, p. 243)

This makes coloniality a period and a lived reality that survives colonialism. 
Coloniality is reproduced through various institutions, as well as the SHC.

Coloniality/modernity

Coloniality is inseparable from modernity. The coloniality/modernity pro-
ject is traceable to and characterized by gruesome genocides/epistemicides 
of indigenous people, especially in the global South. This was achieved 
through the naturalization of war and normalization of dominations, oppres-
sions, suffering, and the ability of coloniality to refashion itself by hiding 
what it truly is – an evil, globalized system. Therefore,

Modernity provides a rhetoric or narrative of progress, but this cannot be 
replicated in all parts of the world because modernity is built on the foun-
dations of colonialism, or, more accurately, a colonial matrix of power.

(Christie and McKinney, 2017, p. 5)

Intersectional inequalities in the colonial matrix of power

The colonial matrix of power speaks to a set of technologies of subjectiva-
tion that consist of four types, which are entangled and work intersection-
ally. These include control of the economy; control of authority; control 
of gender and sexuality; control of knowledge and subjectivity (Maluleka, 
2021).
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As a concept, the colonial matrix of power enables us to understand and 
explain why the inequalities associated with coloniality/modernity extend 
beyond the dismantling of colonial administrations and have been so hard 
to shift. It also enables us to come up with ways regarding how we can dis-
mantle the pervasiveness of coloniality/modernity.

Pluriversalism, transmodernism and the Euro-western episteme

Decolonialists insist that the situatedness of knowledge be recognized. 
This is a challenge against the claim of universalism by the Euro-western 
episteme. Therefore, a decolonial epistemic perspective is a ‘pluriversal 
epistemology; an epistemology that delinks from the tyranny of abstract 
universals’ (Mignolo, 2007, p. 159). This is because it seeks to dismantle 
epistemic racism/sexism by recognizing all parts of the globe as sources of 
knowledge and theory.

A decolonial epistemic perspective is also for transmodernity because 
it recognizes epistemic diversity (Grosfoguel, 2013). This is based on ‘the 
need for a shared and common universal project against capitalism, patriar-
chy, imperialism and coloniality’ (Grosfoguel, 2013, p. 88); and the need to 
acknowledge that all knowledge is situated.

However, this does not mean that the Euro-western episteme should be 
simply discarded. Thus, decoloniality is concerned with delinking from 
Euro-western scholarship, rather than reforming it. It is also concerned 
with intersectionality and ecologies of knowledge as its epistemological 
approach (see Chapter 2 of this volume).

Language and culture

Culture and language are crucial aspects of the colonial matrix of power. 
This relates to linguistic and cultural imperialism. Linguistic and cultural 
imperialism is the idea that certain languages and cultures are more domi-
nant than others. This usually results in linguicide and culturecide.

There is a need to recentre indigenous African languages to form part 
of the education systems in Africa (Ramoupi, 2014). Thus, there has been 
an attempt to decolonize these monolingual myths around language and 
recentre African indigenous languages in African universities (Chaka et al., 
2017).

Delinking

Epistemic disobedience as delinking is one of the key concepts of decoloni-
ality. It is used to overcome challenges resulting from the colonial matrix of 
power towards different ways of knowing and being.
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This means challenging Eurocentrism and Westernization of knowledge 
that hides its locus of enunciation by claiming to be objective, totalizing and 
universal. It also means geo- and-body politics ‘necessitate the importance 
of disobedience in coming up with alternative ways of producing knowl-
edge outside of western normative frameworks’ (Maldonado-Torres, 2004). 
Thus, those who have been dehumanized and depersonalized into damnes 
(cursed people) become central actors in theorizing their existence (Fanon, 
1967).

So, to engage in epistemic disobedience is to delink from dominant Euro-
western thought, rationality and ideology. It is about the disruption of uni-
versalism through changing the ‘terms of the conversation’ (Mignolo, 2011, 
p. 24). Decoloniality is the heart of delinking, because:

Decolonization itself, the whole discourse around it, is a gift itself, an 
invitation to engage in dialogue. For decolonization, concepts need to 
be conceived as invitations to dialogue and not as impositions. They are 
expressions of the availability of the subject to engage in dialogue and 
the desire for exchange. Decolonization in this respect aspires to break 
with monologic modernity.

(Maldonado-Torres, 2007, p. 261)

This can be achieved by recognizing that Euro-western epistemology is 
situated and provincial too. Thus, historiographies contained in the cur-
rent SHC in South Africa should be viewed as situated, because the his-
torians that have constructed them and the approaches they have used 
are situated in certain socio-historical realities that are underpinned by 
Eurocentrism.

It is worth noting that in our articulation of decoloniality we have failed 
to show how decoloniality can be productively inserted in curriculum 
knowledge-building. This is because debates about decolonization often 
fail to sufficiently articulate their position on this. And this can also be said 
about some discourses in the sociology of education and knowledge.

Therefore, in the next section, we discuss LCT’s Autonomy to highlight 
how it can be used to reposition the decolonial agenda underpinned by a 
sociological approach to knowledge that is vested in investigating the rela-
tions within knowledge and their intrinsic structures towards addressing the 
knowledge question posed by the decolonial scholarship.

Legitimation Code Theory: Autonomy
LCT is a conceptual toolkit and analytical methodology made up of sev-
eral ‘dimensions’ of sets of concepts. LCT builds on, among many others, 
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the scholarships of Basil Bernstein and Pierre Bourdieu (Maton, 2014). 
LCT views knowledge as both social in the sense of being socially created 
and real in the sense of having effects. LCT seeks to counter much of the 
‘knowledge-blindness’ informed by a false dichotomy advanced by posi-
tivist absolutism and constructive relativism that defines the sociology of 
education (Maton, 2014), including (we would argue) many of the calls for 
decolonization.

LCT has three active dimensions, each of which explores a set of differ-
ent organizing principles that underlie practices, beliefs and dispositions. 
That is, they all enable ‘knowledge practices to be seen, their organizing 
principles to be conceptualised and their effects to be explored’ (Maton, 
2014, p. 3). These dimensions are Specialization (Maton, 2014), Seman-
tics (Maton, 2020) and Autonomy (Maton and Howard, 2018, 2021). These 
dimensions enable researchers and practitioners to get at what lies beneath 
what is seen and experienced on the surface, for example, in a curriculum. 
Thus, analysis of these organizing principles can help reveal the ‘rules 
of the game’ or ‘ways of working, resources, and forms of status’ within 
fields (Maton, 2014, p. 17). Each set of organizing principles is conceptual-
ized through a species of legitimation code (specialization codes, seman-
tic codes, autonomy codes). These dimensions allow ‘fractal application’ 
(Maton, 2014, p. 13), that is, they can be applied in any educational setting 
at any level.

We have chosen to use concepts from the dimension Autonomy – see 
Maton and Howard (2018, 2020, 2021) – to examine the motives behind 
the content selection for the SHC during colonial-apartheid rule, as well as 
in post-colonial-apartheid South Africa. This is because Autonomy is par-
ticularly powerful for showing the basis of integrating different forms of 
knowledge. Maton (2016, p. 243) summarizes the dimension as follows:

Autonomy explores practices in terms of relatively autonomous social 
universes whose organising principles are given by autonomy codes 
that comprise relative strengths of positional autonomy (PA) and rela-
tional autonomy (RA). These are mapped on the autonomy plane and 
traced overtime on autonomy profiles.

 Maton and Howard (2021, pp. 28–29) assert that:

The dimension of Autonomy begins from the simple premise that any 
set of practices comprises constituents that are related together in par-
ticular ways. . . . Put another way, the concepts examine how practices 
establish different degrees of insulation around their constituents and 
the ways those constituents are related together.
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•	 Sovereign codes (PA+, RA+) exhibit strongly insulated positions and 
autonomous principles. In other words, valued content emerges from 

These different constituents may include actors, ideas and institutions 
which are related through explicit producers, tacit conventions, and explic-
itly stated aims. Therefore, these issues are analytically distinguished as:

•	 positional autonomy (PA) between relations between constituents posi-
tioned within a context or category and those positioned in other con-
texts or categories

•	 relational autonomy (RA) between the relations among constituents of 
a context or category and the relations among constituents of other con-
texts or categories

(Maton and Howard, 2021, p. 29)

Put very simply, positional autonomy concerns the insulation of content 
and relational autonomy concerns the insulation of the purpose to which 
that content it put. Both can be relatively stronger (+) or weaker (–) ; where 
stronger implies greater insulation and weaker means less insulation. These 
can be traced on the autonomy plane, giving four principal autonomy codes, 
as shown in Figure 5.1:

Figure 5.1  The autonomy plane (Maton and Howard, 2018, p. 6).
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within the context and is used for purposes also coming from within 
that context.

•	 Exotic codes (PA−, RA−) have weakly insulated positions and het-
eronomous principles. Hence, content and purposes both come from 
elsewhere.

•	 Introjected codes (PA−, RA+) have weakly insulated positions but 
autonomous principles: content that is valued comes from elsewhere 
but is ‘turned to purpose’, where that purpose comes from within the 
context (Maton and Howard, 2020, p. 7).

•	 Projected codes (PA+, RA –) have strongly insulated positions and het-
eronomous principles: what is valued are constituents from within a 
context but they are turned to external purposes (Maton and Howard, 
2020, p. 7).

In the next two sections, we attempt to highlight how the SHC was colo-
nized under colonial-apartheid rule and continues to be colonized in post-
colonial-apartheid South Africa through applying our elected decolonial 
framework and autonomy codes.

Colonization of the School History Curriculum during 
colonial-apartheid rule: 1600–1994
Before 1652, different African societies in southern Africa administered dif-
ferent forms of education. For instance, community elders ran initiation and 
circumcision schools during certain periods of the year and used oral peda-
gogies in their day-to-day lives to transmit cultural qualities that were often 
integrated into their life experiences. In 1652, Europeans brought with them 
slave education which was the beginning of the Christianization process of 
the indigenous people (Maluleka, 2018).

The considered aim of this education was to equip ‘slave’ children with 
the basic skills of reading and writing (Education Bureau, 1981, p. 1). How-
ever, this education also laid the foundation for socioeconomic and cultural 
systems that had begun to emerge by the late nineteenth century and are 
still in place in some forms in contemporary South Africa. These systems 
are characterized by ecocide, ethnocide, epistemicides, culturecide and 
linguicide.

The histories taught were informed by Christianity rooted in Euro‐west-
ern modernity. Thus, Africa and her people were constructed to be in a 
perpetually primitive condition. The concern of slave education was that 
‘slave’ children should be ‘well instructed in the fear and knowledge of God 
and be taught all good arts and morals’ (De Chavonnes’ Ordinance, 1714, 
reproduced in Rose and Tunmer, 1975, p. 86). This was oppressive because 
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the ‘slave’ children were forced to assimilate into new colonial identities. 
Thus, this eroded social bonding, indigenous beliefs, values, identities, and 
denied children knowledge of themselves.

This continued with the introduction of mission education in the 1800s. 
This was also a period when many Africans demanded formal education. 
The British used education as a way of spreading their ways of knowing 
and being as well as a means of social control (Christie, 1988). The School 
History (SH) taught was rooted in Euro‐western forms of rationality and 
modernity, which included rote learning that was teacher-centred, authority- 
driven, content-based, examination-based and elitist (Jansen and Taylor, 
2003). This was done to produce ‘noble savages’ (Hartshorne, 1992). Afri-
can histories were presented as extensions of Europe in fulfilment of cul-
tural imperialism and as a means of assimilation (Maluleka, 2018).

In 1948 the National Party (NP) came into power and introduced the 
policy of apartheid. Through Christian National Education (CNE), the NP 
was able to introduce new ideas of schooling, to oppose and continue some 
of the characterizations of slave and mission education. This resulted in the 
establishment of Afrikaner schools and universities based on ideals of Afri-
kaner nationalism and CNE.2 Article 15 of the CNE policy of 1948 explains 
the basis of apartheid education:

We believe that the calling and task of White South Africa [about] 
the native is to Christianise him and help him on culturally, and 
that. . . [there is] no equality [but] segregation. We believe . . . that the 
teaching and education of the native must be grounded in the life and 
worldview of the Whites . . . especially the Boer nation as senior White 
trustee of the native.

