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PREFACE

The Global Journal of Human-Social Science (GJHSS) is pleased to present this issue, bringing together a curated collection of high-quality
research papers that explore diverse dimensions of human society, culture, and the social world.

This issue features research spanning topics including arts & humanities, sociology, history, anthropology, economics, political science,
linguistics, education, and interdisciplinary social inquiry. Each paper has undergone a rigorous double-blind peer-review process to ensure
scholarly rigor and originality.

We would like to express our sincere gratitude to the authors for entrusting their research with us, to the reviewers for their thorough and
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m ’LL TEACH YOU DIFFERENCES*
C onsider, to begin with, a simple elegant analogy that has

nothing subversive about it and will help us to see the contrast
between analogies of this ‘normal’ kind and the subversive ones that
are the subject of this paper. In The Act of Creation, Arthur Koestler
cites a famous riddle’:

One morning, exactly at sunrise, a Buddhist monk began to
climb a tall mountain. The narrow path... spiraled around
the mountain to a glittering temple at the summit. The monk
ascended the path at varying rates of speed, stopping... along
the way to rest and to eat...He reached the temple shortly
before sunset. After several days...he began his journey back
along the same path, starting at sunrise and again walking at
variable speeds, with many pauses along the way. His average
speed descending was, of course, greater than his average
climbing speed. Prove that there is a spot along the path that
the monk will occupy on both trips at precisely the same time
of day.

While the problem could be solved mathematically, it is easier, and
arguably more elegant, to reason by analogy. Instead of a single monk
on different days, imagine two monks taking the journey on the
same day, one ascending the other descending. If they start walking
at the same time, they will necessarily meet at some point along
the path, regardless of their speeds or length of interruptions. Their
meeting point is the point which the single monk would occupy
at the very same time on the two days of his journey. This is a
perfect illustration of the power of an analogy to enable us to think
of one problem in terms of a different one, analogous to the former

* Shakespeare, King Lear Act I Scene 4; reported (Drury 1996, p. 157) to have
been entertained by Wittgenstein as motto to his Philosophical Investigations. Indeed,
Wittgenstein often warns against deceptions of grammar that make us compare cases
that are actually distinct.

Koestler refers to the June (1961) issue of the Scientific American and to Carl Duncker
(1945).

in the parameters essential for the solution. What characterizes
examples of this kind is that once we hit on the analogy, the problem
is solved. The analogy, as it has first appeared to us is perfect; it does
not require any further modification or adjustment. Discovery and
justification work in tandem. Cases like this are not the majority,
however; typically, the gap between discovery and justification is
notable.

Analogies are sometimes said to be essential to thinking in
general: Even the use of general nouns like ‘flower’ could be said
to invokes analogies between individual flowers, not to mention
other general patterns of subsuming individual cases under laws,
logical, mathematical, scientific legal and so on.> My scope is more
limited: I examine analogies that have led to significant scientific
discoveries and, like the solution to the above riddle, enable a
translation of one problem, or situation, into another, that is more
tractable. While science is similar to other domains in its frequent use
of analogical thinking, it is also distinct in its demand for empirical
confirmation; the justification of a scientific analogy is the empirical
confirmation of the theory it gives rise to. This means that even
when an analogy seems strong in terms of the similarities it is based
on, it must nonetheless pass the additional test of the empirical
implications it points to. By contrast, if, in a legal context, abortion
would be considered comparable to murder, or intellectual property
to concrete property (and thus plagiarism to theft), there would be
no independent way of justifying these analogies except for the
assessment of similarities (the positive analogy) and differences (the
negative analogy) between the cases.’ This would be an assessment
of the strength of the analogy itself but would not constitute an
external confirmation. To the extent that here too acceptance of
analogies depends on their implications, the implications themselves
are judged by moral and judicial intuitions and can therefore vary
among individuals as well as societies. It is for this reason that
criminal law (in many contemporary legal systems) places serious

“For this wide-ranging view of analogies, see, for example, Peirce on signs, icons in
particular, in Peirce (1894).

The terms ‘positive analogy’ and ‘negative analogy’ referring to similarities and
differences respectively, were introduced by Keynes (1921).
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restrictions on the use of analogies, for example, they cannot create
new offenses that the legislator has not specified and are allowed
only when they are advantageous for the defendant.*

On the one hand, the demand for empirical justification puts an
extra burden on scientific analogies; on the other, it alleviates the
need for criteria that enable assessment of an analogical argument
solely on the basis of the strength of the similarity it points out or
the nature of this similarity (observable, causal, structural, and so
on). As a result of this difference between science and other domains,
it makes sense to put less emphasis on the initial plausibility of an
analogy than its eventual explanatory and predictive fruitfulness.’ I
will not seek to identify criteria that make an analogy reasonable or
justified at the moment of birth. There is no recipe for the creation of
a good analogy.® A successful analogy, much like successful scientific
hypotheses in general, will prove its strength when the predictions
it entails are confirmed. Even so, we will see that discovery cannot
always be separated from justification — when an analogy contains
internal difficulties (this type becomes central as we proceed), the
discovery is hampered by considerations that belong in the context
of justification.

I will set aside mathematical analogies because typically, they
develop into demonstrable isomorphisms or even identities, both of
which are stronger types of relation than analogy. Descartes’ inven-
tion of analytic geometry by providing an algebraic representation of
Euclidean plane geometry is a case in point. The Euler’s miraculous
relation between complex exponentials and trigonometric functions
e = cos x + isinx is another. The analogies I examine differ from
these mathematical cases in that the similarity they identify is partial:
it pertains to certain aspects of the compared entities, while leaving
other aspects distinct. Unlike the Descartes and Euler examples, they
cannot be said to be representations of the same entity in a different
language. Thus, although symmetry breaking at phase transition is
structurally analogous in various systems, the substances in question
and the processes they undergo - freezing water and a disordered
ferromagnet becoming magnetized in a single direction, say - remain
distinct. Another kind of analogy that will not concern me here is
an analogy that, rather than triggering, or leading to, a new theory,
is actually an outcome of that theory and would not make sense
before the theory itself was in place. I am thinking, for instance,
of the falling apple and the falling moon which do indeed become
analogous under Newton’s law of universal gravitation. To present
Newton (as is sometimes done) as having been led to the law on
the basis of the analogy, is putting the cart before the horse. The
following example from physics may illustrate the usefulness of
analogies that do not end up as identities and at the same time are
not merely post factum analogies, but constitute genuine vehicles of
discovery.

4See, for example, Salmond (1957), MacCormick (1978), and Cross and Harris (1991)
for the importance and intricacies of analogical thinking in legal reasoning, especially
in the context of the use of precedents.

5The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy entry “Analogy and Analogical Reasoning”
proposes the following characterization of an argument from analogy: “It is plausible
that [a property] Q holds in the target domain because of certain known (or accepted)
similarities with the source domain, despite certain known (or accepted) differences”
(italics in the original). My argument in this passage is that in science, the presumed
plausibility is only tentative and treated as a conjecture. An analogical argument must
be augmented by a clause to the effect that the conjectured similarity between source
and target domains must stand the further test of experience. Hence, there is less
epistemic pressure on scientific analogies with regard to the degree of similarity and
the plausibility it supports, than on analogies in other domains, where similarity is
generally the focus. See Bartha (2019) for quotes from Aristotle, Hume, and many later
writers (most of them, according to Bartha) that in one way or another endorse the
degree of similarity criterion.

‘] agree with John Norton (2010) whose paper is entitled “There Are No Universal
Rules for Induction”. Scientific analogies share this predicament of inductive arguments.

: i
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The theory of semiconductors, transistors in particular, is based
on an analogy between the motion of a negatively charged electron
and the ‘motion’ of the ‘hole’ left by the moving electron. The ‘hole’
is thus considered as a positive charge, creating a current that moves
in the opposite direction than the electron current.” The analogy is
useful in lattices where, due to Pauli’s exclusion principle, different
electrons cannot occupy (or move freely into) the same quantum
state/orbit. Only when an electron is kicked out of its orbit, a
neighboring electron can take its place, leaving a ‘hole’ that can again
be ‘filled’ by another electron, and yet another, generating a ‘current’
of ‘holes’. To visualize the idea —a further analogy to illustrate the
previous one — think of a theatre row in which a middle seat is
left vacant. The neighbor may then move to that seat, leaving her
seat unoccupied and so on. Rather than following the movement of
different members of the audience from one seat to another (from the
end of the row to the middle), we can think of an empty seat moving
in the opposite direction, from the middle of the row to its end.® The
‘hole’ framework has both practical and computational advantages.
A more familiar example, pertaining to the relation between a
physical domain and abstract logic, is Shannon’s striking analogy
(in his 1937 Master’s thesis) between Boolean logic operations and
electric circuits, an analogy that inaugurated digital computing
(Shannon 1938). In both of these cases, the analogy is based on
specific properties and does not presume to be an identity. In the hole
analogy the relevant characteristic is charge, while mass is ignored;
in the Shannon analogy, abstract properties of circuits are relevant
while their physical constitution is not. Note that the features that are
ignored do not undermine the analogy; to the contrary, the analogy
points to the insensitivity of the process or property one wishes
to explain to the features which it ignores. Unlike the subversive
analogies I introduce in the next section, here the dissimilarities
are not detrimental to the analogy. Both the hole analogy and the
Shannon analogy are not merely first steps in a process of discovery,
but retain their force throughout numerous theoretical and practical
applications.

Not all scientific analogies, however, are of this perfect nature.
Even analogies that are quite successful in some respects, often have
their limits and must be patched up, or used only under specific
conditions, or viewed as idealizations.” But the cases that I wish
to highlight here are more extreme. They involve analogies --let
me call them subversive analogies —that have two properties: a.
although they are instructive, they also expose their own failure
and b. It is that very failure that leads the way to, and sometimes
even constitutes, the crucial result of the investigation that was
supposed to benefit from the analogy. Both of these features make
subversive analogies special. In the garden variety kind of analogy
there are both similarities — positive analogies — and differences -
negative analogies between the domain and target of the analogy
(see examples in footnote no 10). In subversive analogies, however,
the difference points to an essential drawback of the analogy, and
at the same time, provides the key to a new approach that profits

7Although the hole analogy was noticed earlier by Rudolf Peierls (1929) its detailed
application to semiconductors and transistors was developed by William Shockley
(1950).

