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THE destruction of property is a criminal 
offence and will be treated as such by 
the law enforcement authorities. This 
infrastructure must be available for use 
by generations to come‚ and students 
should respect university property as 
leaders of the future. – President Jacob 
Zuma, condemning the widespread 
destruction of property by striking 
university students.
 
 
 
 
 

I DON’T have stress. I listen to people and I 
have been observing when people were 
saying ”Hlaudi is out”.  You can’t decide my 
future. I will decide for my future. And let 
me tell you‚ if I leave the SABC it will not 
be the first time. I left the SABC. I came 
back stronger and stronger. – Embattled 
SABC’s Hlaudi Motsoeneng, after the 
SABC reported on Thursday that he was 
“suffering from emotional stress”.
 
 
 
 
 

I’M NOT the minister of education. Because 
if I was, my first reaction would be to close 
(universities). For 16 months. And open 
them after six months, and close the 
residences for six months. After a year, 
people will know higher education will 
be important for their future. You are not 
doing anyone a favour by studying. – 
ANC secretary-general Gwede Mantashe.
 
 
 
 
 
 

THAT is an insult. I think his own people must 
respond to him. Our children are going 
to be maids of the children of (Higher 
Education and Training Minister Blade) 
Nzimande and (ANC secretary-general 
Gwede) Mantashe. We won’t entertain it 
if the ANC continues with this arrogance 
come 2019. – Former Wits University SRC 
president Mcebo Dlamini.

H
E

A
D

S
 U

P

T
HE Rhodes Must Fall 

movement approaches 

African science and 

technology in a new 

way that is centred on 

a knowledge system’s 

capabilities in a multicultural 

society in which people differ sig-

nificantly from one another. The 

approach is called “polyepistemic” 

because of  its attention to the 

opportunities and challenges of  

different knowledge or epistemic 

systems in a society of  differences.

Why is there a need for this kind 

of  approach to African science 

and technology at South Africa’s 

educational institutions?

Throughout much of  their 

colonial history, the basic questions 

have been: Are African knowledge 

systems scientific, or can they be?

African scientists have sought 

to claim the mantle of  science and 

have modelled their studies on 

Western thought and practice. 

However, this approach no longer 

grips African knowledge workers. 

The capabilities approach, more 

in line with current pragmatic and 

democratic concerns, is required.

Why has Western science lost its 

privileged position? 

The reasons are complex: 

they include the treatment of  

Africa essentially as a means to 

Western political and economic 

interests; dismissal of  alternative 

African forms of  knowledge; 

and the reduction of  Africa to a 

mere “career” for Western social 

scientists.

The demise of  Western 

scholarship as the paradigm 

of  intellectual rigour is tied to 

the death of  imperialism and 

colonialism. 

This approach to Western 

science is a rejection of  many, if  not 

most, of  the intellectual certainties 

on which scholarship and research 

in the West have been based.

It calls into question the imperial 

project, associated with Cecil 

John Rhodes, meaning the liberal 

humanist ideology that has come 

to dominate Western civilisation 

since the 18th century: an ideology 

that promised the emancipation of  

humanity from economic want and 

political oppression.

In this knowledge system, 

equality before God does not 

translate into socio-economic 

justice.

It has come to oppress 

humankind and to force it into 

certain ways of  thought and action, 

not always in the best interests of  

the majority. 

It has also come to expose itself  

as an intellectual and political 

system that requires and therefore 

condones systemic violence, as can 

be seen in its justification of  land 

ownership through conquest.

These insights raise questions 

about the foundations of  African 

identity, the idea of  belonging to 

a particular locality that evokes 

the notion of  loyalty to a place. Yet  

belonging is also fundamentally 

defined through experience.

The Rhodes Must Fall move-

ment may be seen as a way of  

consolidating shared experiences, 

instrumental in the construction of  

collective pan-African memory.

It has far-reaching implications 

for citizenship. 

The land claims, implicit in 

the Rhodes Must Fall campaign, 

emphasise the political and 

economic associations with land 

ownership, but also underline the 

exceptional spiritual and cultural 

importance of  land in sustaining  

African communities. 

In this sense, the centrality of  

intellectual, cultural, and spiritual 

origins precedes and conditions 

actual national identity, solidarity, 

social cohesion, and well-being.