(Msila, 2007, p. 149)

In 1949, D.F. Malan established a Commission of Inquiry into Native 
Education (referring to indigenous Africans). The main terms of refer-
ence for the Commission included ‘the formulation of the principles and 
aims of education for Natives as an independent race’ (Rakometsi, 2008, 
pp. 48–49). This is because the work of the commission was informed by 
the misinterpretation of the ideology of ‘Volkekunde’, which is traceable to 
German anthropologists of the pre-war period such as Muhlmann, and from 
the Russian Shirokogoroff (Gordon, 1988, p. 536).3

The Commission’s report was made public in 1951. Its findings were 
used as a basis for the Bantu Education Act of 1953, which was imple-
mented in 1954. The Act insisted that indigenous Africans be studied and 
study as distinct groups with unique and separate cultures and geographical 
locations, as well as ‘re-tribalize and intensify the de-worlding of Africans 
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by eradicating conditions that produced transcultural “natives” and a cre-
olizing national consciousness’ (Madlingozi, 2018, p. 99). Additionally, the 
Act also insisted on making sure that many of the African youths receive 
an education. This was partly aimed at easing the ‘uncontrollability of these 
juveniles’ which was believed to lead to increased crime rates (Phillip et al., 
1993). Moreover, the Act was also aimed at addressing the fear and anxiety 
of the Commission and government

that a lack of education in densely populated areas could lead to politi-
cal mobilization because the government could not regulate the ideas 
that may be placed in their heads. If these youths could think on their 
own, they would realize how badly the government treated the blacks 
in South Africa and they could try to do something about it. The last 
thing that the government wanted was a challenge to their authority by 
the urban masses.

(Seroto, 2013, p. 2)

In terms of the SHC, the Final syllabus for History standard 6–8 (Transvaal 
Education Department, 1967, p. 2) viewed history as based upon the con-
cept of cause and effect, the concept of time and the concept of value of a 
true record (Seroto, 2013). The syllabus further argued that history teach-
ing is ‘to present the past as the living past’ and ‘to give some idea of the 
heritage of the past, and the evolution of the present’ (Seroto, 2013, p. 2). 
According to the syllabus, history teachers needed to ‘foster an apprecia-
tion of certain fundamental values and ideals, such as justice and liberty, 
through the study of man and nations over a long period of time’ (Seroto, 
2013, p. 2). The heritage, values and ideals referred to here were all con-
ceptualized from a Eurocentric perspective, thus, Africans and their ways of 
knowing and being were excluded from the official syllabus.

This is evident from the centering of white men in the content. The his-
tory of South Africa was presented as starting with the arrival of Dutchmen 
in 1652. This shows the extent to which history teaching was misrepre-
sented and used to advance the politics of the day. For instance, the content 
of the teaching for standard six in the Transvaal was presented in this way:

(i)	 Van Riebeeck: his significance.
(ii)	 Simon van der Stel: immigration, expansion, agriculture, Cape-Dutch 

architecture.
(iii)	 W. A. Van der Stel: stock-farming, Adam Tas.
(iv)	 Tulbagh: enlightened despot, beautifying of the Cape Town.
(v)	 The age of the stock-farmer contact with the Xhosa.

(Seroto, 2013, p. 3)
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The teaching of SHC during colonial-apartheid rule prevented indigenous 
Africans to access ‘the truth about whom they really were and where they 
came from. The ideological underpinning of colonial powers, which sug-
gested that indigenous people were inferior beings, contaminated the edu-
cation which was provided’ (Seroto, 2018, p. 10). Therefore, this can be 
plotted in the sovereign code (PA+, RA+) on the autonomy plane to mean 
that the curriculum writers of colonial-apartheid SHC sought to not only 
Christianize and ‘civilize’; they also sought to uphold white dominance 
through their content selection. In other words, they selected knowledge 
from within their context that they considered being most valuable (PA+) 
and then made sure that it is taught using the principles that furthered the 
ends of those who controlled their context (RA+).

Post-colonial-apartheid School History Curriculum
After 1994, stakeholders in SH anticipated a new SHC that was to forge a 
‘new national identity’ (Siebörger, 2000, p. 1). This new SHC was expected 
to be underpinned by principles of reconstruction, redress and reconcilia-
tion enshrined in the democratic constitution (Siebörger, 2000). The first 
democratic Minister of Education, Sibusiso Bhengu, initiated a process of 
Ukuhlambulula, the education system, and putting in place an interim SH 
syllabus to remove the archaic, racist content that was underpinned by Euro-
western forms of rationality and modernity. The democratic government at 
the time and other stakeholders had to act as Amatola – national doctors and 
diviners – to initiate the Ukuhlambulula of the colonial-apartheid SHC to 
bring about imvisiswano – social cohesion – through a process of healing 
(Tisani, 2018).

This initial process resulted in a new curriculum known as Curriculum 
2005 (C2005). An Outcomes Based Education initiative implemented in 
1997 as part of the National Curriculum Statement (NCS). It was ‘the most 
radical constructivist curriculum ever attempted anywhere in the world’ 
(Hugo, 2005, p. 22). It was an approach to schooling which unified sub-
jects into learning areas and introduced a completely new approach to 
education: skills-centred learning and methodological reform. It adopted 
learner-centred pedagogies, resulting in new methodological approaches 
and more independent learning processes (Henning, 2016). It was not a 
subject-bound, content-laden curriculum. Topics were not presented sys-
tematically or chronologically like before, they were presented conceptu-
ally and thus made the new curriculum open, non-prescriptive and reliant 
on educators to develop their learning programmes and learning support 
materials (Chisholm, 2004).
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However, this presented difficulties for those with a traditional under-
standing of pedagogy and curriculum. Many educators who were reliant 
on the prescriptions of the colonial-apartheid SHC were now forced to 
develop their learning programmes and learning support materials, which 
was something they never did under colonial-apartheid rule because every-
thing was provided to them. Many decided to go back to teaching from the 
colonial-apartheid script because that was what they had access to. This was 
a result of the lack of preparation of educators moving into peri-urban and 
rural schools where they did not have strong school and district leadership 
and were not helped or guided in developing resources. But OBE worked 
much better in middle-class urban schools where educators had access to 
Continued Professional Development and support. Therefore, OBE failed 
largely because the state and the education system did not fully consider 
how much work was needed to dismantle colonial-apartheid education and 
rebuild something new in its place, especially given that over 80 per cent of 
schools were and still are not economically privileged.

Additionally, SH was at risk of losing its identity and was devalued 
because it was combined with Geography and Civic Education in a learn-
ing area known as Humanities and Social Sciences. This was because ‘the 
rejection of the apartheid education [History] curriculum was confused with 
the abandonment of a curriculum that was based on historically constructed 
knowledge’ (Kallaway, 2012, p. 24). The rationale behind this move was 
viewed by some as political rather than pedagogical and epistemological. 
Thus, the Euro‐western ways of knowing and being that informed the con-
tent remained largely unchallenged and unchanged. Instead of moving the 
previously marginalized and their ways of knowing and being from the 
side-lines to the centre, the marginalized under C2005 remained in the mar-
gins – side-lined, silenced and de-legitimized.

Kader Asmal succeeded Bhengu in 2000 and initiated the second pro-
cess of Ukuhlambulula with special attention given to SH due to its impor-
tance in contributing to the building of a socially just society. A Ministerial 
Review Committee, the South African History Project, was appointed and 
first met in February 2000. An inquiry into School History teaching was 
also initiated, and the History/Archaeology Panel was established to inves-
tigate the teaching of History in schools (Chisholm, 2004). The Ministerial 
Committee tabled a report that suggested a new SHC and recommended 
that SH should be integral to the teaching of tolerance.

This process continued and in 2002 a new curriculum known as the 
Revised National Curriculum Statement (RNCS) was adopted. What set this 
new curriculum apart from its post-1994 predecessor was that it was consid-
ered to have streamlined and strengthened C2005 and was thus committed 
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fully to OBE (Chisholm, 2004). It also sought to foreground a social justice 
approach that was meant to empower those whose ways of knowing and 
being were previously marginalized in the SHC. However, it continued to 
‘ “privilege masculinist” interpretations of the past which contributed not 
only to the general marginalization of women as subjects of History but 
more importantly it reinforce[d], or ignore[d], oppressive gendered i deas’ 
(Wills, 2016, p. 24).

On the autonomy plane, then, both C2005 and the RNCS can be plotted 
as shifting, inadvertently, from a sovereign code (PA+, RA+) that informed 
the colonial-apartheid SHC to an exotic code (RA –, PA –). The major desire 
was to weaken relational autonomy (insulation around principles) to allow 
for the emergence of different voices and different histories to be heard. The 
intent was to move to a projected code (PA+, RA –), whereby content from 
within a context is used for purposes from beyond that context. However, 
the delimitation of ‘history’ as a subject meant that positional autonomy 
also weakened substantially. What was being taught and to what end were 
now deeply confused.

A process to review RNCS was thus initiated in late 2008 and early 2009. 
The third Ukuhlambulula process, under the tenure of the successor to 
Asmal, Naledi Pandor was continued under her successor, Angelina Mot-
shekga who was appointed in 2009. This process resulted in a new curricu-
lum known as the Curriculum and Assessment Policy Statement (CAPS) 
of 2011, which was part of the National Senior Certificate (NSC) and is 
currently in use.

However, the prospect of yet another curriculum change was met by 
suspicion and even rejection. This may be because in-service educators 
were just over the idea of another curriculum change. It can also be that 
educators ‘often lack the theoretical knowledge and familiarity with prin-
ciples informing the implementation of curriculum change’ (Maharajh et 
al., 2016, p. 371). Some argued that the on-going curriculum changes were 
doing more harm than good, while still others argued that the introduction 
of CAPS symbolized a return to ideas of ‘curriculum disciplinarity in the 
secondary SHC’, which represented ‘a return to forms of knowledge that 
experienced teachers would [be] more familiar [with]’ (Kallaway, 2012, 
p. 25). The contention here is that this return affects the decolonial project 
negatively because the familiarity alluded to here is one that is associated 
with a colonial-apartheid understanding of curriculum disciplinarity and 
forms of knowledge.

On the autonomy plane, CAPS can be plotted as moving strongly back 
into a sovereign code (PA+, RA+) from the exotic code (RA –, PA –) that 
informed both C2005 and RNCS – but this time with the intent to foreground 
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previously marginalized histories. However, what is equally evident is that 
there is a need for SHC to fully delink from the colonial-apartheid past and 
coloniality/modernity, not only on the political and economic level but also 
an epistemic level. CAPS has not fully achieved this. Therefore, in seeking 
to challenge and transcend coloniality/modernity embedded in the current 
SHC in South Africa; there needs to be an undertaking that would see a 
deliberate application of decolonial theorizing and thinking to the sovereign 
code of SH so that different forms of indigenous histories and different ways 
of indigenous knowing (e.g. oral traditions) can become part of this code 
rather than being seen as outside of it (introjected or projected). Thus, if 
the target code is a sovereign code, then the decolonial framework we have 
built here can be used to reset or develop or expand that code, both what 
constitutes PA (contents) and RA (purposes).

Towards a decolonized School History Curriculum
To transcend coloniality/modernity there must be another process of Uku-
hlambulula that would entail a commitment from those involved in curric-
ulating and teaching SH through a policy dialogue that will seek to centre 
African scholars whose work was marginalized by colonial-apartheid edu-
cation; this work will be included and re-historicized within a decolonized 
SHC. This is necessary because the current Euro-western epistemologies 
do not have in them the necessary tools to capture, reinterpret, understand, 
analyze and reconstruct the whole world. The concepts from Autonomy 
are useful in that they can assist in helping to highlight the power issues at 
play when content selection is made. This is because they can be enacted 
to show whose content and whose purposes are valorized or advanced 
at the expense of others. In so doing, all stakeholders can perhaps come 
to an agreement that would see greater ‘balance’ in the content selection 
process.

Further, there needs to be a commitment to also re-historize histories of 
women and other marginalized minority groups, such as LGBTQ (lesbian, 
gay, bisexual, transgender and queer) people, to avoid a ‘decolonized’ SHC 
without a gender-and-other lens or gaze (Wills, 2016). For instance, Mago-
qwana speaks about the need to reposition and re-historize uMakhulu in the 
SHC ‘as an institution of knowledge that transfers not only “history” through 
iintsomi (folktales), but also as a body of indigenous knowledge that stores, 
transfers, and disseminates knowledge and values’ (Magoqwana, 2018, 
p. 76).4 This is a challenge to the monopolization of knowledge production, 
especially in the academy. It is also a way of reconceptualizing research par-
ticipants [oMakhulu, etc.] as not only information mines, but as co-creators 
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of knowledge. This is because oMakhulu have for decades analyzed their 
social world thus creating knowledge in the process. But, because they may 
not have used ‘academic’ theories and concepts, this knowledge exists out-
side of the academy.

Therefore, there must be an acknowledgement that mere inclusion of 
work by African scholars, oMakhulu and the experiences of other marginal-
ized minority groups in any curriculum does not constitute decolonizing. 
This means that we must go beyond inclusion; these marginalized intellec-
tual projects must form part of the nervous system of a decolonized SHC. 
By making them part of the nervous system of a decolonized SHC we can 
begin to recognize that decolonizing curriculum requires us to rethink how 
the object of study itself is constituted – which is what the autonomy seeks 
to explore – and thus reconstruct it and bring about fundamental change. 
This will thus enable us to also confront the theoretical monolithic inad-
equacies of indigenous knowledge (Mathebula, 2019).