8] wasn’t able to identify the source of this widely used analogy

°Sound waves and light waves are analogous in some respects, e.g. in manifesting
reflection, refraction and interference, but not in others - light can, for instance propagate
in vacuum, while sound only propagates though a medium. The analogy is therefore
only partial and must be used with care. The analogy between molecules and billiard
balls is treated as an idealization that, for ideal gases, provides a good approximation,
but in other cases must be adjusted to account for various interactions between the
molecules. Even the hole analogy is not complete; according to the quantum mechanical
principle of uncertainty, electrons are not as localized as the analogy suggests. What
distinguishes these cases from the case of subversive analogies introduced in the next
sentence is that the differences are not in themselves a significant vehicle of progress.



from both the similarity and the difference. The initial analogy is
not expunged, but because of the problem it encounters, becomes a
foundation of a novel theory. In short, subversive analogies have a
two-fold significance, first in the similarity they point to and second
(often crucially), in the disanalogy they harbor.

Consider the transition from Rutherford’s classical model of the
atom to Bohr’s quantum mechanical model. Rutherford’s model
construed the atom by analogy to the solar system: a compact
heavy mass - the nucleus - occupying a tiny space within the
mostly empty atom, surrounded by much lighter electrons orbiting
it at arbitrary distances.! The advantage of this model over JJ.
Thomson’s previous one, the so-called plum pudding model, was
that it could explain the results of a series of scattering experiments
performed by Geiger and Marsden under Rutherford’s guidance!'.
Thomson’s model considered the positive charge to be outspread
in the atom, which implied that scattered o particles would at most
suffer small deflection. The Geiger-Marsden results cast doubt on this
model by showing that, while most of the incoming particles just pass
through the atom without suffering any significant deflection (which
is compatible with the atom being mostly empty), for a very small
fraction (roughly 1 in 20,000), the deflection was much larger than
allowed by Thomson’s model (around 90°). These results, Rutherford
argued, could only be explained by the collision of the small number
of deflected particles with the very heavy, concentrated, and positive
mass of the nucleus. Like the planetary system that is held together
by the attractive force of the sun, Rutherford’s atom is held together
by the attractive force of the nucleus, which keeps the electrons
revolving around it.

While Thomson’s model was challenged by experiments, Ruther-
ford’s model faced an inherent problem that proved to be fatal - it had
to be unstable! Unlike a planetary system, controlled by gravitation,
the dominant force between the nucleus and the electrons is the
electrostatic force given by Coulomb’s law. The difference between
these forces is that electrons accelerating in the electric field of the
nucleus (circular, or any other non-linear motion is accelerated) suf-
fer a continuous loss of energy through radiation, and are therefore
getting closer and closer to the nucleus until they end up ‘falling’
into it. As atoms are known to be tremendously stable, a theory
that yields instability cannot be true, not even approximately true.
Rutherford was aware of the problem, but, since it was the validation
of the nucleus that in his view constituted the salient result of the
paper, he thought the question of electron orbits could be set aside.
“The question of the stability of the atom proposed need not be
considered at this stage, for this will obviously depend upon the
minute structure of the atom and on the motion of the constituent
charged parts” (1911) 671.1

The mass of an electron is 1/1836 that of a proton and a very similar relation holds
for neutrons. A nucleus can of course consist of many protons and neutrons.

'The origin of the plum-pudding appellation and its adequacy as describing
Thomson’s model is a matter of debate; see Heilbron (1968) and Hon & Goldstein
(2013). Geiger and Marsden experiments are described in their (1909) and Rutherford’s
interpretation of their results via the nuclear model, in his (1911)

2Rutherford’s hope for a solution provided by the “minute structure” of the atom
probably referred to ideas about different forces exerted on the electrons balancing one
another so that the collapse through radiation is prevented, but for various reasons (e.g. it
was realized that the hydrogen atom had only one electron) these rudimentary ideas did
not lead to the hoped-for result. It is difficult to decide whether Rutherford’s decision to
publish his theory despite the problem he was aware of is typical. The problem refers not
only to analogies, but to theories in general. Examples point in different directions and
the differences between the various cases make it hard to find a common denominator
that allows generalization. Schrédinger postponed the publication of his relativistic
wave equation (known as the Klein-Gordon equation) because of some discrepancies
with experiments, while Feynman published his elementary particle model despite his
doubts about its details. One can explain these decisions (as well as many others), but I
would be reluctant to offer a general characteristic of the two kinds of scientist or the
two kinds of decision.

SUBVERSIVE ANALOGIES

We know, of course, that the solution of the stability problem did
not come from a more detailed analysis of the ‘minute structure’
of the atom within the framework of classical physics; it took
the radical break with that framework proposed by Bohr in 1913
and further developed by him, Sommerfeld and many others in
subsequent years.!”® Bohr’s model retained the basic structure of
Rutherford’s model, but, seeking to harness quantization to the
resolution of the difficulties of Rutherford’s model, he introduced a
set of quantum conditions that constrain electron orbits and certify
their stability. First, the range of angular momenta allowed to the
electron is discrete rather than continuous; only integer multiples
of h/2r (where h stands for Planck’s constant) are allowed. Second,
and in stark contrast with the then consensual electromagnetic
theory, the permitted orbits are declared to be stable, that is, electrons
moving in these orbits do not lose energy through radiation. Third,
energy is being emitted or absorbed by the orbiting electrons
during transitions between the discrete, stable, energy levels that
the model allows. To move to a higher energy level (further away
from the nucleus), the electron must absorb a photon whose energy
corresponds to the energy difference between these levels. Similarly,
in transitions from higher to lower permitted energy levels, electrons
emit photons in accordance with the energy balance between the
levels. ™

On its own, Bohr’s stability postulate had neither theoretical justi-
fication nor empirical confirmation. Nonetheless, with the prediction
of well-defined spectral lines ensuing from transitions between stable
energy levels, the model received striking confirmation by patterns
of atomic spectra that had been accurately described by Johann J.
Balmer and Johannes Rydberg in the late 1880s. The success of the
model in showing the relevance of quantum considerations to the
understanding of the atom was a crucial step in the development of
quantum mechanics towards its formalization by Heisenberg and
Schrodinger in 1925-6. The solar system analogy had both of the
features that I identified as characteristic of subversive analogies:
It had an internal tension that pointed to the need of revision and
the revision turned out to be of fundamental significance for devel-
opments of the subject. In other words, the underlying disanalogy
was at least as important as the analogy. And yet, the analogy was
significant, not only because it yielded the discovery of the nucleus,
but also because it is unlikely that without the Rutherford model,
the leap to a quantum mechanical description of the atom would
have been made at this point.

My second example of a subversive analogy, the central analogy
of Darwin’s theory of evolution by natural selection, is probably
more familiar and, because it is conceptual rather than technical,
perhaps even more telling. As is well known, it was not the idea of
evolution per se that constituted Darwin’s innovation, but the idea
that the mechanism that drives evolution is natural selection.'” Upon

3The actual history is more complicated than this schematic summary. The insight
that quantum considerations might be relevant to the structure of the atom came
up before Bohr in the work of Arthur E. Haas and John, W. Nicholson and was
discussed during the 1911 Solvay conference. The solar analogy was drawn before
Rutherford by Hantaro Nagaoka. None of these anticipations matured to the stage
of the Rutherford-Bohr model. It should also be noted that Bohr’s model only gave
(approximately) accurate predictions for the hydrogen atom and further, it did not
incorporate fundamental quantum mechanical tenets such as the uncertainty principle.
In fact, it underwent so many later adjustments that it can hardly be conceived as
a realistic model of the atom. Neither its prehistory, however, nor its ever-changing
future, affect the point I am making regarding the subversive nature of the solar system
analogy.

“The energy of the photon is given by its frequency multiplied by Planck’s constant
- Einstein’s 1905 equation.

>There were a number of anticipations of this idea, but they came nowhere near
Darwin’s developed theory. One such anticipation is due to Pierre-Louis Moreau de
Maupertuis, who is his Essai de Cosmologie (1750) explained that a vast number of
creatures were created by chance, but as only a few of them were well-enough structured

|
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his return from the five-year Beagle voyage, Darwin is known to
have devoted himself to intensive research into breeding techniques.
In the Introduction to the Origin of Species (Darwin 1859), he says:

It is, therefore, of the highest importance to gain a clear insight
into the means of modification and coadaptation. At the
commencement of my observations, it seemed to me probable
that a careful study of domesticated animals and of cultivated
plants would offer the best chance of making out this obscure
problem. Nor have I been disappointed; in this and in all other
perplexing cases I have invariably found that our knowledge,
imperfect though it be, of variation under domestication,
afforded the best and safest clue. I may venture to express my
conviction of the high value of such studies, although they
have been very commonly neglected by naturalists.

From these considerations, I shall devote the first chapter of
this Abstract to Variation under Domestication. We shall thus
see that a large amount of hereditary modification is at least
possible, and, what is equally or more important, we shall
see how great is the power of man in accumulating by his
selection successive slight variations.

Just as the solar system analogy in Rutherford’s case, the breeding
analogy could not be the whole story. If Darwin aimed at a natural
explanation, he had to replace the farmer, the conscious agent acting
to achieve well-defined goals, with a causal process that could
produce similar results to those of the farmer. In other words, he
needed a mechanism of selection without a selector. What could that
mechanism be? Darwin realized that he was stuck. As he explains
in the passage following the previous one, it was Malthus’s Essay
on the Principle of Population (Malthus 1798) that led him out of this
impasse.