Of  all the factors that can impede 

decolonisation – failing to create 

an intergovernmental coalition, 

inadequate skills and resources, 

preoccupation with bureaucratic 

processes, risk aversion, corruption, 

institutional path dependence – 

none is harder to identify, let alone 

control, than Eurocentric and 

liberal constellations in public and 

private institutions.

Eurocentric, neoliberal thought 

leaders – across race and class – 

fight their battle for hegemony not 

only by spreading their views in 

institutions and policy think-tanks, 

but also by disseminating them 

across discursive fields. 

To trace the potential influ-

ence of  Eurocentric ideas and 

intellectual networks in public and 

private institutions, a dedicated 

policy research unit should be 

established and required to provide 

regular analyses of  neoliberal 

strategies in decision-making 

and advisory structures, and 

their implications for policy 

implementation. 

The unit should trace, also, the 

subtle ways in which Eurocentric 

ideas are diffused to broader 

politics. 

This would help the government 

better understand the “invisible” 

dimensions of  the popularisation 

and dissemination of  Eurocentric 

ideology to communities and mass 

audiences. 

Particular attention should also 

be given to bridges that Eurocentric 

think-tanks build between the world 

of  “experts” and corporations to 

facilitate policy coherence.

To perform an effective decon-

struction of  the primary terms of  

Eurocentric discourse is to censure 

their usage, negate them, and 

expose their subversive agenda. 

Conventional public adminis-

tration has too often only narrowly 

understood its task as informing 

policy implementers rather than 

the broader public. Moreover, it has 

limited its activities to generating 

empirical data. 

The task of  promoting intimate 

exchanges and reasoned consensus 

requires more than the supplying 

of  better data or eliminating audit 

queries. 

It must also include a more 

sophisticated understanding of  the 

resilience and adaptive capacity of  

neoliberalism.

As the name implies, the Rhodes 

Must Fall movement works partly 

by negation, like all revolutions. It 

warns that in struggles for freedom 

lie the seeds of  revolutionary 

violence. 

Other dreams of  power – such as 

land invasion and seizure of  state 

apparatuses – can likewise take root.

The potential limit of  this 

criticism, however, is that a focus 

on decolonisation’s aberrations 

may seriously under-describe 

the diversity of  decolonisation’s 

incarnations. 

The Rhodes Must Fall movement 

does not tell everyone precisely how 

to overcome colonisation beyond 

communicating its vision. 

The perversions to which 

decolonisation is prone are, at 

close range, outgrowths – even 

epitomisations – of  its principles 

but not departures from them.

The approach to decolonisation 

as negation can be defended. 

Decolonisation is plural, not 

singular or unique in its animat-

ing principles or incarnating 

institutions. 

The critic of  its aberrant forms, 

such as revolutionary violence, 

does nothing to distinguish between 

these and non-aberrant forms, and 

may distract from the urgent task of  

uprooting Western hegemony.

No one, then, should expect 

finished or immediately applicable 

answers from the decolonisation 

movement, offered as it is as a call 

to action rather than a conclusive 

programme. 

The Rhodes Must Fall movement 

is by definition adventurous and 

unfinished.

The goal of  reflection and action 

is not to achieve some utopian 

realisation of  a decolonised 

educational system, but to  deepen 

its possibilities in full awareness of  

its intractable quandaries.

■ Nkondo is a policy analyst and 

a member of  the council of  Freedom 

Park and the Unisa council. He writes 

in his personal capacity.

Eurocentric thinking holds us back  
It is impeding progress towards the decolonisation of 
thought, but is hard to detect, writes Muxe Nkondo 

M
UCH attention has been 

focused on the violent 

protests at universities, 

particularly the burning of  

a library at the University of  

KwaZulu-Natal. Some have even 

called it revolutionary. Perhaps 

understanding all of  this requires 

some lessons from the revolution-

ary thinking of  Leon Trotsky. 

Lev Davidovich Bronstein, 

known to the world as Leon Trotsky, 

was one of  the great revolutionary 

personalities of  the 20th century. 

Bronstein was a political activist. 

He took the name Trotsky from a 

prison guard. In 1918 he was given 

control of  the Russian army, which 

re-reformed and won the Russian 

civil war. 

After the revolution in October 

1919, Trotsky worked closely with 

Lenin. But after Lenin’s death, 

Stalin the dictator began a series 

of  ruthless purges of  his critics. 

Trotsky fled from one country to 

another before being assassinated 

by Stalin’s agents in Mexico.

Trotsky’s History of  the Russian 

Revolution is considered a great 

work of  modern literature and Isaac 

Deutscher’s famous triple-volume 

biography of  Trotsky has inspired 

generations of  activists. 