Equally, this will enable us to construct epistemologies, ontologies and 
methodologies that not only move beyond universal explanations of the 
world; but embrace trans-modernist and pluriversal explanations of the 
world and thus are informed and shaped by time and the place, perspec-
tive, orientation, and situatedness of their authors. This would result in a 
SHC that is inclusive, rational and reflective, and make it possible to merge 
Euro-western and African epistemologies and historiographies to form a 
decolonized SHC that enables learners and educators to engage with what 
Hountondji (1997) terms endogenous knowledge.5 Thus, we will move 
beyond narrow provincialism of knowledge.

Lastly, the question of decolonization also needs to speak to the ques-
tion of language and pedagogy. Therefore, African languages need to be 
institutionalized and academicized if we are to have a decolonized SHC that 
can contain Africans’ thoughts, histories, cultures and experiences, encoded 
through the languages that they speak (Maseko, 2018). This is because ‘if 
we have to develop knowledge about African societ[ies], it makes sense 
that we listen to what African languages are saying about their societ[ies]’ 
(Maseko, 2018, p. 36). Moreover, there need to be efforts to reimagine ped-
agogies that will enable learners to identify and engage with the content 
they are taught. Therefore, music, oral traditions and other marginalized 
means of expression need to be considered as tools that can be utilized to 
decolonize pedagogy. Thus, becoming part of the sovereign code PA (+). 
For instance, Godsell (2019, p. 22) asserts that poetry can be used ‘as a use-
ful tool in decolonizing historical thinking, historical theory, and historical 
pedagogy’, which can result in learners being able to see themselves and 
feel themselves more in the work done in class.



A decolonized school history curriculum  79

Conclusion
In Teaching to transgress: Education as the practice of freedom, bell hooks 
argued that:

The classroom remains the most radical space of possibility in the 
academy. For years it has been a place where education is being under-
mined by teachers and students alike who seek to use it as a platform 
for opportunistic concerns rather than as a place to learn.

(hooks, 1994, p. 12)

hooks further argued that there is a need to collectively ‘renew’ and ‘reju-
venate’ how we teach (p. 12). Thus, with this chapter, we have attempted 
to meaningfully contribute to a collective desire to contribute towards the 
renewal and rejuvenation of a SHC that is decolonized. This we have done 
by ‘creating bridges’ between different knowledges, i.e., LCT from the 
global North and decolonial scholarship from the global South, to ‘re-create’ 
the unification of knowledge with the view of realizing the unification of 
all human beings through the SHC in South Africa (see Hountondji, 1997).

Notes
	1	 Tisani (2018) conceptualizes ukuhlambulula as a process of cleansing, which 

entails cleansing – inside and outside, touching the seen and unseen, screening 
the conscious and unconscious. This includes healing of the body and making 
whole the inner person, because in African thinking “there is an interconnected-
ness of all things” (Thabede, 2008, p. 238)’ (Tisani, 2018, p. 18).

		    Loosely translated seriti sa MaAfrika means the restoration of the dignity of 
Africans. Seriti literally means ‘a shadow’ – it is also more than an individual’s 
existential quest for appearance. It is a ‘life force by which a community of per-
sons are connected to each other’ (Muvangua and Cornell, 2012, p. 529).

	2	 The Afrikaners referred to here are the descendants of the Dutch imperialists, 
colonists and settlers who arrived in what was known as Cape of Good Hope in 
1652, and thus went to establish themselves as a unique people before God with 
their own civil liturgy, sacred days and leaders.

	3	 Volkekunde is a discipline of anthropology or an anthropological style or tradi-
tion that emerged in South Africa, namely ethnology as practiced by Afrikaans 
speakers (Seroto, 2013). Dr PJ Coertze (1973, p. 1, quoted in Sharp, 1980), a 
lecturer at the University of Pretoria, explains that ‘Volkekunde studies people 
as complex beings as they lead a creative existence, following their nature and 
character, in changing social-organic entities, called etniee (ethnoses), which are 
involved in a process of active adaptation to a complex environment existing in 
space and time’.

	4	 ‘The term uMama-Omkhulu elder mother-shortened to uMakhulu [oMakhulu in 
plural] is used in [Nguni languages] as a source of knowledge. Using this term 
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avoids the inherent epistemological challenges provided by “grandmother” in rein-
serting the notion of “extended family” as the norm’ (Magoqwana, 2018, p. 76).

	5	 Hountondji (1997, p.  17) describes endogenous knowledge as a knowledge 
approach that ‘create[s] bridges, [and] re-create[s] the unity of knowledge, or in 
simpler, deeper terms, the unity of the human being’.
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Introduction
When writing and talking about decolonization and decoloniality we need 
to ‘begin carefully’ and ‘walk tenderly along this path of relationships’ 
(Nicol et al., 2020, p. 191), mindful of risks such as misrepresentation and 
appropriation, yet ready to engage in critical conversations. We have pre-
viously shown how different legitimation rules can lead to a ‘code clash’ 
in this conversation in science (Adendorff and Blackie, 2020). Decolonial 
conversations typically foreground the subject and the context (Luckett, 
Chapter 3, this volume), while science tends to foreground objects, as illus-
trated in Chapter 7 of this volume. Despite these difficulties, we believe that 
this conversation offers science the opportunity to bring itself closer to the 
context of the society in which it operates, and to use its tools and products 
in the fight for cognitive justice with ‘an equality of knowers form[ing] the 
basis of dialogue between knowledges’ (Leibowitz, 2017).

Furthermore, finding solutions to wicked problems, such as poverty, 
world hunger and global pandemics, will require a concerted and collab-
orative effort involving science and various other environments, amongst 
which are indigenous knowledge systems and the humanities. A conversa-
tion between science and decolonization scholars is thus neither a luxury 
nor a threat; rather it is a necessity and an opportunity. However, like the 
‘two cultures’ debate in the 1960s and the ‘science wars’ that followed that 
in the 1990s (Burnett, 1999; Gould, 2000; James, 2016; Maton, 2014a), the 
decolonial conversation in science is often marked by an us–them dichot-
omy (Gould, 2000). In this chapter, we like Aikenhead and Ogawa (2007, 
p. 540), hope to ‘offer insights of value to science educators so they can 
build bridges between their own Eurocentric knowledge system and other 
ways of knowing’.

To do this, we will start by showing various tensions in the literature on 
decolonizing science. We will follow this by looking at how science and 
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indigenous knowledge systems (IKS) are portrayed using the concept of 
constellations from LCT (Maton, 2014a; Maton and Doran, 2021), before 
returning to the need for a conversation. Finally, we will enact the LCT 
dimension of Specialization to look at specific examples, in order to help us 
suggest a way forward.

The concepts of decolonization and coloniality  
in the context of science
Many of the prominent voices in the decolonization debate, such as Aimé 
Césaire, Ngũgĩ wa Thiong’o, Frantz Fanon, Achille Mbembe and Paulo 
Freire had roots in the humanities and social sciences or drew from these 
fields to formulate and communicate their ideas. With this work growing 
in prominence and extending to other contexts, the terms ‘decolonizing’, 
‘colonialism’ and ‘coloniality’ started taking on a variety of complex, and 
sometimes even contested, meanings (Ideland, 2018; Nicol et al., 2020). It 
is thus necessary to briefly define the terms we will be using. Colonialism 
is generally taken to refer to a specific period in time, while coloniality 
has been described in terms of the longer-lasting attitudinal and ideologi-
cal impact of colonization (Castro-Gómez, 2002 quoted in Ideland, 2018, 
p. 786). Colonization, in its most basic form, starts with the physical inva-
sion of a land, with the invasion almost invariably also resulting in the 
domination and subjugation of the indigenous peoples of that land through 
‘cultural, social, and economic assimilation. The concept of colonization 
therefore includes a broad spectrum of contexts in which one culture for-
cibly imposes itself upon another’ (Hassel et al., 2019, p. 4). Coloniality 
is the more pervasive product of this process, ‘expressed in a language of 
salvation, help, or development’ (Ideland, 2018, p. 786).

Decolonization in higher education thus becomes a means of bringing 
about attitudinal change by breaking with colonial influences and attitudes 
reflected in our curricula (Cleophas, 2020). To this end, the decoloniza-
tion conversation in science needs to (1) recognize the way in which scien-
tific knowledge has been shaped by ideology, context and politics and (2) 
address the ‘mutual hostility’ arising from this (Cleophas, 2020, p. 2). Vari-
ous ways to approach this have been suggested. These include, but are not 
limited to, (1) research with indigenous communities as means of opening 
up possibilities for translation between Western science and concepts within 
indigenous knowledge systems (IKS) (Eglash et al., 2020), (2) a greater 
focus on access, identity and the history of science, i.e., the role science 
played in colonization practices (Crease et al., 2019), as well as (3) bring-
ing context or place-ness, an awareness of where and how science impacts 
society, into the often acontextual or placeless science curriculum (Marker, 
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2019). It is against this background that the decolonization conversation in 
science needs to be seen. Advancing this conversation, however, requires a 
way to make sense of the, often heated, exchange between scientists, rooted 
in their way of seeing and interacting with the world, and decolonization 
scholars, grounded in very different ways of building knowledge. To this 
end, we will start by looking at how the way in which science and science 
education is portrayed and positioned, and is positioning itself, in decoloni-
zation literature might be adding to the difficulty.

Science and indigenous knowledge systems  
in the context of decoloniality
Literature about decoloniality in science tends to pitch science against IKS. 
For example, science is regularly portrayed as a gatekeeper (Boiselle, 2016) 
and a ‘powerful, colonial weapon’ used, among other purposes, to silence 
Indigenous voices (Ideland, 2018, p. 786) by restricting what is taught or 
seen as legitimate knowledge (Green, 2012). Prominent themes in the litera-
ture include issues of power, i.e., the way science has been, and continues to 
be, used to exploit others for financial or political gain (Schiebinger, 2009; 
McClintock, 2013; Boisselle, 2016; Ideland, 2018), issues with epistemo-
logical access, identity and cognitive justice, i.e., who can access science and 
on what grounds (Boisselle, 2016; Ideland, 2018; Cleophas, 2020) as well 
as issues with the history of science, for example excluding non-Western  
contributions and failing to acknowledge science’s role in colonization 
(Gould, 2000; Henriques, 2012; Ideland, 2018; Powers, 2020). These works 
describe science with words such as ‘reductionist, secular, and objective/
substantivist’ (Boisselle, 2016, p. 5). By contrast, IKS is presented as the 
relational, non-reductive, more situated ‘antithesis of colonial’ practices 
(ibid., p. 6). The risk with such ‘othering’ and ‘counter-othering’ strategies 
(Rip, 2019) is that it could create a situation in which one cannot value 
one, i.e., indigenous knowledge, without devaluing the other, i.e., Western/
formal science. It does not allow for a both-and approach (Maton, 2016,  
p. 47) in which science and indigenous knowledges could find a way to col-
laborate (Green, 2012; Boisselle, 2016; Rip, 2019). Rip (2019) and Green 
(2012) have independently argued that such a collaboration could help sci-
ence gain an improved understanding of the context in which its products 
find application, while it might assist IKS in becoming more available 
or ‘cosmopolitan’ (Rip, 2019). However, while some commend the new 
agreements about ‘the nature of reality’ (Green (2012, p. 2) this could lead 
to, others hold that removing indigenous knowledges from their contexts 
would render them meaningless (Bishop, 1990). So, not only are science 
and other ways of knowing, such as IKS, seen as opposing forces, but there 
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doesn’t seem to be agreement on how they should relate. Elements of the 
science–IKS portrayal is ominously reminiscent of the so-called science 
wars of the 1990s and the preceding two-cultures debate, both of which 
display a similar divide, defined by ‘mutual incomprehension’, between sci-
ence and the humanities (Burnett, 1999).

The ‘two cultures’ debate and the science wars
 Gould (2000) describes the science wars as an academic battle between 
‘realists’ and ‘relativists’, with the realist position being most prominent 
among scientists and relativist position mostly seen among staff ‘housed in 
faculties of the humanities and social sciences’ (p. 253). The realist position 
focussed on the objectivity of science while the relativist position focused 
on ‘the culturally embedded status of all claims’ which would make science 
‘just one system of belief among many alternatives’ (p. 253). Babich (2017) 
contends that what was at issue was legitimacy: ‘who should be permitted 
to speak and who should be silenced’ (Babich, 2017, p. 167). The so-called 
‘two cultures’ debate between scientists and scholars from the humanities, 
which preceded the science wars, began in the late 1950s with the work 
of C.P. Snow and F.R. Leavis (James, 2016). This exchange presented the 
world as two ‘noncommunicating cultures’ – science and the humanities – 
which interacted by little more than ‘hostile glares’ (Burnett, 1999). Like 
the science wars, this debate stemmed from a power struggle between two 
camps using different epistemic logics to legitimize their practices (Maton, 
2014a). The scientists in the debate were viewed as sharing ‘a sense of loy-
alty to an abstraction called “knowledge” ’ (Mackerness, 1960, quoted by 
Maton, 2014a, p. 72) as well as a ‘commitment to “truth” and allegiance 
to their discipline, which specialized their identity and claims to insight, 
regardless of their social backgrounds or personal attributes’ (ibid., p. 72). 
The humanist culture in the debate was constructed as placing far less 
emphasis on knowledge. The specialized skills and knowledge required for 
legitimacy in science, was relatively unimportant in defining legitimacy in 
the humanities; what mattered here was ‘possessing the right kind of dispo-
sitions or character’ (ibid., p. 73); that is, being the right kind of ‘knower’. 
The ‘two cultures’ debate can thus be depicted as a ‘code clash’ (Maton, 
2014a) and struggle for supremacy between two fields with different under-
pinning legitimizing logics.