In the next chapter the Struggle for Existence amongst
all organic beings throughout the world, which inevitably
follows from their high geometrical powers of increase, will
be treated of. This is the doctrine of Malthus, applied to
the whole animal and vegetable kingdoms. As many more
individuals of each species are born than can possibly survive;
and as, consequently, there is a frequently recurring struggle
for existence, it follows that any being, if it vary however
slightly in any manner profitable to itself, under the complex
and sometimes varying conditions of life, will have a better
chance of surviving, and thus be naturally selected. From the
strong principle of inheritance, any selected variety will tend
to propagate its new and modified form.

Here it is even clearer than in the previous example that Darwin
went through the two stages typical of thinking in terms of a
subversive analogy. (By contrast with the previous case in which
there are two protagonists, Rutherford and Bohr, here it is Darwin
himself who went through these stages.) He was first guided by the
breeding analogy, investing great efforts to convince himself that
intentional selection could indeed result in inherited modification
of the properties of a plant or animal. But he also realized that this
analogy was deeply flawed because unless God is called upon to
oversee the process of selection, he had no clue as to how this process

to survive, the majority perished. It was thus blind chance, he maintained, rather than
God’s design, that produced the living world as we know it.

+
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could work. He was thus held back for a couple of years before hitting
on the natural, non-intentional solution to his problem. The breeding
analogy was an essential step and yielded results of its own, but it
was the disanalogy it exposed that turned it into an epoch-making
theory. We are so used to the concept of natural selection that we
tend to forget its paradoxical nature — nearly an oxymoron, but an
immensely fruitful one.

It is important not to conflate subversive analogies as character-
ized and exemplified here with analogies that are simply inadequate,
or outlandish, or useful at first and eventually discarded. Kepler
mentions an analogy that was very close to his heart throughout his
life: The sun, the fixed stars, and the space between them stand for
the Father, the Son, and the Holy Ghost, respectively. Though this
connection may have had great psychological value for him, it does
not have the inter-subjective meaning that is necessary to make it
suggestive to others. And even when an analogy is initially useful, it
is not always the case that the differences that are later discovered
put scientists on the right path to the solution. The flow of heat
from a hot body to a body of lower temperature was compared to
water falling from higher to lower elevation. The analogy, which
seemed to reinforce the idea that heat is a substance, turned out to be
imperfect, but it did not possess the characteristic of inherent tension
typical of the subversive type. Moreover, its failure was not in itself
instrumental to the reception of motion theory of heat. Rather, it
was the motion theory of heat, which was already extant as a rival
to the substance theory, that weakened the appeal of the analogy.

One may wonder whether the order in which subversive analogies
unfold is always as manifest in the examples we have looked at,
namely, from analogy to disanalogy, from a suggestive similarity
to a fatal difference that inspires the next stage of discovery. My
conjecture is that the answer is positive. Seeing one thing as another,
noticing the similarity between them, is typically prior to discerning
their differences. We meet a person, her face reminds us of another
face, it’s her eyes, we say to ourselves, that are so similar, but then the
nose is so very different... Unless we first have a basis for comparison
- a similarity - it makes no sense to look for differences between a
face we see for the first time and other faces we know. Analogies
therefore seem to me to come first.'

To conclude, in my examples of subversive analogies, the criteria
identified above are both satisfied - our understanding is enhanced
first by a discovered affinity and then by its breakdown. We
have examined two analogies that were important in their own
right; Rutherford discovered the nucleus and Darwin’s work on
breeding established the connection between selection and inherited
modification. Thus, when an analogy turns out to be subversive, it
does not mean it was futile all along. And yet, what is special about
subversive analogies is that the light thrown on a problem by their
internal collapse is often brighter than the light of their success.

1By their nature, analogies bridge differences so in that respect the similarity they
draw attention to is new, whereas the difference had been there all along and taken for
granted. This kind of difference, however, had not been a subject of investigation, not
a problem to grapple with. We would not inquire whether abortion is different from
murder or plagiarism from theft, unless we first saw a similarity between them. We
could also wonder why Pamela looks so different from her brother Peter (suggesting
that noticing the difference came first), but in fact even in this case, we are puzzled
about the difference only because we expected similarity.
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1. Introduction

he Akan people of Ghana’s Bono Region carry a proverb:
“Onipa wu a, na n‘asaase su no” ("When a person dies, the
earth weeps for them”). In this single image is compressed an
entire theology: the human person, the community, and the earth
stand in a relationship of mutual moral claim, in which death does
not dissolve but intensifies. To be received by the earth in burial
is to be honored by that relationship; to be denied burial is to be
refused by it. The social, cosmological, and theological stakes of
burial in Akan thought are, accordingly, among the highest that
can be imagined.
It is within this cultural and theological context that the burial
clause of Ecclesiastes 6:3b, “and also he has no burial,” speaks with

unexpected and profound directness. A recent theological analysis
(Gyan, 2026) [1] shows that Qoheleth’s use of the burial motif
serves as the theological culmination of Ecclesiastes 6:1-6. It acts as
a symbol of covenant breach in Hebrew tradition, a form of social
and memorial suppression in the ancient Near Eastern culture,
and a signpost pointing toward a final divine judgment beyond
Qoheleth’s literary perspective. That study, however, operated
principally within a Western biblical hermeneutical framework,
drawing on comparative materials from Mesopotamia, Egypt,
and Israel. A significant hermeneutical opportunity remains
unexplored: the reading of Ecclesiastes 6:3b from within and
alongside the funerary theologies of African traditional societies.
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The present article develops that opportunity. It argues that
Qoheleth’s theology of the unburied dead and the Akan theology
of burial share a deep structural grammar that makes them
natural and mutually illuminating conversation partners. Both
traditions identify the denial of proper burial not as a neutral
biographical circumstance but as a theologically laden verdict, a
declaration by the community that the deceased stands outside
the network of belonging that alone can complete a human life.
When this cross-textual dialogue is further illuminated by Ubuntu
relational philosophy, the African ethical framework that grounds
personhood constitutively in community, the result is a contextual
African pastoral theology of burial that speaks with prophetic force
into the concrete funerary crises of contemporary sub-Saharan
Africa.

The urgency of this study is sharpened by realities that are im-
mediately familiar to anyone ministering in West Africa: hospital
mortuaries holding unclaimed bodies for months because families
cannot afford burial costs; the elderly poor dying in neglect and
left unburied by children who have relocated to urban centres; the
bodies of those who died by suicide, of HIV/AIDS, or in social
disgrace being denied proper burial rites by communities that
regard their deaths as shameful. Ecclesiastes 6:3b, read through
an African hermeneutical lens, is not an ancient curiosity but a
living prophetic word addressed to each of these situations.

The article employs African Biblical Hermeneutics as its primary
methodological framework, following the approach developed by
Ukpong, Dube, and West [10, 11, 12], which reads the biblical
text in deliberate dialogue with African cultural and religious
traditions, treating both as legitimate sources of theological insight.
The author’s situated knowledge as an ordained minister of Christ
Apostolic Church International in the Berekum Area of the Bono
Region of Ghana, the heartland of Akan (Bono subgroup) territory,
provides the ethnographic-theological grounding for the analysis.
The article proceeds as follows: Section 2 revisits Qoheleth’s burial
theology; Section 3 analyses Akan funerary cosmology; Section 4
examines Ubuntu and the unburied dead; Section 5 develops a
cross-textual dialogue; Section 6 engages contemporary African
funerary crises; Section 7 constructs a contextual pastoral theology
of burial; and Section 8 offers a concluding synthesis.

2. Qoheleth’s Burial Theology Revisited
2.1. The Burial Clause in Ecclesiastes 6:3b

The clause 110722177 X"71°0i1 2 (w'gam-q'vurah lo-haytah lo “and
also he has no burial”) appears in a passage that catalogs the
apparent blessings of a wealthy man: a hundred children, many
years of life, and presumed abundance (Eccl. 6:1-3). Qoheleth’s
devastating reversal is that none of these blessings constitute
genuine life, because the man’s soul (nephesh) is not satisfied with
life’s good things and he dies without burial [1]. The Hebrew syntax
places the noun (gevurah) “burial” in a fronted, emphatic position,
“and also, a burial, there was not for him,” signaling that its absence
is not incidental but evaluative [2, 13]. It is the climactic absence,
the final stripping away that leaves the man of apparent abundance
with literally nothing.

The burial clause occupies a structurally pivotal position within
Ecclesiastes 6:1-6, functioning as the bridge between the portrait
of the joyless wealthy man (v.3a) and the comparison with the
stillborn child, the “nephel” (v.3b-5) [1]. The rhetorical logic is
elegant: the unburied man ends in darkness just as the “nephel”
begins in darkness. Both arrive at the same destination of obscurity
and forgetting, but the man does so after a lifetime of accumulated
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appearances, making his end qualitatively worse than that of the
child who never knew otherwise [14, 3].

2.2. The Threefold Function of the Burial Clause

The previous study (Gyan, 2026) [1] identified three simultaneous
levels at which the burial clause operates within the Hebrew
theological tradition. Initially, burial on ancestral land in ancient
Israel symbolized a covenantal act signifying involvement in
God’s community. Phrases like “gathered to his people” and ”slept
with his fathers” indicate that burial was the ultimate expression
of covenantal connection. Conversely, denial of burial was a
prophetic curse signifying divine disfavor (cf. Jer. 22:19; Deut.
28:26; 1 Kgs. 14:11), thereby establishing the theological grammar:
proper burial = divine favor + covenantal standing; denial of burial
= divine judgment + covenantal rupture [8].

Second, as social and memorial erasure: in the ancient Near
Eastern world, tombs were the mechanism of communal memory,
inscribed with names, genealogies, and accomplishments precisely
because burial transferred the deceased from the register of the
living to the register of the remembered [9]. The unburied man
disappears not only from life but from memory, and this, Qoheleth
notes with characteristic irony, despite his hundred children, who
in the wisdom tradition were themselves a man’s memorial (cf.
Prov. 17:6; Ps. 127:3-5).