In exile, Trotsky was in 

correspondence with activists 

around the world, including South 

Africa, and wrote on major political 

issues and debates. 

Although the SACP, being allied 

to the Soviet Union, was pro-Stalin 

and therefore hostile to Trotsky, 

there is a strong Trotskyist tradition 

in South Africa. 

The Unity Movement, for 

instance, was strongly influenced 

by Trotsky, as were activists like 

Zackie Achmat and intellectuals 

like Neville Alexander.

However this tradition seems to 

have run out of  steam. The collapse 

of  the Socialist Workers’ Party in 

the UK, which turned into a sort of  

political cult in which sexual abuse 

was covered up, did real damage 

to the reputation of  Trotskyism in 

the UK and many other English-

speaking countries, including South 

Africa. But Trotsky’s legacy should 

not be judged by the worst of  his 

followers. He was a great historical 

figure and a brilliant theoretician.

In 1911 Trotsky wrote a famous 

essay on violence and terrorism. 

His argument is clear: “Individual 

terror is inadmissible precisely 

because it belittles the role of  the 

masses in their own consciousness, 

reconciles them to their powerless-

ness, and turns their eyes and 

hopes towards a great avenger 

and liberator who some day will… 

accomplish his mission.” 

Trotsky also wrote: “The more 

‘effective’ the terrorist acts, the 

greater their impact, the more they 

reduce the interest of  the masses in 

self-organisation and self-education.  

But the smoke from the 

confusion clears away, the panic 

disappears… life again settles into 

the old rut, the wheel of  capitalist 

exploitation turns as before; only 

the police repression grows more 

savage and brazen.” 

In the place of  kindled hopes 

and artificially aroused excitement 

come disillusionment and apathy. 

Trotsky takes the view that 

strikes, protests, mass agitation and 

elections build the confidence of  

the working class and develop their 

power and it is this, and only this, 

that can really change the world for 

the better.

It is a great pity that some in 

the ANC and a number of  other 

commentators have compared 

the burning of  the law library at 

Howard College with the acts of  

the Nazis. This is nonsensical. 

The Nazis burnt books by Jewish 

writers as part of  a racist project. 

The burning of  the library at 

Howard College was not a racist 

attack on a particular group. It was 

an attempt to put pressure on the 

authorities to accede to students’ 

demands.

The destruction of  a building is 

not fascist and it is also not an act 

of  terrorism. For an act to count as 

terrorism there need to be attacks 

on people. But Trotsky’s famous 

essay can still be useful to help us 

develop an analysis. 

Trotsky’s first point is that when 

an individual or a small group of  

people act for the masses the masses 

do not develop their own confidence 

and power. 

His second point is that acts of  

violence do not change the power 

relations in society. 

If  a boss at a factory is murdered 

he will be replaced and things will 

carry on as before. It is the same 

with the burning of  a building. 

Insurance will be claimed and the 

building repaired or rebuilt. 

But there will be no change to 

power relations in society. 

Trotsky’s third point is that 

for power relations to change the 

powerless must organise themselves 

to attain power. 

This requires the work of  

meetings, mass agitation, elections 

and so on.

It is unusual to hear a student 

speak today and hear the names of  

any thinkers other than Steve Biko 

and Frantz Fanon. 

Biko and Fanon are hugely 

important thinkers. But there is 

a whole world of  activist thought 

beyond them.  

Fanon and the movement Biko 

led were interested in a wide range 

of  thought. 

As a student in Paris, Fanon 

moved in Trotskyist circles. 

After Biko’s death the Black 

Consciousness movement 

gravitated towards Trotskyist 

thought. 

Trotsky was an important 

thinker for Azapo.

The argument here is not that 

Trotsky or anyone else has all the 

answers. It is that there is a long 

tradition of  radical thought, and 

today’s students, as with previous 

generations, would be wise to draw 

on all of  it.

Burning the law library was a 

serious political mistake. A better 

understanding of  the radical 

tradition would have made that 

clear. 

■ Buccus is senior research 

associate at ASRI, research fellow 

in the School of  Social Sciences at 

UKZN and academic director of  a 

university study abroad programme 

on political transformation. 

Violence does not change power relations, mass action does 

Imraan Buccus 

WORKING ON IT: Rhodes Must Fall has a novel approach to African science and technology, but it is a work in progress, the writer says.
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