The more recent decolonial conversation, as it pertains to science, dis-
plays a similar dichotomy and struggle for supremacy. Interestingly, the 
early developers of modern science did not observe the dichotomy we see 
in discussions of science today (Gould, 2000). Instead, they saw the under-
standing they were seeking as arising from both the mind of the scientists 
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and the experiment, thus combining the scrutiny of one’s own ‘internal 
biases, both mental and social’ and the observation of nature. It follows then 
that, from this vantage point, science does not build knowledge ‘outside the 
social order and despite its impediments’, but within the space of human 
relations (Gould, 2000, p. 255). Gould (2000) thus holds that the science–
humanities divide might be viewed as little more than a false dichotomy 
resulting from naïveté about the history of science.

In his blog entitled Revisiting the Science Wars, Henriques (2012, para 
6 and 7) similarly cautions against seeing science as a set of social con-
structions only, suggesting instead that we look at science as a justification 
system ‘comprised of both analytic and normative components’. Literature, 
however, abounds with dichotomizing descriptions of science as either 
objective and acontextual or science as merely a set of social constructions. 
This is most notably manifested in science being portrayed as ‘against’ 
something: against the ancient philosophies of perfection, against religion, 
against humanities in the so-called ‘science wars’ (Gould, 2000) and most 
recently against indigenous knowledges, displayed as a battle between 
the West (science) and the Rest (indigenous knowledges) (Aikenhead and 
Ogawa, 2007).

The LCT dimension of Specialization (Maton, 2014a) offers a heuris-
tic that can help us drill beneath the surface of this objective realism and 
social constructionism divide in these discourses. Specialization allows a 
means of unravelling the relations between knowledge and knowers in dif-
ferent knowledge-building practices. In this case, it can help to shed light 
on the logics underpinning the apparent dichotomy. We could, for example, 
use Specialization to argue that the social constructionist position valorizes 
the knower as the basis for legitimacy, thus placing emphasis on the social 
aspects such as context and knower subjectivity, while the objective realist 
position valorizes the more objective, explanatory aspects of knowledge. 
But Specialization also helps us to understand that despite what a field may 
valorize or emphasize, all fields consist of both knowledge and knowers. 
So, whilst legitimacy in science is more closely related to the epistemic ele-
ments of the practice, the social elements of this practice cannot be ignored 
(see Chapter 7).

One way of addressing the polarized set of views is through critical con-
versations that would include topics on the history, philosophy and sociol-
ogy of science. Such conversations would allow us to address issues such 
as concept of objectivity and the acontextual nature of science. It could, 
for example, open spaces to engage with the idea that science ‘maximises, 
but does not achieve, objectivity’ through minimising ‘the subjectivities of 
individual scientists and of tradition in that community’ (Aikenhead and 
Ogawa, 2007, p. 546), and allow us to explore the position that scientific 



88  Hanelie Adendorff & Margaret A.L. Blackie

endeavour can be likened to a ‘dance of agency’ or ‘back and forth nego-
tiation’ between scientists and nature, in which knowledge is ‘constantly 
produced and reproduced in interactions’ (Green, 2012). Similarly, a better 
understanding of the history of science can ‘help legitimize the role of sci-
ence in society’ whilst ‘enhanc[ing] the professional identity or credibility 
of science’ (Powers, 2020, p. 581), both of which are critical steps in reposi-
tioning science in the cognitive and social justice conversation.

Through this chapter, we hope to show some ways in which ‘polarised 
thinking’ (Vandeyar and Swart, 2019, p. 776), for example, seeing science 
as either purely objective or purely socially constructed, or seeing science 
as a problem and IKS as a solution, can be ‘dismantled’ in order to enable a 
constructive conversation.

The conversation about decolonization and science
We have already established that the divide between science and humani-
ties seen in the two-cultures debate and the science wars also extends to 
the decolonial conversation in science. Green (2012), for example, warns 
against (1) defining the knowledges in science and IKS as so different 
that there is ‘very little chance of discovering the linkages and partial 
connections that might begin a new conversation’ (p. 6), and (2) think-
ing that ‘either all ways of knowing the world, including the sciences, 
are belief, or all are knowledge’ (p. 7), the dichotomy at the heart of the 
science wars. Even though a ‘dichotomous discourse’ might at times be 
necessary to help us ‘act politically’ (Rip, 2019, p. 90), finding a shared 
ground from which to respond to the ways in which African knowledges, 
histories of knowledge and ways of knowing have been and are still 
being marginalized (Gould, 2000; Green, 2012; Rip, 2019) would greatly 
benefit from a less dichotomized approach. The dichotomous othering/
counter-othering and us/them portrayal of science in literature and in 
decolonization conversations thus poses a significant challenge to find-
ing a productive opening or starting point for decolonial conversations in 
science (see Green, 2012).

The breakdown in the #ScienceMustFall (#SMF) conversation has been 
attributed to multiple deep disagreements in the ‘conversational thread’, 
resulting from a ‘historical lack of constructive engagement and dialogue 
between scientific thinking and cultural beliefs’ (Ally and August, 2018, 
p. 355) as well as a code clash originating in the legitimation practices used 
by different role players in the conversation (Adendorff and Blackie, 2020). 
Just as Green (2012) has argued for a ‘translation’ between different kinds 
of knowledges, we have called for mediation between scientists and those 
calling for decolonization (see Adendorff and Blackie, 2020).
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Legitimation Code Theory offers a number of analytical tools for inves-
tigating the knowledge practices underpinning science and decolonization. 
In a previous study, we employed Specialization to uncover reasons for the 
breakdown in the decolonization conversation (i.e., the code clash we have 
mentioned). We will now drill deeper into nature of the science IKS dichot-
omy, using the concept of axiological constellations to analyze the problem 
and suggest a way forward.

Building knowledge with constellations
The concept of constellations analogizes to the familiar idea of grouping 
stars into recognizable images to help explain how actors shape what is 
seen as legitimate in a field (Maton, 2014a; Maton and Doran, 2021). The 
stars that form part of a constellation are selected from a vast array of pos-
sible celestial objects and are not necessarily in close proximity to one 
another, although they might appear so when viewed from Earth. Ideas, 
objects, values and beliefs, just like stars, can be grouped together to form 
constellations that can help us navigate the knowledge in a field or knowl-
edge practice. The way in which this happens is determined by the cosmol-
ogy of the intellectual field doing the constellating. All intellectual fields 
have cosmologies or worldviews, the ways in which they make sense of the 
world, for example whether there is an ‘objective’ truth to be discovered or 
whether all ‘truth’ is situated and relative. These worldviews act like the 
vantage points in that they determine what we see and how we group ideas 
to make sense of them. If we believe that there is an objective truth to be dis-
covered, we are likely to design our experiments from that perspective and 
fail to account for the role of our own subjectivity in the chosen design. To 
help us make sense of the cosmologies that underpin knowledge practices, 
and the constellations that they lead to, we need to start with the concept of 
Specialization.

Starting from the perspective that all knowledge practices involve both 
knowledge and knowers, Specialization is concerned with what counts as 
a legitimate knowledge claim and who is allowed to make such claims, in 
other words who would be counted as legitimate knowers (Maton, 2014a). 
It thus sets up two relations: epistemic relations (ER) concerned with 
knowledge, and social relations (SR) concerned with knowers. These rela-
tions form the basis for deciding what counts as legitimate knowledge and 
who counts as a legitimate knower. Different knowledge practices empha-
size these relations in different ways. In other words, practices may place a 
greater emphasis on either epistemic relations or social relations or both or 
neither. Practices that valorize epistemic relations will place a greater value 
on possession of specialist knowledge, such as scientific knowledge while 
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practices that valorize social relations will place greater value of the attrib-
utes of the knower. Since both can vary from weaker to stronger, we can 
plot these two relations on a plane and analyze practices in terms whether 
they emphasize one, both or neither as the basis for status and achievement.

Stronger epistemic relations (ER+) coupled with weaker social rela-
tions (SR –), i.e., where practices emphasize the possession of specialized 
skills, knowledge and procedures as the basis for success whilst downplay-
ing the attributes of the actor making the claim, yield a knowledge code. 
Conversely, with weaker epistemic relations (ER+) coupled with stronger 
social relations (SR –), i.e., when what you are studying and how is less 
important than who you are and what kind of interactions you were shaped 
by, we have a knower code. Where both epistemic and social relations are 
both relatively weak, we have a relativist code and when both are relatively 
strong, an élite code.

Social fields can thus be understood as knowledge–knower structures 
(Maton, 2014a): all knowledge practices include both knowledge and 
knowers. What differs is how these are organized and what (and who) is 
valorized. Scientists are not absent from the knowledge project in science, 
but their attributes are not generally used as a basis for success. Knowledge 
practices in knowledge-code fields (like those often found in the sciences) 
are underpinned by an epistemological cosmology, giving rise to epistemo-
logical constellations where ideas, objects, practices and beliefs are organ-
ized around their ability to coherently explain observations.

In knower-code fields, such as the fields underpinning decolonization 
scholarship (Luckett, Chapter  3, this volume), we often find axiological 
cosmologies where value-laden meanings are grouped together to form 
axiological constellations. In both cases, the meanings that are clustered 
together are also selected from a vast field of possibilities, tracing bounda-
ries that will exclude some meanings and include others. Axiological con-
stellations thus represent connected groups of value-laden meanings that 
are used to make sense of or navigating a knowledge field.

The concept of constellations also draws on the LCT dimension of 
Semantics as we have just shown ‘to distinguish epistemological and axi-
ological forms of condensation whereby stances are imbued with mean-
ings that are then differentially charged with legitimacy’ (Maton, 2014a, 
p. 150). Semantics focuses on how meanings are made and introduces two 
concepts to that end: semantic gravity and semantic density. Semantic grav-
ity (SG) describes the degree of context-dependence of meanings and it may 
be stronger (+) or weaker (–) along a continuum of strengths. ‘The stronger 
the semantic gravity (SG+), the more meaning is dependent on its context; 
the weaker the semantic gravity (SG –), the less dependent meaning is on 
its context’ (Maton, 2014b, p. 2).
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Semantic density (SD) refers to the degree to which meaning is packed 
into the terminology used in a practice and may be stronger (+) or weaker 
(–) along a continuum of strengths. With stronger semantic density (SD+), 
more meanings will be condensed into the terminology in that practice; 
while practices with weaker semantic density (SD –), will have terminology 
that have fewer meanings condensed into it (Maton, 2014b, 2020). Return-
ing to the concept of constellations, meanings in epistemological constel-
lations will be epistemologically condensed (with explanatory meanings), 
while meanings in axiological constellations will be axiologically con-
densed (strong connections of moral meanings).

We have previously shown that decolonization conversations tend to 
downplay explanatory power whilst emphasizing moral virtue (Adendorff 
and Blackie, 2020). In this chapter, we are interested in exploring the way 
in which this is the result of a specific kind of constellating, the consequence 
of which is a dichotomous portrayal of science and IKS in literature.