Third, as an eschatological signpost: canonically read alongside
the New Testament, the burial clause points beyond Qoheleth’s
own horizon toward the burial of Jesus as the form of a death that
holds resurrection hope (1 Cor. 15:3-4). The man denied burial
is denied not only earthly honor but the form of a death that
anticipates renewal [6]. These three levels of meaning establish the
theological framework that this article now brings into dialogue
with African funerary traditions.

3. Burial in Akan Cosmology and African Tradi-
tional Religion

3.1. The Akan Understanding of Death and the Person

The Akan understanding of the human person is irreducibly
communal and cosmological. The person “onipa” is constituted
by multiple components: the “mogya” (blood, received from
the mother and establishing clan membership), the “ntoro” or
“sunsum” (spirit, received from the father), and the okra (soul, the
divine spark given directly by “Onyame”, the Supreme Being) [5, 6].
At death, the okra returns to “Onyame”, while the “sunsum” enters
the spirit world (asamando) to take its place among the ancestors
(Nsamanfo), provided that death and burial have occurred in a
manner consistent with the moral and relational obligations of the
person’s life.

Death in Akan cosmology is not the end of the person but
a transition, a journey from the world of the living (wiase) to
the world of the ancestors (asamando) [7]. The relationship
between the living and the ancestors is not severed by death
but transformed: the Nsamanfo remain active participants in the
life of the community, offering protection, guidance, and moral
accountability. This relationship, however, is contingent on the
proper performance of death and burial rites. A person who dies
without proper burial does not complete the transition; their spirit
wanders in a state of cosmological incompleteness, unable to join
the Nsamanfo and potentially dangerous to the living community

[5].
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3.2. Proper Burial as Cosmological Transition

Akan burial rites are among the most elaborate and socially
significant events in community life. They are not merely funerary
ceremonies but cosmological events in which the community
actively participates in the completion of the deceased’s transition
from the world of the living to the world of the ancestors.
The community’s participation is essential: through collective
mourning, ritual observance, and ceremonial burial, the deceased
is formally "handed over” to the world of ancestors [6]. To bury
a person is to complete them; to refuse burial is to leave them
incomplete.

The funeral rites (ayie) in Akan society involve multiple stages:
the laying in state (in which the deceased is dressed and displayed
for communal viewing and mourning), the funeral celebration
(in which the life of the deceased is remembered and honoured
through music, libation, and communal gathering), the burial itself
(in which the body is placed in the earth), and the final funeral
rites (performed weeks or months later to formally conclude the
mourning period and welcome the deceased into the ancestor
world) [6, 7]. Each stage has theological significance. The laying
in state affirms the dignity of the deceased as a person; the funeral
celebration constitutes the communal memory that the burial will
seal; the burial itself is the cosmological transition; and the final
rites complete the process of ancestral incorporation.

Crucially, the quality and character of a person’s funeral reflects
and enacts the community’s verdict on the moral standing of their
life [6]. A person who lived well and fulfilled their relational and
moral obligations receives a funeral that honors their memory and
smooths their transition to the ancestor world. A person who lived
badly, who failed their community, or who died in disgrace may
receive a diminished or disrupted funeral. In the most extreme
cases, burial may be refused entirely, leaving the deceased in a
state of cosmological homelessness that mirrors, in the Akan
imagination, the moral homelessness of their earthly life.

3.3. The Cosmological Consequences of Denial of Burial

The consequences of improper or denied burial in Akan cosmology
are severe and extend beyond the individual to the community.
A person denied burial cannot join the Nsamanfo; their spirit
(saman) wanders in a state of restlessness and incompleteness,
known as a saman pa (wandering spirit) that may return to trouble
the living [5]. This belief is not peripheral superstition but a
central expression of the Akan cosmological conviction that the
boundary between the living and the dead is permeable, that the
dead remain morally present within the community, and that the
community’s failure to complete its obligations toward the dead
carries consequences for the living.

This cosmological logic creates a powerful communal obligation
toward proper burial. Because the failure to bury has consequences
not only for the deceased but for the living community, denial
of burial is understood as a form of communal self-harm, a
rupture of the relational web that sustains both the living and the
dead. The obligation to bury is thus not merely an act of charity
toward the deceased but an act of communal self-preservation, an
expression of the community’s commitment to its own integrity
and flourishing [6, 7].

3.4. The Community as the Agent of Burial Honor

A distinctive feature of Akan funerary theology, one that resonates
powerfully with Qoheleth’s burial clause, is the understanding that
burial is a communal verdict. The manner of a person’s burial its

elaborateness, its social participation, its geographical location, its
ritual completeness is determined by the community’s assessment
of the deceased’s relational and moral standing. In this sense,
burial in Akan thought is not merely what happens to the dead; it
is what the community says about the dead [5, 6].

This understanding places the spotlight of moral accountability
on the community rather than (or in addition to) the deceased.
When Qoheleth states that the wealthy man dies without burial
despite his hundred children (Eccl. 6:3b), the Akan reader hears
something the Western reader may miss: not merely a biographical
detail about the man’s misfortune, but a communal verdict. A
hundred children who do not bury their father have made a
statement about him, and about themselves. The burial clause is,
in this reading, a communal indictment as much as an individual
tragedy.

4. Ubuntu and the Unburied Dead

4.1. Ubuntu Relational Ontology

Ubuntu philosophy, articulated systematically by scholars in-
cluding Mogobe Ramose, Thaddeus Metz, and Drucilla Cornell
[17, 18, 19], provides the ontological foundation for understanding
why denial of burial constitutes such a profound moral failure in
African thought. The core Ubuntu principle, “umuntu ngumuntu
ngabantu” ("a person is a person through other persons”), is more
than an ethical saying—it is an ontological statement: personhood
is not an innate trait but a relational accomplishment, formed
through engagement in community life.

Ramose [18] has argued that Ubuntu is best understood not
as a set of rules but as a philosophical framework in which
being (ubuntu) and human being (umuntu) are inseparable from
communal existence (ubuntu). The person who exists in isolation
from community is, in Ubuntu terms, not fully human, not
because of any biological deficiency but because personhood
itself is a communal product, constituted through the web of
relationships, obligations, and mutual recognition that community
makes possible. To be recognized by community, to be named and
known within it, to receive from it and give to it, is to be.

Metz [17] has developed this ontological claim into a systematic
ethical framework, arguing that Ubuntu grounds a distinctive
account of moral obligations: the primary moral demand is not
to maximize individual welfare or to respect individual rights
in isolation, but to act in ways that promote community and
communal relationships. Actions that fracture community, that
exclude persons from the relational web of belonging, are morally
wrong not merely because they harm individuals but because they
undermine the very fabric within which personhood is constituted.

4.2. Ubuntu and the Obligations of the Living Toward the
Dead

Ubuntu’s relational ontology extends into the domain of death
in ways that have not been sufficiently theorized in the academic
literature. If personhood is constituted through community, then
the community’s obligations toward a person do not cease at death;
they continue until the community has completed the relational
act of burial, the final communal recognition through which the
deceased is received into the community of the ancestors [19].
To refuse burial is, in Ubuntu terms, to refuse the final act of
recognition that alone completes the person’s communal journey.

This Ubuntu logic illuminates the Akan understanding of burial
as cosmological completion. The wandering saman, the spirit
of the improperly buried dead, is, in Ubuntu terms, a person
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who has not been fully recognized, whose communal journey
has been left incomplete. The community’s failure to bury is
a failure of relational obligation, leaving the person suspended
between two worlds, belonging fully to neither. Conversely, the
act of burial is the community’s final gift to the person: the gift of
completion, of recognition, of incorporation into the community
of the remembered dead [18].

Cornell and Muvangua [19] have argued that Ubuntu philos-
ophy demands what they call "the minimum conditions of hu-
manity,” a floor of communal recognition below which no person
should be allowed to fall. Burial, in this framework, belongs to that
floor. Every person, regardless of their moral failures, social status,
or manner of death, has a claim on the community to the final
act of relational completion that burial represents. This is not a
concession to sentimentality but a rigorous philosophical demand
rooted in the Ubuntu understanding of what persons owe to one
another as constitutively communal beings.

4.3. Ubuntu and the Critique of Legacy Accumulation

Ubuntu philosophy also provides a critical lens for engaging
Qoheleth’s portrait of the man with a hundred children who
dies without burial. In Ubuntu terms, this man’s tragedy is not
simply that he lacked contentment (though Qoheleth clearly
indicts this) but that his accumulation of children was a form
of quantity without community: biological reproduction without
the relational formation that alone constitutes genuine legacy. A
hundred children who do not bury their father are a hundred
relational failures, a hundred instances in which the person failed
to constitute himself as a person-in-community in a way that
generated genuine obligation [17].

This Ubuntu critique converges with and deepens Qoheleth’s
own argument. Qoheleth indicts the man for the unsatisfied soul;
Ubuntu indicts him for the failed community. Both indictments
point in the same direction: toward a vision of human flourishing
in which quantity of accumulation (children, years, wealth) is
subordinate to quality of communal formation. The man who
builds community, who forms persons in genuine relationship,
who gives and receives within the web of mutual obligation, is
the man whose burial will be honored not because he earned
it through achievement but because he constituted himself as a
person-in-community through the very fabric of his life.

5. Cross-Textual Dialogue: Qoheleth, Akan Cos-
mology, and Ubuntu

5.1. Convergences: Burial as Communal Verdict

The most profound convergence between Qoheleth’s burial the-
ology and Akan funerary cosmology is the shared understanding
that burial is a communal verdict, not merely a biological necessity.
In both traditions, the manner of a person’s burial constitutes the
community’s final statement about the character and relational
standing of that person’s life. The Hebrew prophetic grammar
(proper burial = divine favor + covenantal standing; denial of
burial = divine judgment + covenantal rupture) finds its Akan
counterpart in the understanding that a person’s burial reflects the
community’s assessment of whether they fulfilled their relational
and moral obligations to the ancestral, living, and future members
of the community [8, 6].