Constellation analysis of the IKS–science binary in 
decolonization literature

There is a growing body of literature that compares and contrasts Modern 
Western Science (also called modern science knowledge systems (Thara-
kan, 2017)) and Eurocentric sciences (Aikenhead and Ogawa, 2007), with 
IKS (also called by various other names, such as traditional knowledge, 
indigenous technical knowledge, local knowledge, ecological knowledge 
and sometimes people’s science, with much debate about what would be 
most appropriate, see for example Tharakan, 2017 and Mazzocchi, 2006) 
often setting them up as binaries. A constellation analysis of these depic-
tions of science in the decolonization literature can show how the concepts 
related to ‘Modern Western Science’ and ‘indigenous knowledge systems’ 
are part of two binary constellations (see Table 6.1). In places where such 
dichotomous constellations are constructed it usually implies that agreeing 
or associating with one element in one of the constellations means agree-
ing with all the others as well. For example, seeing the world from a realist 
perspective implies also holding an anthropocentric view that sees nature 
as a servant to humankind (Aikenhead and Ogawa, 2007). Looking at 
Table 6.1, we see another instance of a code-clash, here between the under-
pinning axiological cosmology (value-laden connections of meanings) 
manifested in topics such as modern/postmodern, localized/globalized and 
the epistemological cosmology typically underpinning science (premised 
on explanatory power). This is especially well represented in the position 
offered by Cleophas (2020) who ‘rejects an over emphasis on knowledge 
content as a vehicle for understanding’, instead aiming to ‘challenge deep 



92  Hanelie Adendorff & Margaret A.L. Blackie

Table 6.1 � Indigenous knowledge systems vs Modern Western Science constella-
tions in the literature used in this study

Indigenous knowledge systems Modern Western Science

Postmodern Modern
Monist Cartesian Dualist
Relativist Objectivist, Positivist
Social constructivist Realist
Post-colonial Colonial
Post-human Humanist, Anthropocentric
Holistic Reductionist

Local Global
Socially embedded Socially distanced
Multicultural, Differentiated Universalist
Place-based Place-less
Community focused/local Globalized
Context aware Abstracted
Relational Competitive

Relational Anthropocentric
One with nature In control of nature
Value circulation Value extraction
Nature as self-modifying Nature as static
Environmentally sustainable Environmentally destructive
Subjective Authoritarian
Spiritual Secular
Embodied Disembodied
Time as circular Time as linear

assumptions, beliefs and values that hold institutional knowledge and val-
ues in place’ (p. 2).

The ideas or stances listed in Table  6.1, drawn from the sources used 
in this chapter, are not disparate but reflect an underlying cosmology (see 
Maton, 2014a). In order to makes sense of this cosmology, we have organ-
ized the stances into more coherent groups, reflecting the key points of 
opposition: postmodern–modern, local–global, relational–anthropocentric. 
We will now unpack the sets of stances in Table 6.1 to further elaborate on 
this cosmology and its implications for the conversation between decoloni-
zation discourses and science.

Modern–postmodern

The terms ‘modern’ and ‘modernity’ have been closely linked to colo-
nization and colonialism (see for example Boiselle, 2016). Here, the 
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modern–postmodern tension pits science as an oppressive ‘colonial’, 
‘reductionist’ and ‘dualist’ commercial exploiter and gatekeeper, with a sub-
jugating role, against all indigenous knowledges as the oppressed, ‘holistic’, 
‘relativist’ and culturally aware, position which is respectful of multiple 
ways of knowing and being (Dube, 2019). It captures the objective–subjec-
tive divide and draws on the idea of science as a ‘hegemonic’ and ‘powerful’ 
weapon used to silence the indigenous voices, by positioning itself as the 
only valid way of knowing.

Global–local

The global–local tension sees science as ‘globalized’, ‘socially distant’, 
‘placeless’ or contextually unaware or blind and competitive, operating in 
the decontextualized, theoretical domain while it views IKS as ‘community 
focussed’, ‘socially embedded’, ‘place-based’ or contextually aware and 
‘relational’ as well as more accessible through operating in the lived-world 
context.

Anthropocentric–relational

This tension pitches IKS, as in tune with nature, versus science, as in control 
of nature. It depicts science as an ‘authoritarian’, ‘environmentally destruc-
tive’ and self-serving enterprise with IKS portrayed as ‘environmentally 
sustainable’ and ‘subjective’ or in harmony with our natural resources and 
more focussed on the greater good.

Constellating practices

Axiological cosmologies are constellated through four main processes 
(Doran, 2019): (1) positioning, which includes mentioning the source of 
a position and showing things from alternative perspectives; (2) opposi-
tioning, which involves putting something up as opposition in order to 
take it down; (3) likening; and (4) charging positions, either positively or 
negatively.

Positioning

Positioning can happen through acknowledging a source as well as through 
presenting alternative perspectives, ‘hint[ing] at the tensions that underpin 
the texts’ (Doran, 2019, 30min:43s), i.e., Eglash et al. (2020, p. 1346) do 
this by positioning IKS first from Latour’s perspective and then giving the 
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alternative ‘Indigenous perspective’, indeed pointing to the underlying ten-
sion found throughout literature:

Latour’s claim is that science creates innovation because it allows 
hybridity, whereas Indigenous knowledge is static because animism 
freezes society in accordance with fixed categories in nature. As noted 
previously (Eglash, 1997), Latour is assuming a Western perspective in 
which nature is static. From an Indigenous perspective nature is full 
of self-modifying unpredictability.

(emphasis added)

Oppositioning

Oppositioning pits one position against the other usually with the purpose 
to cast down one. In this excerpt from Boisselle (2016), indigenous knowl-
edges from various sources are set up as diverse, spiritual and relational 
in opposition to science which is portrayed as reductionist, secular and 
objectivist:

First Nations people like the Inuit and Hopi of North America, and the 
Nepuyo of Trinidad practice a relational science in comparison with 
WMS [Western Modern Science] which is reductionist, secular, and 
objective/substantivist’.

(Boisselle, 2016, p. 5, emphasis added)

Charging

In Boisselle’s 2016 text, this move of oppositioning supports the negative 
charging of science and the positive charging of IKS, i.e., calling the former 
flawed:

the standard account of science is not just Western and modern but also 
secular in its disposition as it continues to negate the impact/role of 
Spirit or God in any form in its activities. It is suggested that Western 
knowledge (as is WMS) might be flawed on two counts’.

(Boisselle, 2016, p. 4)

Likening

Likening ‘sets up oppositions that appear to group together’ (Doran, 2019, 
35min:44s). Eglash et al. (2020, p. 1346) group together the idea of science 
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as anthropocentric (controlling nature) with concepts of value-extractive 
environmental destruction (poor models and practices such as mass pro-
duction agriculture) and nature as static, appearing in the anthropocentric-
relational group in Table 6.1:

It is the Western view that has, in many ways, based its assumptions on 
static, linear frameworks: technical obsessions with optimization, lin-
ear control, routinization, and so on lead to poor models and practices 
such as mass production agriculture.

(emphasis added)

Seeing the constellations set up in these processes, found throughout STS 
and decolonization literature, helps us understand some of the difficulty 
with the conversation and why science might struggle, or might even be 
reluctant, to engage in it. However, whilst these constellations form a neces-
sary part of critiquing and understanding the sociology of science, they also 
create a binary that is problematic to bridge. Even so, the process of forming 
axiological constellations is not the problem here; the problem is failing to 
recognize these processes as part of the logics of knowledge practices. With 
recent literature on decolonizing science stemming mostly from the fields 
of STS, humanities and the social sciences, all underpinned by axiological 
cosmologies, what is valued – both in terms of legitimacy and how mean-
ing is made or knowledge is created – in these texts differs substantially 
from what happens in science with its epistemological cosmology. With 
recent literature on decolonizing science stemming mostly from the fields 
of STS, humanities and the social sciences, all underpinned by axiological 
cosmologies, what is valued in these texts – both in terms of legitimacy and 
the manner in which meaning is made or knowledge is created – differs sub-
stantially from what happens in science with its epistemological cosmology. 
It stands to reason that scientists would read these texts through the filter 
of their epistemological cosmology, looking for the different constellating 
principles applying there. Understanding this might help us find a way to 
advance the conversation in science. Consider the example of the South 
African government’s initial handling of the AIDS crisis in the early to mid-
2000s. Although the government at the time was correct in recognizing the 
importance of attending to the social issues pertaining to the crisis, their 
denial of what science could offer (Green, 2012; Broadbent, 2017) came 
at a great cost despite the presumed governmental motivation of a virtuous 
decolonial agenda (Broadbent, 2017). What we can learn from this is that 
the solution to problems such as these will require moving beyond dichoto-
mies such as local–global, scientific–traditional, good–bad, a process that 
will need to start with the role-players (i.e., scientists and decolonization 
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scholars) agreeing to what might be a difficult conversation and having 
access to tools or analyses, like the one offered in this chapter, that could 
help to mediate the conversation.

Taking the conversation forward

We have elsewhere proposed that the code clash in the conversation about 
decolonizing science might be mediated through using facilitators that can 
shift the codes of their messages to match that of the intended audience 
(Adendorff and Blackie, 2020). In this chapter, we have showed how the 
cosmologies or worldviews underpinning the calls for decolonization from 
within science and the humanities set up an axiologically charged dichotomy 
between science and indigenous knowledges that is not easy to navigate. In 
a study that investigates the equally dichotomous climate change conversa-
tion, Glenn (2015) suggests that there are two ways in which conversa-
tions can be productive in overcoming such clashing or opposing binaries: 
translating and transforming. In translation strategies the messenger acts 
as a mediator, translating between the viewpoints of the different parties 
involved in the conversation. Translating can happen in a number of ways, 
the first of which involves recognizing the different ‘languages’ or Spe-
cialization codes in the conversation and ‘translat[ing] between them’ (ibid., 
p. 209) by shifting the code of the message to match the audience’s code. 
This requires someone to ‘translat[e] between languages on behalf of the 
audience, or in LCT terms, matching the audience’s codes’ (ibid., p. 209), 
the audience here being science (and scientists). In the decolonial conversa-
tion in science, this would imply translating between the knower-code, axi-
ological cosmology underpinning decolonization calls and knowledge code, 
epistemological axiology of scientists. Another way to achieve this is to use 
messengers who share the intended audience’s cosmology, who thus do not 
need to shift codes to translate messages. In this instance, translating might 
even involve not mentioning the dichotomous topic, i.e., decolonization, 
but instead requiring the audience to take action for ‘other reasons’, though 
ultimately still addressing the issue at hand. In the decolonial conversation 
in science education, useful frames for this purpose could be understanding 
how cultural influences might impact science learning or charting a sus-
tainable future for the Earth (Aikenhead, 2017). Both of these approaches, 
as well as Green’s (2012) suggestion of IKS helping science connect with 
its context, could provide useful motivations for change that do not neces-
sarily require the audience (science) to completely change its cosmology 
and align with all the beliefs underpinning the IKS constellation. It might, 
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however, open a door for engaging with some of the beliefs underpinning 
the IKS cosmology, without setting the two up as binary oppositions.

Transformation is interested in changing people’s views and actions and 
is thus typically a slower and more challenging process since it ‘requires the 
audience to learn to speak multiple languages and shift between them, or at 
least to adopt useful features of the new language’ (Glenn, 2015, p. 209). 
For science, this would imply shifting towards a knower code, to be better 
able to understand and act on the decolonization calls.

We will now briefly comment on our own experience with utilizing 
translation during decolonization discussions with various science-based 
audiences. Drawing on our experience in seven unexpectedly productive 
conversations, and the principles laid out in this chapter, we will show how 
the forms of translation offered by Glenn (2015) functioned to advance 
these conversations in science (for an example of one such a conversation, 
see Adendorff (2018)).

Shifting the code of the message to match the audience’s code

The purpose of this translative action is to reduce resistance by mak-
ing the topic, in this case the decolonization conversation, feel less alien 
through matching the code of the message with the audience’s legitima-
tion codes. In science this would imply foregrounding and strengthen-
ing epistemic relations – specialized knowledges and skills – or using a 
knowledge code as basis for legitimacy in the conversation. In our case, 
we did this by focusing on ‘making sense of the decolonization conver-
sation’ and offering an analytical tool, LCT, to help us do that. With its 
ability to be used in a technical or empirical way, exhibiting stronger epis-
temic relations, LCT can help us make the conversation feel less foreign 
to scientists. Here employed for its explanatory power, LCT thus offers 
an approach that not only speaks a language closer to that of science, but 
might prove enticing. Epistemic relations were emphasized and strength-
ened throughout these sessions when the tools from the LCT dimensions 
of Autonomy and Specialization were employed and enacted. Although 
we foregrounded social relations when the topic of decolonization was 
introduced, for example explaining that the sessions were about opening 
up a conversation and figuring out how we can start a conversation about 
decolonizing science education (see, for example, Adendorff, 2018, Sep-
tember, 6), we did not offer it as the basis for legitimate participation in 
the conversation. With these actions, we located the conversation in sci-
ence’s reason-based epistemology rather than the value-based cosmology 
of decolonization scholarship.
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Messengers who share the audience’s cosmology

This approach assumes that there will be different ways of viewing the 
decolonization conversation in science and thus works to activate these 
alternative positions through communication. We, as the authors of this 
chapter and facilitators of these conversations, are both scientists who have 
gained legitimacy in science through acquiring the prerequisite specialized 
skills, as evidenced in science PhDs. However, we both have some experi-
ence and legitimacy in the social science context too, through immersion 
in the higher education studies canon and interaction with noted works 
and scholars. We thus both have access to the epistemological cosmology 
underpinning science and can make sense of the axiological cosmologies 
underpinning the social sciences and humanities. Glenn (2015) suggests 
that this approach of matching the audience’s cosmology works best when 
the messenger uses helpful frames and discourses that are supportive of 
the goal of the conversation, reframing the decolonization conversation 
as ‘good’ and necessary. In our discussions on decolonizing science cur-
ricula, we postulated that the alienation that some students experience in 
science courses could be a useful approach for drawing participants who 
were reluctant to engage in decolonization conversations into the discus-
sion. Starting the conversation using the epistemology of science, we could 
show the scientists that we ‘spoke their language’, opening a space in which 
we could activate motivations such as finding ways to help students access 
the field or contributing to sustainable living.