This convergence is not incidental. Both traditions operate
within what might be called a relational ontology of belonging:
the person is understood not as an autonomous individual whose
existence is prior to and independent of community, but as a being
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whose very personhood is constituted through participation in
a community of mutual obligation. Death does not dissolve this
participation but transforms it, and burial is the communal act
through which the transformation is effected and ratified [5, 18].
To deny burial is, in both traditions, to refuse the final act of
communal ratification to declare that the deceased does not belong,
cannot be received, will not be remembered.

5.2. Convergences: The Weight of a Hundred Children

Both Qoheleth and the Akan tradition place particular emphasis
on the relationship between biological reproduction and genuine
legacy. Qoheleth’s choice of a hundred children as the supreme
marker of the man’s apparent abundance is not arbitrary: in the
Hebrew wisdom tradition, children are the primary form of human
memorial, the continuation of a person’s name beyond their death
(cf. Prov. 17:6; Ps. 127:3-5). The irony is devastating: the man whose
hundred children should guarantee his memorial is precisely the
man whose burial they fail to perform.

In Akan thought, children (mma) similarly constitute a person’s
most significant legacy not merely because they continue the
biological line, but because they are the primary agents responsible
for performing the funeral and burial rites [6]. A person with many
children has, in theory, many agents of memorial completion. The
failure of a hundred children to bury their father is therefore, in
both traditions, an indictment that cuts in multiple directions
simultaneously: it indicts the man for failing to constitute genuine
community within his own household, and it indicts the children
for their failure of relational and moral obligation. The burial
clause is, in both hermeneutical contexts, a communal catastrophe.

5.3. Convergences: The Cosmological Stakes of Denial

A third convergence concerns the cosmological stakes of denial
of burial. In the Hebrew prophetic tradition, denial of burial
is not merely a social slight but a marker of divine disfavor,
a declaration that the person stands outside the covenantal
relationship with Yahweh that alone secures genuine belonging
[8]. In Akan cosmology, denial of burial leaves the deceased in a
state of spiritual restlessness and cosmological incompleteness,
unable to join the Nsamanfo and potentially threatening to the
living community [7]. In both traditions, the stakes of improper
burial extend beyond the social to the theological and cosmological:
they concern the person’s ultimate standing within the community
of being that transcends the boundaries of earthly life.

Ubuntu philosophy provides the ontological vocabulary for
articulating what both traditions are pointing toward: the person
who dies without burial has been denied the final act of communal
recognition that alone completes their personhood. They remain,
in Ubuntu terms, a being whose communal journey is unfinished,
neither fully among the living nor fully received by the dead. This is
not a metaphysical curiosity but a moral catastrophe, a declaration
by the community that this person did not belong [19, 17].

5.4. Critical Divergences and Hermeneutical Reflections

A responsible cross-textual dialogue must also attend to diver-
gences. The most significant concerns the ground of the obligation
to bury. In Qoheleth and the broader Hebrew tradition, the obliga-
tion to bury is ultimately grounded in the covenantal relationship
with Yahweh: proper burial is an expression of participation in
God’s redemptive community; denial of burial is a divine judgment.
In Akan tradition, the obligation is grounded in cosmological
and ancestral relationships: proper burial is necessary for the
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well-being of the living community as much as for the deceased.
These are different though not incompatible grounds.

A Christian African theology of burial, drawing on both tradi-
tions, will locate the ground of burial obligation in the doctrine of
the imago Dei: every person, having been created in the image of
God and received into the community of Christ through baptism or
through the universal dignity of creation, has a claim on the com-
munity for the final act of recognition that burial represents. This
theological grounding is more inclusive than either the Hebrew
covenantal framework or the Akan ancestral framework alone,
since it extends the obligation of burial beyond the boundaries
of covenant community or clan membership to encompass every
human person without exception [1, 22].

6. Contemporary African Funerary Crises: A The-
ological Analysis

6.1. The Unburied Poor: Hospital Mortuaries and the
Economics of Death

Across sub-Saharan Africa, a quiet crisis has been unfolding in
hospital mortuaries for decades. Bodies of the poor are held for
weeks, months, and in some cases years because families cannot
afford the costs of burial: mortuary fees, coffins, transportation,
ceremonial obligations, and the food and drink customarily
provided to mourners. In Ghana’s public hospitals, including those
serving the Bono Region, it is not unusual for mortuaries to hold
bodies for months at a time, with the deceased’s family negotiating
with hospital administration while the dead wait in a state of
institutional suspension [7].

Qoheleth’s burial clause speaks with direct prophetic force into
this situation. The man who dies without burial in Ecclesiastes
6:3b is a man whose apparent abundance has produced no genuine
community, no network of relational obligation sufficient to ensure
his burial. The poor man in the hospital mortuary is, in a sense,
his economic inverse: not a man of abundance whose legacy
has failed, but a man of poverty whose community lacks the
material resources to fulfill its relational obligations. However,
the theological verdict is the same: both are unburied, both
are suspended between worlds, both are denied the final act
of communal completion that their dignity as human persons
demands [1, 22].

A contextual African pastoral theology of burial must address
this economic reality directly. The church in Africa has historically
played a significant role in providing burial assistance to the poor,
a practice that deserves theological grounding rather than merely
institutional perpetuation. The Akan proverb “Onipa wu a, na
oman na esuo no” ("When a person dies, it is the community
that mourns them”) expresses the communal obligation that the
church, as the gathered community of Christ, is called to embody
and extend. The failure to bury people with low incomes is not
merely a logistical failure but a theological one: a failure of the
community’s Ubuntu obligation, a rupture of the relational web
that constitutes personhood [17, 22].

6.2. Funerary Stigmatization: The Bodies of the Marginal-
ized

A second contemporary crisis concerns what might be called
funerary stigmatization: the denial or diminishment of burial rites
for persons who died in circumstances regarded as shameful or
polluting. In many African communities, persons who died by
suicide, of HIV/AIDS, in circumstances of public disgrace, or by
violent means that are considered to bring curse upon the family,

may be denied full burial rites or buried in diminished, secret, or
hurried ways that signal the community’s moral condemnation
[7]. In some cases, the bodies of persons considered to have
brought curse upon their households are buried outside the
family compound or in unconsecrated ground, communicating
a cosmological exclusion that mirrors and intensifies the social
exclusion that preceded death.

Both Qoheleth’s burial theology and Ubuntu philosophy provide
resources for a prophetic critique of funerary stigmatization.
Qoheleth’s portrait of the man who dies without burial is, notably,
not a portrait of a wicked man: the text does not explain why
he lacks burial, and the absence of moral condemnation in
the narrative suggests that the burial clause is a verdict on the
community’s failure as much as on the man’s character [25, 19].
Ubuntu philosophy, in its insistence on the minimum conditions
of humanity, demands that the obligation to bury extend to every
person regardless of the manner or circumstances of their death.
The community that refuses burial to the stigmatized dead has
not upheld its moral standards; it has abandoned its ontological
obligations, its Ubuntu [18].

For the African church, this demands a prophetic witness that
refuses to participate in the stigmatization of the dead. The pastor
who presides over the burial of a person who died by suicide, of
AIDS, or in social disgrace performs not merely a pastoral act
but a theological one: a declaration that this person belongs, that
their death has dignity, that the community of Christ extends its
relational completion to those whom other communities have
excluded. This is the African Christian pastoral application of
Qoheleth’s most disturbing insight: that denial of burial is a
judgment not only on the dead but on the community that refuses
to bury [1, 26].

6.3. Family Abandonment and the Obligation of the
Church

A third crisis concerns the increasing phenomenon of family
abandonment of the elderly dead. As African communities have
urbanized and extended family networks have been disrupted
by migration, economic pressure, and the erosion of traditional
communal structures, cases of elderly persons dying in neglect and
being left unburied by adult children who have relocated to distant
cities have become increasingly common [7]. In Akan terms, this is
a catastrophic failure of the mogya obligation, the blood obligation
that binds children to parents and demands the performance of
funeral and burial rites as a primary filial duty.

Qoheleth’s hundred children who fail to bury their father are not,
in this reading, merely a rhetorical device. They are a prophetic
anticipation of a social reality that is becoming increasingly
familiar across sub-Saharan Africa. The church’s response to this
crisis must be both pastoral and structural: pastoral in attending
to individual cases of abandoned dead through practical burial
assistance and communal mourning; structural in developing
theological and institutional frameworks that sustain communal
burial obligations amid the disruptions of urbanization and
migration [22, 23].

7. Toward a Contextual African Pastoral Theol-
ogy of Burial

7.1. Foundational Theological Principles

Drawing on the cross-textual dialogue developed in the preceding
sections, this article proposes four foundational principles for a
contextual African pastoral theology of burial.
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First, the Principle of Universal Burial Dignity. Every human
person, created in the image of God (imago Dei) and bearing the in-
trinsic dignity of divine creation, has a claim on the community to a
proper burial that cannot be forfeited by the manner of their life or
the circumstances of their death. This principle is grounded in the
Hebrew theological tradition’s understanding of human dignity,
the Akan cosmological conviction that every person (onipa) bears
a divine okra given by Onyame, and the Ubuntu ontological claim
that every person’s humanity demands communal recognition
[8, 6, 17]. The church that refuses burial to any person, regardless
of how they lived or died, has misunderstood both the gospel and
the deepest wisdom of African tradition.