In conclusion, we found that LCT acted both as a theoretical framework 
or mediatory agent and as a legitimizing tool. Using the explanatory power 
of LCT as an analytical tool helped to strengthen epistemic relations, thus 
legitimizing the conversation as something sufficiently close to what counts 
in science. We believe that this strategy of offering an explanatory frame-
work through which scientists can make sense of the axiologically charged 
knower code conversation can create a space in which a conversation could 
grow into dealing with increasingly complex topics. We thus suggest that 
the conversation can be mediated through a few code shifts and a deep 
enough understanding of both the knowledge and knower codes involved 
as well as the resulting constellations to be able to translate the calls for 
decolonization calls into the science context. Anecdotal feedback from sci-
entists who attended the decolonization discussions in which we applied 
these analytical tools mentioned that the more epistemically strengthened 
approach offered by LCT removed the emotive elements from the conver-
sation, and this was one of the reasons for a greater readiness to participate 
in the conversation. In the words of one of these participants: ‘I’ve sat in a 
number of these decolonizing fora and discussions and I think as a scientist 
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this is the first time that I feel it has made some sense to me’ (Adendorff, 
2018, 44min:50s).

Conclusions
In this chapter, we have shown the appeal of the stronger epistemic rela-
tions or explanatory power of LCT in the science context. It not only served 
as a mediatory tool in conversations about decolonizing science, but also 
as a legitimizing tool, strengthening the epistemic and discursive relations 
of the message offered by the facilitators. In using the tools offered by 
Specialization especially, we may avoid the risk of knowledge-blindness 
(Maton, 2014a) associated with treating decolonization in science in much 
the same way as decolonization in other fields. Given that the literature 
relating to decolonizing science is ambiguous and varied, understanding the 
differences between the meaning making practices in science and those in 
other fields can help us chart a course for a more successful conversation in 
science. We have found that the more analytical approach offered by LCT 
can reduce the emotive elements from the conversation, thus proving an 
unexpectedly useful tool for mediating the decolonization conversation in 
science contexts.

 Green (2012, p.  1) argues that a conversation is needed ‘both in the 
sciences and the humanities if universities are to be able to respond to the 
continued marginalisation of African intellectual heritages in the region’. 
We would add that such a conversation could start with the premise that 
neither science nor IKS would need to become the other, but that both can 
learn from the other. This will enable science, the humanities and IKS to 
retain their unique ontologies and epistemologies, though not uncritically, 
drawing on the strengths of both. We have shown, through the constella-
tion analysis, that the current dichotomous argumentation is doing little 
to advance either IKS or science. Solving the real world problems in the 
global South requires not only the products of science (e.g., vaccines and 
cell phones), but also the social understanding of the humanities and the 
contextual awareness of IKS. Thus, these conversations need to be con-
structed to enable this dichotomy to be challenged and bridged.

We contend that science needs to be repositioned not in opposition to the 
humanities and IKS, but as a collaborator with other knowledge practices. 
We have seen the harm done when the products of science are exploited (or 
devalued) by those with or reaching for political or economic power. We 
argue, along with Gould (2000), Green (2012) and Powers (2020), that sci-
ence education needs to pay more attention to the history, philosophy and 
position of science in society. We cannot wish away or undo the harm done 
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by the naïve or wilful ignorance or worse, of those wielding the powerful 
weapon of science during the period of colonization. Perhaps then we can 
wish for a better future, one which the humanities and IKS can help us 
move towards using the products of science as equally powerful weapons 
in the fight for cognitive justice (see for example Tamarkin’s (2017) work 
on DNA testing).
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education
How do we move forward?

Margaret A.L. Blackie and Hanelie Adendorff

Introduction
The call for decolonization in the context of science education elicits vari-
ous responses from academics in the sciences. The first is incredulity fol-
lowed by a rejection that the idea is even worth discussing. The second is 
a populist leap into attempts to include local knowledge content without 
any real critical engagement. The third is a recognition that there may be 
something to the call for decolonization, but a sense of being overwhelmed 
by what might actually be required to decolonize in any meaningful way 
(Costandius et al., 2015). Both the first and second approaches tend to be 
knee-jerk responses and both are potentially problematic albeit in different 
ways. In Adendorff and Blackie (2020) we offered an analysis of these posi-
tions using the dimensions of Specialization and Autonomy from Legitima-
tion Code Theory (LCT). Helping academic scientists into the third space 
where it is possible to recognize that there may be merit to engaging with 
the conversation has been discussed in Chapter 6 of this volume. It is likely 
that this chapter will be received with confusion by some outside science 
education as to why such painfully slow steps need to be taken. It may 
simultaneously be viewed as a profound, paradigm shifting argument from 
those within the sciences inclined to engage with the conversation. In read-
ing this chapter, we ask you to take cognizance of your own starting point 
while understanding that our goal is to facilitate the process in science; our 
intended readers are primarily academic scientists.

The task in this chapter is to examine where we need to begin the journey 
to decoloniality. In the humanities, the starting point may be the curriculum 
content itself. We argue here that in the physical or natural sciences the 
point of departure is not the curriculum content itself but the Western idea 
of the primacy of the autonomous individual. The invitation for academic 
scientists is to begin to pay attention to the diversity of human beings sitting 
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in their lecture theatres rather than the far simpler ‘blank slate’ upon which 
scientific understanding is to be imprinted.

Is science socially neutral?
We turn to the work of Maldonado-Torres (2016) who writes about colo-
niality of power, coloniality of knowledge and coloniality of being.1 He 
argues that the modern/colonial conception of knowledge comprises three 
major elements: subject (and subjectivity), object (and objectivity), and 
method (and methodology). Whilst there are other ways of conceiving of 
knowledge, there are no other ways to conceive of scientific knowledge. 
However, situating power, knowledge and being as three interrelated struc-
tures which potentially foster and support coloniality gives us an entry into 
the conversation within science and science education.

We need to begin by acknowledging that legitimate knowledge in science 
is determined primarily through the manner in which it is produced. There 
is a direct link between the development of precision instruments in Europe 
and the establishment of scientific fields. Chemistry only emerged as a sci-
entific field in the nineteenth century with the development of accurate bal-
ances which could measure precise masses of substances (Fabbrizzi, 2008). 
This enabled the development of technology which fueled the first indus-
trial revolution and with this the substantial increase in British colonization. 
These things are all inextricably linked. Thus, no reimagination of science 
will decouple the scientific method from the technology of measurement 
which is strongly associated with Western Europe.

The fact that an experiment performed in a laboratory in Mumbai can be 
reproduced reliably in Vancouver is taken as fundamental to natural science 
(Goodman et al., 2016). This reproducibility is an essential part of the scien-
tific method and is a major element of ensuring validity. In these terms, the 
experiment transcends culture. Provided each scientist is sufficiently trained 
in the skills required to both carry out the experiment and to analyze the 
data produced there should be no difference in the outcome of the experi-
ment, regardless of where it is performed. To this end, science can be seen 
as being ‘objective’ in the sense that the cultural background of the person 
performing the experiment is irrelevant.

Yet, more recent scrutiny has shown that this concept of reproducibil-
ity can be less reliable in particular instances than the ideal would suggest 
(Goodman et al., 2016). Furthermore, the meaning of reproducibility var-
ies across the natural and physical sciences. Nonetheless, it is upon this 
concept that the ‘objectivity’ of science rests. However, it is clear from the 
work of Kuhn (1977) that there is a distinct difference between the objec-
tivity in the consensus position of the scientific field and the position held 
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by an individual scientist. The individual scientist is profoundly influenced 
by the mental paradigm into which they were inducted. Boas’ notion of 
sound blindness is a useful illustration. Sound blindness is the term used 
to describe the observation of anthropologists describing sounds made in 
foreign languages. These anthropologists were substantially influenced by 
their own native tongue (Boas, 1889; Roepstorff et al., 2010). They could 
not hear some variations in speech in foreign languages precisely because 
they had been conditioned to hear the particular variations inherent to their 
mother-tongue. Scientists are similarly shaped by the paradigm of theory 
through which they intellectually entered the field (Kuhn, 2012). Thus, we 
must be careful not to uncritically confer the objectivity of science upon any 
individual scientist (McComas, 1996).

The subjectivity indicated by both Boas and Kuhn is complemented by 
the recognition that when one begins to explore the history of any particular 
science it is clear that the experience of the scientist plays more of a role in 
determining what should be explored and what counts as legitimate knowl-
edge than the current rhetoric of the objectivity of science allows. A sim-
ple example of this was the variety of experiments performed to ascertain 
the age of the Earth. The current measure the age of the Earth was deter-
mined using the half-life of radioactive elements (Burchfield, 1975). The 
internal consistency between different combinations of isotopes means that 
the answer is fairly well determined. Yet, at the turn of the twentieth cen-
tury radioactivity itself was barely known and the discovery of the neutron 
which accounts for the isotopes was still decades away. The problem had 
presented itself through Darwin’s Origin of the Species (1859) and Lyell’s 
Principles of Geology (1853). It was clear that ‘deep time’ was necessary to 
explain both the biological variation and the geological stratification which 
was so evident. Several scientists stepped up to find an answer this ques-
tion. Two examples serve to illustrate the point. Kelvin, knowledgeable 
in thermodynamics, calculated the age of the Earth to be between 20 and 
100 million years old. He used the heat transfer between the Sun and the 
Earth, and transfer within the Earth itself. Alas, the absence of knowledge of 
plate tectonics, nuclear fusion and radioactivity meant his calculations were 
fatally flawed (Burchfield, 1975). Joly likewise turned to a subject he knew 
about. He used the concentration of sodium in sea water to offer an estimate 
of 80–100 million years (Joly, 1900), the logic being that the sodium had 
come from rocks through erosion and had thus increased in concentration 
over time. Again, some of his assumptions turned out to be false (Macdou-
gall, 2009).

The point here is that a major question had arisen from new scientific 
data and these scientists tried to solve the problem using the intellectual 
resources at their disposal. The methods they used were well-known and 
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both Kelvin and Joly would probably have been capable of reproducing the 
procedure presented by the other, but the creation of a possible solution was 
individual to each scientist. Joly would not have used thermodynamics and 
Kelvin would not have used sodium concentration. It is at this level that sci-
ence is deeply influenced by the experience of the individual scientist and, 
thus, both subjective and highly creative (McComas, 1996). The scientist 
will approach a problem with their personal lexicon. The verification of 
their experiments by the scientific community then pulls the data generated 
and the conclusions drawn into greater objectivity (Kuhn, 1977).

Using the epistemic plane to describe scientific training
Our purpose in this chapter is to examine scientific training so that we can 
uncover what decolonization may look like in the natural sciences. Drawing 
on the Specialization dimension from Legitimation Code Theory (Maton, 
2014), science and science education may be considered as being a claim 
about something (epistemic relations) and made by someone (social rela-
tions). We discuss this in detail later in this chapter. At this point we shall 
explore epistemic relations in more detail. Against the backdrop of the 
example of Kelvin and Joly trying to solve the problem of the age of the 
Earth, we turn more broadly to the training of scientists using the epistemic 
plane, as shown in Figure 7.1. Epistemic relations refer to practices which 
may vary both in what they relate to (ontic relations) and in how they relate 
(discursive relations).2 Both ontic relations and discursive relations can 
vary in strengths along a continuum. Bringing those two strengths together 
gives what are termed in LCT, insights (Maton, 2014). There are an infinite 
number of possible strengths, but LCT also identifies four key insights, as 
shown in Figure 7.1.

Situational insights can be understood as procedural pluralism, meaning 
there is more than one acceptable way to solve a problem. Practices expound 
strong boundaries around legitimate objects of study but weaker boundaries 
around which approaches one can legitimately take to address those objects 
(Maton, 2014). That is, the problem is clearly defined but multiple solutions 
could be acceptable. This is illustrated in the different approaches taken by 
Joly and Kelvin described earlier to solve the same problem.