Second, the Principle of Communal Completion. Burial is not
a private act but a communal one: it is the act through which the
living community completes its obligations toward the dead and
formally receives them into the community of the remembered.
This principle, drawn from both Akan funerary theology and
Ubuntu relational ontology, challenges any privatization of death
and burial that reduces the funeral to a transaction between
a family and a funeral parlor. The church, as the gathered
community of Christ, is called to be the communal agent of burial
completion, the community that ensures that no person among
them is left unburied [19, 22].

Third, the Principle of Prophetic Burial Witness. The act of
burying the dead, particularly those whom other communities
have refused to bury, is a prophetic act, a declaration that this
person belongs to the community of Christ and will be received by
the earth with honor. This principle is grounded in Qoheleth’s
insight that burial is a theological verdict and in the Akan
understanding that the quality of a funeral reflects and enacts
the community’s moral assessment of the deceased. The church
that buries the marginalized dead, the stigmatized, the poor, the
abandoned, performs a prophetic counter-verdict that overrides the
community’s judgment of exclusion with the church’s declaration
of belonging [1, 18].

Fourth, the Principle of Relational Legacy. Qoheleth’s portrait
of the man with a hundred children who dies without burial, read
through Ubuntu philosophy, issues a summons to a different un-
derstanding of legacy: not accumulation (children, years, wealth)
but communal formation, the building of genuine relationships of
mutual obligation that will survive one’s death and be expressed
in the honoring of one’s burial. The church is called to model and
teach this understanding of legacy, forming its members in the
relational virtues of faithfulness, generosity, presence, and com-
munal obligation that constitute genuine belonging and ensure
honored burial [17, 26].

7.2. Practical Ecclesial Implications

These four principles generate several concrete practical implica-
tions for African Christian communities. First, churches should
establish burial assistance funds and formal institutional mecha-
nisms to ensure that no member of the community, or any person
in the community’s care, is denied burial for economic reasons.
This is not charity but Ubuntu obligation, the communal extension
of the minimum conditions of humanity to every person within
the community’s reach [17, 22].

Second, pastors and pastoral carers should develop liturgical
resources for the burial of stigmatized persons, those who died by
suicide, of AIDS, in disgrace, or by violent means. The absence of
appropriate liturgical resources in many African Christian commu-
nities has contributed to the practice of funerary stigmatization.
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A contextual African pastoral theology of burial demands that
the church develop rites of burial that are theologically robust,
pastorally sensitive, and capable of embodying the prophetic
witness that every person’s death deserves dignified communal
reception [23, 28].

Third, African Christian communities should engage in theolog-
ical education that integrates biblical wisdom on burial with Akan
funerary cosmology and Ubuntu philosophy, helping members un-
derstand the deep convergences between their indigenous wisdom
and their biblical heritage. This integration serves both to honor
African traditional knowledge as a legitimate theological source
and to deepen the community’s understanding of the biblical text
by reading it through African eyes [10, 11].

Fourth, the church should advocate prophetically for structural
reforms that address the economic barriers to burial: hospital mor-
tuary fee policies that trap the bodies of the poor in institutional
limbo; government burial assistance programs for the destitute
dead; and family law reforms that enforce filial burial obligations.
The prophetic dimension of a contextual African pastoral theology
of burial demands that the church speak not only within its own
community but to the social and political structures that determine
who receives burial and who does not [22, 26].

8. Conclusions

This article has argued that Qoheleth’s theology of the unburied
dead (Eccl. 6:3b) and the Akan theology of burial share a deep
structural grammar, making them natural and mutually illuminat-
ing conversation partners. Both traditions identify the denial of
proper burial as a rupture of communal belonging, constituting a
theological and cosmological verdict on the relationship between
the deceased and their community. When this cross-textual dia-
logue is illuminated by Ubuntu relational philosophy, which insists
that personhood is constituted through community and that the
obligations of communal recognition extend beyond death, the
result is a contextual African pastoral theology of burial that is
both academically rigorous and pastorally actionable.

The reading developed in this article makes three original
contributions. First, it is the first sustained cross-textual dialogue
between Ecclesiastes 6:3b and Akan funerary cosmology, demon-
strating that African Biblical Hermeneutics yields productive new
readings of wisdom literature that enrich both the biblical text and
the African context. Second, it applies Ubuntu relational ontology
to the theology of burial, generating concrete ethical demands
grounded in the principles of universal burial dignity, communal
completion, prophetic burial witness, and relational legacy, as well
as in both African philosophical wisdom and biblical theology.
Third, it speaks prophetically into concrete contemporary African
funerary crises, including the unburied poor, funerary stigmati-
zation, and family abandonment of the elderly dead, drawing on
the convergent wisdom of Qoheleth, Akan tradition, and Ubuntu
philosophy.

The Akan proverb with which this article began, “Onipawu a, na
n’asaase su no,” ("When a person dies, the earth weeps for them”)
expresses a theological conviction that the earth itself is a moral
witness to human dignity and its denial. Qoheleth, writing in a very
different cultural context, reaches the same conviction through a
different route: the man who dies without burial has been denied
the earth’s final testimony to his belonging. For the African church,
ministering in contexts where the unburied poor, the stigmatized
dead, and the abandoned elderly are an increasing pastoral reality,
this convergent wisdom is not an academic curiosity. It is a
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summons: to be the community that ensures the earth weeps
for every person, so that no one among them departs this world
without the communal recognition that alone completes a human

life.
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1. Introduction cation has often functioned less as a universal arena of learning
and more as a gatekeeper of colonial structures.

Decolonization, in its earliest political form, emerged as a project
of national liberation across Africa, Asia, and the Caribbean, aimed
at dismantling colonial rule and securing national sovereignty.
As historian David Gardinier (1967) argues, decolonization was
originally premised as a political phenomenon associated with the
removal and/or undoing of colonial elements. Robert Delavignette
(1977) by contrast, has described decolonization more narrowly
as a “rejection of the civilization of the white man” (p. 131). Over

1.1. Introduction

1.1.1. Decolonization and the University

he term ‘university’ originates from the Latin term ‘universi-
tas, meaning “a corporation, body, or community of students
and scholars” (Hotson, 2018). What began in the 12" century
as studia generalia, a centre of learning for priests and monks

attended by students across Europe, soon evolved into the medieval
European university model. This model, which emerged in the late
11" and early 12" centuries, was premised on a universalist vision
of knowledge, a site of enlightenment and critical inquiry (Bump,
n.d.). At the very core of the university’s celebrated role lies a deep
entanglement with the histories of colonialism, imperialism, and
racial hierarchies. Institutions of higher education, particularly
those in the Global South, were not simply passive recipients of
colonial legacies but active instruments in the reproduction and
legitimation of Eurocentric worldviews (Mbembe, 2016; Mignolo,
2011). As a colonial institution, the university was tasked with
disciplining knowledge, privileging European epistemologies, and
marginalizing Indigenous ways of knowing. As such, higher edu-

time, however, scholars have argued that political independence
alone has not dismantled the deeper structures established by
colonialism. As such, the focus of decolonization has increasingly
shifted beyond the notion of formal political emancipation towards
the transformation of institutions, knowledge systems, and cul-
tural practices that continue to reproduce diverse forms of colonial
power. This broader understanding of decolonization provides
the foundation for contemporary debates revolving around decol-
onizing the university space, where the persistence of colonial
influence is understood not only in political terms but also in
relation to how knowledge is produced, taught, and legitimized.
While colonialism refers to the formal system of political dom-
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ination, coloniality describes the enduring structures of power,
knowledge, and culture that outlive colonial rule (Quijano, 2007).
Within the realm of higher education, these enduring colonial
structures continue to privilege Eurocentric forms of knowledge
while actively marginalizing Indigenous, African, and other Global
South epistemologies (Grosfoguel, 2011).

In The Decolonial Turn in Media Studies in Africa and the
Global South, Last Moyo (2020) offers a preliminary framework
that reconceptualizes the term ‘Global South’ not merely as a
geographical concept, but more significantly to highlight the
varying decolonial perspectives of Africa, Asia, and Latin America
within the Western-dominated global framework of knowledge
production. The very notion of the Global South is an intellectual
and interpretive frame that embodies a set of interlinked structures.
These structures, as Moyo describes it, create a space for “self-
re-humanization, self-re-writing, and self-emancipation against
the increasingly subtle and invisible forms of colonization” (p. 8).
It is a dynamic and yet transformative space where the Global
South reclaim its histories, knowledge systems and epistemic
authority. It is important to emphasize from the outset of this study
that the persistence and endurance of coloniality reminds us that
decolonization can never be fully realized. Decolonial politics on
the ground require continuous reflexivity and sustained efforts to
challenge the enduring hierarchies of coloniality precisely because
they continue to shape power relations, knowledge production,
and institutional practices in the Global South.

As Moyo (2020) has written, the Global South as a geo-cultural
concept provides a useful lens for differentiating Northern and
Southern ways of knowing in media and communication studies.
On the one hand, it highlights how the Global South is deeply
rooted in unequal power relations of marginalization and epis-
temic exclusion. Furthermore, it is also grounded in long-standing
decolonial struggles that resist the ongoing effects of imperialism
and neocolonial domination experienced by Africans, Asians,
Latin Americans, and other historically oppressed communities
(Moyo, 2020, p. 7). As such, the concept of the Global South
foregrounds the need to challenge dominant Western paradigms
that have historically marginalized and excluded alternative ways
of knowing within the higher education space.

On the other hand, Moyo (2020) illustrates that knowledge
systems associated with the Global North remain deeply shaped
by Eurocentric epistemological assumptions. From Moyo’s per-
spective, Global South scholars have often reinterpreted key intel-
lectual traditions such as the Renaissance and the Enlightenment
not simply as linear periods of progress, but as moments in the
formation of modern Eurocentric knowledge systems that are
entangled with processes of domination and exclusion. These
critiques emphasize that what is often presented as a universal
progress is historically bound up with unequal power relations
that shape whose knowledge counts and whose epistemologies
are marginalized.

Similarly, contemporary critiques of neoliberal globalization
extend this analysis by showing how current global political and
economic frameworks often operate through seemingly neutral
terms such as democracy, development, and human rights, while
continuing to reproduce asymmetries between the Global North
and Global South. It is within this broader context of contested
knowledge and power formations that calls to decolonize the
university have gained renewed urgency. By so doing, this thesis
adopts Moyo’s conceptualization of the Global South, particularly
his emphasis on the uneven power relations that shape whose
knowledge is produced, recognized, and legitimized. Accordingly,

16 B

GJHSS-H VoL. 26 Issuk 2

I use the term Global South throughout this thesis to refer not
simply to a geographic region, but to the broader historical and
structural conditions through which higher education continues
to challenge colonial structures of knowledge and power.

To decolonize the university is to engage in a politics of reck-
oning that confronts the enduring violence of colonial histories;
to decolonize the university is also to demand institutional ac-
countability as a lever to transform curricula, culture, and sym-
bolic landscapes in ways that are inclusive and emancipatory.
In this study, higher education is understood not merely as a
site of learning but also a site of struggle where the meaning
of knowledge, justice, and liberation is actively contested. The
2015 Rhodes Must Fall (RMF) movement at the University of
Cape Town represents one of the most significant contemporary
expressions of institutional struggle, transforming a student-led
protest calling for the removal of the statue of British imperialist
Cecil John Rhodes into a broader critique of institutional racism,
epistemic exclusion, and the persistence of colonial power within
higher education (Chantiluke, Kwoba, & Nkopo 2018; Nyamnjoh,
2022).

1.2. South Africa: The City of Cape Town

Established in 1652 as a Dutch colonial settlement under the
Dutch East India Company, Cape Town became one of the earliest
centres of European colonial expansion in Southern Africa (Baer,
2022). The city’s strategic position along the maritime trade routes
enabled the growth of colonial administration, commerce, and
settlement, making it central to successive Dutch and British
imperial projects (Baer, 2022).

Today, Cape Town is internationally celebrated for its immense
beauty, multiculturalism, and liberal democratic values. Yet this
contemporary image often obscures the city's enduring colonial
structures and foundations. In stark contrast to its current global
reputation, Cape Town is marked by dispossession, racial segrega-
tion, and economic inequality, a state of affairs that continues to
reflect patterns established under colonialism and apartheid. The
existence of these colonial legacies makes Cape Town a significant
site for examining decolonial politics.

South Africa’s transition to democracy in 1994 marked a decisive
political break from apartheid and ushered in a new constitutional
law founded on equality, human rights, and reconciliation (SABC
News, 2015). Under the leadership of Nelson Mandela, the vision
of the rainbow nation sought to promote national unity across
racial division and foster a shared democratic identity across South
Africa (SABC News, 2015). While this project of reconciliation
would come to represent a remarkable political achievement,
decolonial scholars contend that reconciliation alone is inadequate
for dismantling deeper structures of coloniality embedded within
South African society (e.g. Ahmed 2020; Andersen & Knudsen,
2019; Wood, 2020). Although, after the end of apartheid and the
promise of societal liberation did not automatically translate into
an epistemic transformation, as many underlying inequalities
persisted through unequal access to free and fair education,
economic opportunities, land ownership, and institutional power.

These inequalities became visually present across South African
universities, many of which continued to reflect colonial tradi-
tions, curricula, pedagogy, and intellectual systems, despite South
Africa’s post-apartheid democratic transition (Baer, 2022). As a
result, South African universities would increasingly become sites
where broader debates surrounding Black identity’, representa-

!n this thesis, the terms ‘Black identity’ and ‘Black students’ refer specifically to
Black South African students at the University of Cape Town (UCT). This distinction
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tion, and social justice were contested. For many Black South
African students, the persistence of colonial symbols within these
institutions represented not merely reminders of the past but of
ongoing expressions of exclusion and unequal belonging.

Cape Town’s urban landscape has functioned as an ongoing
expression of colonial dominance, with UCT serving as a presti-
gious symbol of intellectual authority and global recognition (Baer,
2022). Across this historical land, the cultural environment has
remained deeply entrenched in Western Eurocentric traditions.
The dominance of Western epistemologies and the underrepresen-
tation of the UCT community (staff, faculty, and students) have laid
bare the limits of post-apartheid transformation in South Africa.
Within this context, the city of Cape Town has functioned as a site
of epistemic violence, where knowledge from the Global North
has been embraced as universal and authoritative, while African
epistemologies have been rendered trivial and marginal. Mignolo
(2011), Grosfoguel (2011), and Santos (2018) have rightly asserted
that such epistemic hierarchies are central to the persistence of
coloniality, even in the absence of formal colonial rule.

In Cape Town, coloniality has persisted not only through
economic inequality and spatial segregation but also through the
ordering of knowledge, culture, and history. The city’s liberal
reputation has further obscured these realities. Often positioned as
politically progressive and racially tolerant, Cape Town has masked
its deep-seated inequalities behind narratives of multiculturalism
and inclusion. This liberal veneer has made it difficult to confront
the structural nature of exclusion, as inequality is frequently
framed as an unfortunate residue of the past rather than an actively
reproduced condition. As a result, colonial power relations persist
under the guise of neutrality and tradition. It was precisely this
tension, between the promise of post-apartheid transformation and
the persistence of coloniality, that inspired demands for societal
reckoning and transformation to materialize (Ahmed, 2020; Becker,
2025; Nielsen, 2021).

1.3. Cecil John Rhodes Must Fall

To understand the significance of the RMF movement, it is
imperative to examine the historical figure whose legacy became
the catalyst for one of the most prominent student-led protests in
contemporary South African higher education. Born in Bishop’s
Stortford, England, Cecil John Rhodes (1853-1902) was a British
imperialist, mining magnate, and politician whose influence
extended across southern Africa during the height of European
colonial expansion. In 1881, Rhodes was elected to serve on the
Cape Legislative Assembly, of which he became an influential
member of the Cape Parliament, serving as Prime Minister of
the Cape Colony from 1890 to 1896 and founder of the British
South Africa Company (BSAC) (Beinart, 2022). What is more,
he also served as the chairperson of De Beers, joint managing
director of Goldfields of South Africa, and played a central role in
advancing British imperial interests through territorial conquest,
economic exploitation, and systems of racial domination (Beinart,
2022). His political vision was deeply rooted in the belief that
British civilization represented the pinnacle of human progress
and therefore possessed both the right and the responsibility to
expand its influence globally.

is important given the heterogeneous composition of UCT’s Black student population,
which includes both Black South African students and Black international students
from other African countries (Zimbabwe, Namibia, Botswana, Zambia, Malawi, etc.).
The study focuses specifically on the experiences, identities, and perceptions of Black
South African students and does not seek to generalise these experiences to Black
students from other national or cultural contexts.

Rhodes would articulate his central worldview most clearly in
his infamous book, Confession of Faith (1877): “Why should we
not form a secret society with but one object, the furtherance of
the British Empire and the bringing of the whole world under
British rule?” (Rhodes, 1877, pp. 248-252). His writings reveal a
profound commitment to white supremacy and imperial conquest,
portraying British rule as both inevitable and desirable. These
beliefs were not merely personal convictions - they informed
colonial policies that facilitated the dispossession of African land,
the exploitation of natural resources, and the institutionalization
of racial inequality. Thus, for Ndlovu-Gatsheni (2018), Rhodes
represents more than an individual historical figure; he embodies
the ideological foundations of colonialism and the enduring
structures of colonial power that continue to shape Africa.

After over a century, Rhodes’ legacy remains visible by way
of statues, a university that bears his name (Rhodes University
in Grahamstown), a prestigious scholarship at the University of
Oxford, and a foundation (the Mandela-Rhodes Foundation) that
ties the name of a leading African liberation icon (Mandela) to that
of a colonial imperialist (Rhodes) (Maylam 2005; Ndlovu-Gatsheni
2018). Through substantial financial donations and land bequests,
Rhodes made significant contributions to the development of
educational institutions in South Africa, including UCT. His phil-
anthropic contributions, however, cannot be separated from the
accumulation of political power, colonial territories, a vast fortune,
and broader forms of exploitation in South Africa as the enduring
presence of Rhodes within university spaces raises important
questions about whose histories, knowledge and experiences were
either silenced, legitimized, or celebrated.

Perhaps Rhodes’ most visible presence has materialized at UCT
via the magnifying bronze statue seated at the main pedestrian
entrance to the university (see Figure 1). As mentioned above,
the Rhodes statue has long functioned as a powerful symbol
of coloniality and institutional power. Decolonial thinkers have
argued that the persistence of Rhodes’ memorials in South
African universities do not simply serve to preserve power, they
communicate a substantial narrative about power, belonging, and
national identity, while simultaneously marginalizing alternative
histories (e.g. Ahmed, 2020; Andersen & Knudsen, 2019; Ankomah,
2020; Becker, 2025; Chowdhury, 2021; Daniel, 2021; Ndlovu-
Gatsheni, 2018; Nielsen, 2021; Nyamnjoh, 2022; Muraina & Xulu-
Gama, 2025; Wood, 2020).

Figure 1. Cecil Rhodes Statue at the University of Cape Town

From UCT Cape Town - Statue of Rhodes, by D. van der Merwe, 2007, Flickr.
https://www.flickr.com/photos/dvdmerwe/358782583/
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The statue, therefore, has remained a focal point of broader
dissatisfaction from the students regarding the persistence of
coloniality at UCT. Ndlovu-Gatsheni (2018) asserts that it was
this decolonial posture that sparked the RMF movement in South
Africa on March 9, 2015, transforming a protest against a historical
statue into an international call for the decolonization of higher
education.