Purist insights strongly bound both legitimate objects of study and legiti-
mate ways in which the study is carried out (Maton, 2014). For example, 
a PhD project in chemistry will require a well defined object of study rec-
ognized to be a chemical problem, will require the use of methods which 
are recognized as valid to solve this particular problem and will need to be 
described in a manner consistent with established literary conventions of 
chemistry.
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Doctrinal insights can be understood as methodological dogmatism, 
meaning only specific, well defined methods are acceptable as legitimate. 
The approach used is strongly bounded but legitimate objects of study 
are relatively weakly bounded (Maton, 2014). Here one is demonstrating 
mastery of a method but any object to which that method may legitimately 
be applied is acceptable. The focus in scientific training can be narrowly 
constrained to mastery of the method (stronger discursive relations) whilst 
omitting details of the constraints of application (downplaying ontic rela-
tions). Thus, one can master the method but not necessarily understand how 
it may be applied to other problems (Engelbrecht et al., 2005; Potgieter and 
Davidowitz, 2011). This tends to be the level of most of science education 
at an undergraduate level in South Africa. The student has sufficient pat-
tern recognition that they can go through the steps of ‘solving’ a problem 
presented in a familiar format. However, they may have no real grasp of the 
underlying principles, or indeed, any sense of the limitations of the method. 
In terms of the age of the Earth example described earlier, when it is taught, 
radioactive decay will be presented as the gold standard of determination of 
age. No other method would be deemed acceptable. However, this method 
is only applicable to things which are not living. To extend the example, a 
student, seeing the application of the method using radioactive carbon to the 

Figure 7.1 � The epistemic plane (Maton, 2014, p. 177)
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Shroud of Turin (made from cotton cloth where the radioactive carbon con-
tent is fixed), may try to apply it to aging of the Giant Redwoods which are 
older. However, the trees are still living and carbon is being exchanged with 
the environment, therefore the radioactive carbon content is being continu-
ally refreshed. This means the method could be faithfully applied but the 
answer generated by the data will be inherently erroneous.

Knower/no insights occur when neither legitimate methods of inquiry nor 
legitimate objects of study are constrained (Maton, 2014). In science this 
insight can be employed when a new field is emerging – such as the field 
of inquiry which arose out of the question of the age of Earth. Initially, the 
object of the study and the methods used were entirely open. Kelvin’s object 
of inquiry was the temperature of the Earth using methods from thermody-
namics, and Joly’s object was the concentration of salt in sea water using 
methods from solubility studies. The object of study in an emerging field 
requires both a weakening of the boundaries around what can legitimately 
be studied and a weakening of boundaries around the manner in which the 
study should be carried out. As the field matures it is likely that ontic rela-
tions and/or discursive relations will strengthen.

Drawing from the context of teaching organic chemistry at a tertiary 
institution one way of understanding science education can be as movement 
around this plane. Novice students begin in the knower/no insight. At the 
beginning of their study, they have little sense of the bounds of a particu-
lar subject or of the manner in which knowledge is or can be constructed. 
The journey begins by learning some of the procedures which are accept-
able thereby entering a doctrinal insight, but they may be unaware of the 
constraints of application of those procedures (DR is strengthening but OR 
is not yet visible to the student). As time goes by, they learn some of the 
ways in which the knowledge field is carved into sub-fields and herein pur-
ist insights begin to emerge (OR becomes visible and begins to strengthen). 
And finally, they are presented with a problem which they must be able to 
identify within a specific knowledge area (OR is strengthening) and then 
solve though applying diverse methods (DR is beginning to weaken), thus 
moving towards a situational insight. As discursive relations weaken, so the 
use of individual creativity may increase.

In the example of the age of the Earth problem it can be argued that both 
Lord Kelvin and Professor Joly began with a purist insight. That is, they 
were both experts in using a particular set of well defined procedures (DR+) 
to solve problems within a well defined knowledge area (OR+). The new 
problem pushed them into a situational insight where a plurality of meth-
ods could be applied to a clearly defined problem (weakening discursive 
relations). In engaging with the problem, it became clear that the assump-
tions which both had to make to apply the procedure faithfully meant that 
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they were moving out of their clearly bounded field (weakening ontic rela-
tions). Hence, they were tipped inadvertently into a knower/no insight. At 
this point, both Joly and Kelvin made errors based on their assumptions. 
Nonetheless, both men were in a position to state the assumptions that they 
had made because they had already been trained in a way which made rec-
ognizing the limits of their experiments clear.

The trained scientist may embark on an entirely new field of study which 
requires the development of novel methodologies. Nonetheless, the training 
they would have been through will profoundly influence their manner of 
engagement with the new field. In other words, there is a degree of personal 
formation that happens in the process of training the scientist. Thus, becom-
ing a scientist is not just about the appropriation of knowledge (epistemic 
relations), it also impacts one’s way of being in the world (social relations). 
We will now turn to the specialization plane from LCT to explore the inter-
play between epistemic relations and social relations.

Why is the human person overlooked in science 
education?
Specialization from LCT allows us to see that what it is to be ‘educated’ in 
different knowledge areas is substantially divergent for good reasons. Spe-
cialization distinguishes between epistemic relations (ER) and social rela-
tions (SR) (Figure 7.2) (Maton, 2014).

In the natural sciences, specialized knowledge, procedures and skills are 
often emphasized as the basis of knowledge claims (relatively strong epis-
temic relations, ER+) – and one’s personal and social attributes are down-
played as the basis of knowledge claims (relatively weak social relations, 
SR−). Thus, the natural sciences tend to typically (though not always) rep-
resent different forms of a ‘knowledge code’. The reverse tends (but again 
not always) to be true in many humanities subjects: specialized knowledge, 
procedures and skills are relatively downplayed (ER−) and personal attrib-
utes are emphasized (SR+) – a ‘knower code’. It is important to note that 
there is no one ‘ideal’ form of any of the codes represented on the plane 
(Figure 7.2) as there is infinite variation of epistemic relations and social 
relations both across and within disciplines.

Returning to the primary consideration of this chapter – science educa-
tion and decoloniality – we find a ‘code clash’ occurring. A ‘code clash’ 
occurs when practices exhibit different bases of legitimacy (Maton, 2014). 
Decolonial arguments, typically situated in a knower code, are used to 
critique science. Importantly this code clash is also responsible for the 
inability of many academic scientists to see the relevance of decoloni-
zation to science and science education (Adendorff and Blackie, 2020). 
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The scientists offering the argument of the impossibility of science being 
colonizing because it is ‘objective’ are ‘knower-blind’. Whilst the students 
demanding Newton’s Laws be dropped are ‘knowledge-blind’. The terms 
knower-blind and knowledge-blind are discussed in detail later. However, 
all social practices have both epistemic relations and social relations in 
operation regardless of what is valorized in the particular field. Put another 
way, decoloniality is both a knowledge problem and a knower problem but 
one has to begin with the structure of the field itself to determine the most 
appropriate starting point.

Knowledge-blindness
Our task here is not to revisit the entire argument for the existence of knowledge- 
blindness, but simply to reflect on the key points, so that by contrast we can 
show that knower-blindness may be as significant in the natural sciences.

In Knowledge and Knowers, Maton writes:

Never has knowledge been viewed as so crucial to the nature of society. 
Yet, understanding knowledge is not viewed as crucial to understanding 

Figure 7.2 � The specialization plane (Maton, 2014, p. 30)
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society. For what unites accounts of social change is not only their 
emphasis on the centrality of knowledge but also their lack of a theory 
of knowledge. Knowledge is described as a defining feature of modern 
societies, but what that knowledge is, its form and its effects, are not 
part of the analysis.

(Maton, 2014, p. 1, original emphases)

This critique is primarily aimed at sociological approaches to education 
research. As Alexander argued, much education literature is mired in an 
‘epistemological dilemma’ created by a false dichotomy between positivist 
absolutism and constructivist relativism (Alexander, 1995). That is, knowl-
edge is either understood as ‘decontextualised, value-free, detached and 
certain or as socially constructed within cultural and historical conditions in 
ways that reflect vested social interests’ (Maton, 2014, p. 2).

As the twentieth century proceeded it became increasingly clear in some 
fields in the humanities and social sciences that one’s social position had a 
significant impact on how one engaged with information and constructed 
knowledge. Positivist absolutism was anathema and in this false dichotomy 
the only other option was to follow constructivist relativism, which holds 
that there is nothing real beyond the mental construction (Alexander, 1995). 
In this paradigm, everyone is a valid knower. Knowledge itself disappears 
from view and power relations become all important. The mark of being 
‘educated’ is no longer what one knows but ‘knowing’ in the way that is 
deemed to be acceptable by those in power in education.

Specialization offers us a path out of this impasse. The false dichotomy 
is replaced by two orthogonal, and therefore independent, variables. In 
revealing the dynamic interplay between epistemic relations and social 
relations both the knowledge and the knower in any field come into view. 
In a knower-code field, the detail of what is taught is de-emphasized and 
teaching the student how to interact with the information in such a way as 
to be seen as a legitimate knower is emphasized, described as developing 
the appropriate gaze (Maton, 2014). Here choosing texts and authors which 
speak more directly to the experience of the students may be a reasonable 
quest. Indeed, the recognition of the ways in which Western modernity has 
profoundly shaped the very way in which study of the humanities and social 
sciences is conducted is necessarily a part of the decolonial conversation 
(Heleta, 2016). Nonetheless, our quest for an education that is appropriate 
for twenty-first-century South Africa cannot eliminate the impact of West-
ern civilization (Mbembe, 2016). Rather we need to look at the elements 
which are simply taken for granted in Western modernity. One example is 
the Western presumption of the primacy of the individual versus the African 
cultural concept of ubuntu.
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In a knower code then, we must examine what is taught. The develop-
ment of a truly decolonial curriculum is likely to require changing the texts 
and sources used. It will also require an iterative method to critique the use 
of concepts and scaffold ideas which are themselves bound to Western civi-
lization. Whilst the former can be achieved relatively quickly, the latter will 
take years as academics themselves begin to find new ways of exploring 
and expressing these knowledge areas (Mbembe, 2016). Indeed, the task of 
decolonial education in a knower code is fundamentally about the develop-
ment of culturally embedded knowledge practices.

The challenge is a little different in a knowledge code. To substitute 
Western scientific knowledge with indigenous knowledge is not the place 
to begin. This approach would substantially erode the value of scientific 
education. To change the foundation would be to erase scientific knowledge 
and begin from scratch. Again we must acknowledge here that the modern/
colonial conception of knowledge (Maldonado-Torres, 2016) is congruent 
with, and indistinguishable from, the scientific conception of knowledge.

To present indigenous knowledge systems as science is problematic. 
This is not because the knowledge itself is suspect; indeed there may be a 
great deal of very useful information held in these systems. However, what 
makes scientific knowledge ‘scientific’ is the method used to verify claims 
to knowledge, as it is upon the basis of the method that the knowledge claim 
is made. In order to bring in traditional knowledge systems we have to ask 
about the manner in which this knowledge has come to be known. If one 
considers acupuncture as a traditional knowledge system, the knowledge 
held in the system is powerful and can provide a viable method of healing. 
However, the language used to communicate what is happening is descrip-
tive, rather than explanatory. Thus whilst the knowledge within acupuncture 
can be used to good effect it does not have a scientific basis. This does not 
make acupuncture inherently less valuable; it just means that its inclusion 
in a science curriculum may create confusion. However, ultimately we will 
need to find a way to work with different knowledge systems in our educa-
tion system. That is to say, we need to be very careful about blurring the 
lines too quickly. It is not our purpose in this chapter to make any move 
towards disrupting the boundaries of science education. That may well be 
necessary in time but there is preparation to be done first.

As we have argued elsewhere, we have to find a way of examining what 
is at stake in science education (Adendorff and Blackie, 2020). Is there a 
need to decolonize the project of science education even within the nar-
row confines of its current conception? We argue here that there is such a 
need. There are doubtless many routes towards a decolonial science cur-
riculum, and we are not claiming that we have arrived, but one has to begin 
somewhere. Our proposition is that where the knower code fields may have 
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been knowledge-blind, there may be an equivalent ‘knower-blindness’ in 
knowledge code fields. Thus our starting point is to argue for the impor-
tance of making the knower visible in science and in science education. This 
focus on knower-blindness opens the door to making visible the colonial-
ity of power and coloniality of being (Maldonado-Torres, 2016), which are 
unconsciously operational in science.

Knower-blindness
Let us return to the false dichotomy where knowledge is either understood 
as ‘decontextualised, value-free, detached and certain or as socially con-
structed within cultural and historical conditions in ways that reflect vested 
social interests’ (Maton, 2014, p. 2). In the light of this erroneous juxtaposi-
tion it is no wonder that many scientists simply dismiss any calls for deco-
loniality. Many natural scientists will stand firmly in the value-free zone 
and presume their educative efforts will follow suit. In fairness, we should 
perhaps add a little nuance. Most scientists would happily accept decontex-
tualized, value-free and detached knowledge, but would not agree to abso-
lute certainty. We know that what we teach is the best current version of 
our understanding; many scientists would replace certainty with reliability.

The real power of scientific knowledge is that it is transferable across 
cultures. Newton’s Laws accurately predict the movement of large objects 
regardless of whether the interaction is observed in Greenland or Argentina. 
The social standing, political leaning or religious affiliation of the person 
carrying out the scientific experiment is irrelevant. Whilst scientific knowl-
edge is entirely transferable and acultural, neither the scientific project nor 
science education is in fact socially neutral. The person of the scientist, 
shaped by their life experience, will deeply impact their approach to their 
own projects and their approach to education (Aikenhead, 1996). It is at this 
level, then, that the project of decoloniality can begin.

Decoloniality in science education
We have found that it is more helpful to approach decoloniality in our con-
text from an experiential point of view rather than a theoretical one (see 
Chapter 6, this volume). The reason for this is that many academic scientists 
have very little basic epistemology.3 Few have had much exposure to knowl-
edge creation that is not rooted in the scientific method and bound to physi-
cal measurement. Thus, they can tend to lack respect for academic research 
generated outside a positivist or realist paradigm. So, we have found it more 
productive to use illustrations and personal experience to enable academic 
scientists to begin to see the importance of the conversation. To this end, we 
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have found that it is much easier for academic scientists to recognize that 
some students in their classes may experience a sense of not belonging and/
or a cultural barrier. One source of such negative experience is the use of 
real world illustrations which may be beyond the experience of those from 
a different culture and/or social class.

An example of this could be to illustrate increasing rotational velocity 
using the change in speed that occurs when an ice skater pulls in their arms 
during a spin. The image of the ice skater may work well in Europe or 
North America where ice-skating is a fairly regular winter time activity. In 
sub-Saharan Africa, only reasonably well-off city dwelling children would 
have had any experience of going to an ice-rink. The middle-class students 
may be able to make the imaginative leap or have the social confidence to 
know that the incapacity to make the mental leap is not essential to the topic 
in hand. A student from a more rural, working-class setting, in struggling 
to understand the illustration, may not immediately recognize that it is not 
important to the concept. More significantly, if the student feels out of their 
depth socially, they are far less likely to admit the lack of understanding. 
The net result is alienation: a feeling of not belonging experienced because 
the lecturer, in an attempt to make a concept more accessible, inadvertently 
used an illustration without considering whether it was actually experien-
tially accessible to everyone in the class.

The simplest start towards decoloniality is an awareness that even though 
the concepts we teach do not immediately appear to be culturally bound, we 
do nonetheless teach in and through a cultural paradigm. In the natural sci-
ences, we tend to be blind to social and cultural influence precisely because 
of the insistence on the objectivity of science. To be a scientist is partly to 
actively forget that I have been formed in a particular culture as soon as 
I enter the laboratory, and this mentality gets transferred to lecture theat-
ers. Knower-blindness is not just an accident of the system, it is actively 
endorsed.

Once the academic scientist has begun to recognize that we bring cul-
tural baggage into our lecture theatres and laboratories, a major source of 
resistance to the concept of decoloniality has been overcome. The acknowl-
edgement of the cultural baggage brings the coloniality of power into view 
(Maldonado-Torres, 2016). Here the scientist may begin to recognize that 
their way of being in the world will impact their interaction with their stu-
dents. This is the equivalent of Boas recognizing that sound blindness is a 
real phenomenon. This is an important and necessary first step, but in itself 
is insufficient for the overall project.

The second, deeper level requires a recognition that social relations do 
require some attention in science education. This level will ultimately call 
forth the recognition of the coloniality of being (Maldonado-Torres, 2016) 
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but will require deep engagement to develop new ways of being. Once 
again, the project of forming scientists is typically located in a knowledge 
code (relatively strong epistemic relations and relatively weak social rela-
tions). Note though, ‘relatively weak’ social relations do not mean that these 
relations are absent. The question, then, is how we develop a model of sci-
ence education that takes into account the human person without eroding 
the strength of epistemic relations. Here we need to remember the power 
of Specialization, which allows for independent variation of epistemic rela-
tions and social relations in direct contrast to the false dichotomy, which 
would require sacrificing the power of science knowledge to the service of 
enculturation (see earlier sections). That is to say we can strengthen social 
relations without necessarily eroding epistemic relations.

We turn now to the work of Lonergan. We acknowledge that some may 
well reject using the work of yet another dead white man to help towards the 
project of decoloniality, but he provides a model which allows us to bring 
the social relations into view whilst holding true to the essence of robust 
conceptual understanding which underpins the stronger epistemic relations 
of the sciences.

Lonergan
Lonergan’s project was to understand what it means to understand (Lon-
ergan, 1992). In his method he drew on mathematics, common sense and 
other divergent knowledge areas precisely because he wanted an explana-
tion that could cover any experience which we would recognize as under-
standing. Lonergan’s desire was to make visible to process of understanding 
such that it would help any person become a more conscious, reflective and 
engaged adult, regardless of their chosen sphere.

It is important recognize that the canon of science, which includes repro-
ducibility and cross-cultural transfer, does come with a universalizing claim 
to ‘truth’. Although ‘truth’ must be understood to mean that which the com-
munity has deemed to be the best description of reality we have yet to pro-
duce, this may feel hegemonic and brutish to those who work within some 
knower codes. Nonetheless, we hope that it will be received with a generos-
ity of spirit which will be able to recognize the essence we must preserve if 
science is to retain its inherent strength and trustworthiness.

Further to the scientific claim to ‘truth’ being underpinned by the rec-
ognition that our current theories are the best yet, new data may arise that 
will require rethinking and a Kuhnian paradigm shift (Kuhn, 2012). Not 
all scientific knowledge is of equal rigour and some theories underpin a far 
larger range of experimental findings than others. We are unlikely to com-
pletely rethink evolution or atomic theory, but some of the assumptions 
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that have been made have indeed been reconfigured over time in the light 
of new discoveries.

The point of making this explicit here is to say that within science there 
is an established and accepted canon of the necessary foundations of the 
scientific disciplines. For example, it would be highly peculiar to find an 
undergraduate chemistry curriculum that failed to cover the Periodic Table 
or a biology curriculum that failed to cover the classification of organisms. 
This is precisely what is meant by having stronger epistemic relations. The 
‘what’ that is ‘known’ matters. Thus, the model of education and decolo-
niality we employ in our own contexts must take this into account. Once 
again, it is not at clear at this point in time that one can decouple science 
from the coloniality of knowledge (Maldonado-Torres, 2016).

Lonergan’s model of understanding gives us four steps (Lonergan, 1992). 
His goal is not simply for me to understand but for me to know that I under-
stand. To achieve this I will need:

Experience, which comprises the learning experience including lec-
tures, tutorials, textbooks, etc., and any prior experience which will 
influence the way in which I  interact with my learning environment. 
The latter will include cultural considerations, language, and any prior 
learning.

Insight, which is the beautiful ‘aha’ moment where the fragments of 
experience click into place and something is understood.

Judgement, which requires reflection. Is my insight correct? That is, 
is my insight in line with that which I am being taught? It is at this point 
where we must insist in science that there is ‘correct understanding’ 
and that correct understanding means in line with current understand-
ing held by the scientific community, rather than claiming an absolute 
truth.

Decision making, which is based on my judgement of whether my 
understanding is correct, partially correct or incorrect, leading to some 
action being required. The decision making step is taken to ascertain 
the appropriate action.

The first step, experience, requires engagement with community  – as 
humans we learn from one another and our experience is framed by prior 
learning. Even if no other person is physically present, a textbook is still 
written by another human being. The second step, insight, is individual. The 
moment of insight is interior to the mind of one person, even if this hap-
pens in the presence of another who has helped place the pieces so that they 
can cohere. The third step, judgement, will again require engagement with 
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the community. It is impossible to ascertain correct understanding without 
checking what the community understands. Again, this may simply be re-
reading a paragraph in a text book but it is still a communal activity. Finally, 
decision making is individual but it will have a communal effect. My deci-
sions will impact my world in some way.

In the context of science education then we can do very little about the 
structure of the knowledge itself. Nonetheless, the conscious engagement 
with others to verify the knowledge begins to make visible both ‘being’ 
and ‘power’. Many academic scientists, ourselves included, have happily 
sent students on their way once they get to that beautiful aha moment, pre-
suming that they have understood correctly simply because something has 
‘clicked’. We fail to ask the students what they think they understand. We 
take the experience of insight at face value and presume that it is correct 
understanding. However just because there is some experience of con-
nection and sense making does not mean that there is correct understand-
ing (Lonergan, 1992). The scientific project itself is never a lone activity 
regardless of the caricature of the mad professor or the individualist way in 
which the scientific method is sometimes presented (McComas, 1996). The 
judgement and decision making parts of the process are an inherent part of 
the scientific method and require engagement with the community. The fact 
that we fail to make that explicit to students is a significant failure in the 
educational project. This engagement with the community will impact the 
way in which the student understands their position in the world and there-
fore will certainly impact their being, and in time will have an influence on 
how power is distributed.

In terms of the decolonial project, we argued in the opening section of 
this chapter that one area of Western modernity which is highly problematic 
is the primacy of the notion of the autonomous individual. The vagaries of 
individual preferences are to be followed without any cognizance of impact 
on the community. Lonergan’s model immediately highlights two important 
areas where culture and community can be directly engaged. The first is in 
the simple recognition of the significance of the diversity of lived experi-
ences within the student cohort. As described earlier, any real life examples 
must be examples which are truly accessible to all students or the students 
should be asked to offer their own examples which illustrate the concept. 
We have found that is a powerful aid to conceptual gain in itself as exam-
ples are then shared – this widens the repertoire of the lecturer and all the 
students. Furthermore, misconceptions can be revealed as poor examples 
emerge and afford a useful teaching opportunity. At a deeper level, there 
can be a real validation of the diversity of experience, which helps miti-
gate alienation. Importantly, this process is also illuminating for the lecturer. 
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They learn a good deal about the students sitting in front of them. This per-
sonal interaction ultimately has the potential to shift everyone in the lecture 
theatre a little (or a lot).

Second, the recognition that both judgement and decision making are 
activities which require engagement with community shifts the educa-
tive paradigm. This is no longer pouring knowledge into an empty ves-
sel to create a ‘mini-me’. It is a deeply empowering experience which 
will shape the way the student (and ultimately the scientist) engages with 
the world. We are no longer teaching science then to fill the ‘science’ 
bucket in the brain, what we are actually doing is formative. Importantly, 
the emphasis on communal engagement means that we are immediately 
diverging from one of the most toxic and problematic aspects of Western 
modernity – the primacy of the idea of the autonomous individual where 
my individual ‘freedom’ trumps any social responsibility. If science edu-
cation is focused only on conceptual understanding, we will continue, 
unconsciously and blindly, to foster this mindset. Shifting to the recogni-
tion that engagement with the scientific community is an indispensable 
part of the process makes the myth of the autonomous individual much 
harder to sustain.

Conclusion
The project of decoloniality within the natural sciences is substantially dif-
ferent from that in other knowledge areas. The main reason for this is the 
inextricable link between a colonial construction of knowledge and science. 
However, there is real space to reveal the coloniality of power and colonial-
ity of being to which science is almost entirely blind. This chapter is written 
primarily for scientists using the tools of social science to show that we 
have a credible starting point. In this chapter we do not claim to have clarity 
on what decolonial science education will look like. It will take a substantial 
culture shift within natural science itself to achieve that. What we propose 
here is an entry point.

We have argued that one major issue which needs to be addressed in 
the decolonial project in science results from the ‘knower-blindness’ and 
the concept of the autonomous individual. Knower-blindness results in a 
conflation of the objectivity of science and the objectivity of the scientist, 
which hitherto has been at the heart of Western modernity. This means that 
the scientist is presumed to be acting objectively and so any critiques of the 
uses of science are easily fobbed off. Decolonial science education means 
that we pay attention to this conflation by introducing an awareness of the 
variation of experience in the student body, which necessarily shifts the 
non-reflexive tendency to universalize the experience of the lecturer.
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The primacy of the individual results in the perpetuation of the valori-
zation of the rights of the individual over any consideration of what it is 
best for society. Here embedding a process of reflection in a model which 
requires us to pay attention to the presence of the scientific community is 
at least an entry into eroding the lack of awareness of the significance of 
others. We hope we have shown that through the dual lens of Legitimation 
Code Theory and Lonergan’s model of understanding, there is a way to 
take cognizance of the importance of the human person in their context and 
facilitate scientific dialogue in such a way that society itself can be trans-
formed in a way that does not inherently erode the knowledge which must 
be the basis of any credible science education.

Notes
	1	 The distinction between coloniality and colonization is discussed at length in 

Chapter 4 of this volume. The distinction is not central to the argument in this 
chapter.

	2	 The relationship of the epistemic plane to the Specialization dimension of LCT is 
discussed in Chapter 6 of this volume.

	3	 This is perhaps cause to take seriously the concept of pluriversalism discussed in 
Chapter 5 of this volume.
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