1.4. Rhodes Must Fall (RMF) Movement

The year 2015 was undoubtedly a remarkable moment in post-
apartheid South Africa. It was a year of possibility and a reminder
of the persistent realities of inequality, poverty, segregation, oppres-
sion, and exclusion. Two decades into democracy, South Africa,
often described as a rainbow nation (symbolizing the demise of
apartheid, representing a unified and multicultural society), was
still grappling with the pain of radical segregation of black and
white communities. All the same, Ramaru (2017) describes this
period as a time when South Africa was “alive with possibilities”
that were accessible to all (p. 89). These possibilities were embodied
most clearly in the aspirations of the Born Free generation -
young people born after 1994 who were expected to be liberated
from the intergenerational burdens of apartheid and systemic
oppression. As the first generation to come of age under democratic
rule, Born Free symbolized the promise of a transformed South
Africa founded on equality, reconciliation, and social justice. This
generational group was widely imagined as the future beneficiaries
of expanded educational opportunities, constitutional freedoms,
and a political order capable of dismantling the racial barriers
of the past. For many, this generation represented the hope that
democracy would create a more inclusive society in which race
would no longer determine access to opportunity, citizenship, or
belonging.

At the same time, these expectations extended beyond political
emancipation to encompass the transformation of South Africa's
institutions, including its universities. Higher education was en-
visioned as a space where previously marginalized communities
would gain equitable access, where institutional cultures would
reflect the country's democratic values, and where knowledge pro-
duction would move beyond its colonial and apartheid foundations.
Universities were therefore expected not only to broaden partici-
pation but also to undergo meaningful structural and epistemic
transformation.

Yet such possibilities were quickly revealed to be fragile and
contested, particularly within the sphere of higher education. At
UCT, situated in the symbolic and historical landscape of Cape
Town, beginning on March 9, 2015, students sparked a much
broader call for the university to be decolonized. They challenged
the institution’s fixation on enrollment, arguing that such mea-
sures resulted in superficial progress while leaving deeper, systemic
exclusions intact. These exclusions manifested in a Eurocentric
curriculum, minimal staff diversification (white dominance), and
the alienating cultural landscape of the university, most visibly
reproduced via its statues and memorials (Ramaru, 2017; Nielsen,
2021).

It is within this context of unfulfilled democratic promises, per-
sistent institutional inequality, and broader student dissatisfaction
that the RMF movement erupted on March 9, 2015, shocking the
complacency of both UCT university administration and the South
African government (see Figure 2 below).

What initially appeared to be a student-led protest evolved into
a national and global movement that fundamentally challenged
the colonial foundations of the university. The RMF movement
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Figure 2. Rhodes Must Fall protesters gather at the University of Cape
Town

From Rhodes Must Fall protesters at the University of Cape Town, by M. Hammond,
2015, University of Cape Town. UCT News

began after a Black UCT student, Chumani Maxwele, flung a
bucket of human excrement on the bronze statue of Cecil Rhodes
(located outside the Sarah Baartman Hall on campus) (see Figure
3). Studies consistently identify this symbolic act as the catalyst
for the movement, noting that Maxwele’s actions were spurred
by the need to expose the unfinished business associated with
decolonizing the university (Ahmed, 2020; Andersen & Knudsen,
2019; Becker, 2025; Daniel, 2021; Fairbanks, 2015; Muraina &
Xulu-Gama, 2025). In articulating the meaning behind this act,
Maxwele declared the following during an interview: “As Black
students, we are disgusted by the fact that this statue still stands
here today as it is a symbol of white supremacy” (Makoni, 2015,
pp. 4). Coetzer (2020) suggests that Maxwele’s strategic plan to
bring down the Rhodes statue had a “triple-staged meaning”:

Firstly, against the ongoing appalling living conditions of
those in Cape Town’s informal settlements; secondly as a
protest against the overbearing glorifying monument to a
man who was undeniably a racist, imperialist, colonialist,
and misogynist and lastly to bring awareness to what was
considered to be the ongoing lack of transformation at UCT...
and the marginalization of black lived experience in the
shadow of whiteness. (p. 2)

In agreement with Maxwele, Ramabina Mahapa, president
of the student representative council, described the celebratory
narrative surrounding Rhodes as misleading and obscure, noting
that Rhodes was often praised for donating land and bringing
civilization to the South African economy. Mahapa goes on to
challenge this narrative as a distortion of history, pointing out
that “a colonizer could never donate land that was never his in
the first place” (Makoni, 2015, pp. 4). For many Black students,
the statue did not symbolize progress but rather served as “a
constant reminder of the position in society that black people
have occupied due to hundreds of years of apartheid, racism,
oppression, and colonialism” (Makoni, 2015, pp. 4). Both Mahapa
and Maxwele’s statements were not merely spontaneous reactions;
they constituted a profound articulation of the contradictions
embedded within the post-apartheid university. According to the
RMF mission statement, the statue stood as a “perfect embodiment
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Figure 3. Chumani Maxwele’s poo protest at the University of Cape Town
on March 9, 2015

Photograph by D. Richie. From The Pasts and Presence of Art in South Africa:
Technologies, Ontologies and Agents, by C. Wingfield, J. D. Giblin, and R. King, 2020.
Courtesy and copyright African News Agency (ANA). https://www.iol.co.za/news/south

-africa/western-cape/protesters-throw-poo-on-rhodes-statue- 1829526

of black alienation and disempowerment at the hands of UCT’s
institutional culture”, which would materialize as the focal point
of the movement (Rhodes Must Fall, 2015).

Although the removal of Rhodes's statue became the
movement's most visible demand, the RMF activists also
revealed that the statue represented an umbrella covering a
much deeper problem. The movement therefore developed
a comprehensive programme for institutional transformation
through its twenty-eight demands, which articulated a far-reaching
vision for the decolonization of the university (Rhodes Must Fall,
2015).

The breadth of the 28 demands demonstrates that the move-
ment was deeply intersectional in its understanding of injustice.
Through the RMF movement, students were able to palpably
demonstrate that coloniality intersected with gender, class, sex-
uality, disability, language, and labour to shape experiences of
exclusion within the university. In doing so, the movement ar-
ticulated a vision of decolonization that sought to transform not
only what universities teach but also how they govern, whom
they employ, whose knowledge they value, and who is able to
participate fully within academic community and culture.

As the movement gained momentum, student activists and
nonteaching staff involved in the protests were either referred
to as ‘activists’ or ‘hooligans’ (Ahmed, 2019). Cameroonian his-
torian and political theorist Achille Mbembe portrayed them as
representing a “Boko Haram style of violence” (Laing, 2016).
Over time they came to be characterized as ‘Fallists’ (Nyamnjoh,
2022; Ahmed, 2019; Mpofu-Walsh, 2016) and their movement
to decolonize the university was referred to as “Fallism” and/or
the Fallist movement (Ngcaweni, 2016; Ramaru, 2017). Fallism
represented the students’ demand to remove the Rhodes statue and
decolonize the university. For Chumani and other student activists,
Fallism materialized as an attempt to theorize the experiences of
Black students in a university context informed by Pan-Africanism,
Black consciousness, Black radical feminism and intersectionality,
epistemic disobedience, and Fanonism (Ahmed, 2019).

The Rhodes statue stood as a visible and daily reminder of
the persistence of colonial power relations in a democratic and
transformed South Africa. By explicitly naming the statue a
symbol of white supremacy, Maxwele connected his personal

Table 1. The 28 Rhodes Must Fall Student Demands

S/N DEMANDS
1. Remove all statues and plaques on campus celebrating white supremacists.
2. Rename buildings and roads from names commemorating only white people,

to names of either black historical figures, or to names that contribute to this
university taking seriously its African positionality.

3. Replace artworks that exoticize the black experience (by white, predominantly
male artists) which are presented without context, with artworks produced by
young, black artists.

4. Recognise that the history of those who built our university - enslaved and
working-class black people - has been erased through institutional culture. Pay
more attention to historical sites of violence, such as the slave graves beneath the
buildings in which we learn.

5. Implement a curriculum which critically 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 education and learning -
and only examining western traditions in so far as they are relevant to our own

experience.
6. Provide financial and research support to black academics and staff.
7. Radically change the representation of black lecturers across faculties.
8. Revise the limitations on access to senior positions for black academics. This

includes interrogating the notion of “academic excellence” which is used to limit
black academics and students’ progression within the university.

9. Increase the representation of black academics on the currently predominantly
white, male decision-making bodies which perpetuate institutional racism.
10. Re-evaluate the standards by which research areas are decided - from areas that

are lucrative and centre whiteness, to areas that are relevant to the lives of black
people locally and on the continent.

11. Introduce a curriculum and research scholarship linked to social justice and the
experiences of black people.

12. Adopt an admissions policy that explicitly uses race as a proxy for disadvantage,
prioritising black applicants.

13. Remove the NBT as a requirement for admission because it systematically
disadvantages all students except those who attend Model C schools and private
schools.

14. Improve academic support programmes.

15. Meaningfully interrogate why black students are most often at the brunt of
academic exclusion.

16. Develop an improved financial aid system.

17. Radically reduce the currently extortionate fees.

18. Improve facilities which deal with sexual assault, as well as facilities which help
black students deal with the psychological trauma as a result of racism.

19. Implement R10 000 pm minimum basic for UCT workers as a step towards a living
wage, in the spirit of Marikana.

20. Get rid of the Supplemented Living Level, which prescribes a poverty wage.

21. Stop using the Consumer Price Index which ensures that wages never really
increase, leaving workers in poverty.

22. End outsourcing. The companies must go; the workers must stay.

23. There should be no capitalist companies making profits at this public sector

institution. Workers must know that their job is safe, has decent working
conditions and ensures comfortable lives.

24. Education for workers and their families must be free.

25. Stop the victimization and intimidation of workers. No worker must be penalised
in any way for supporting and joining protest action, including strike action, at
UCT.

26. ‘Workers must be able, without penalty of any kind, to refuse work that is a danger
or hazard to their health and safety.

27. Provide workers with access to services dealing with labour, family, housing issues.

28. Provide workers with avenues through which to report and address experiences of

racism, sexism and other forms of abuse. These avenues must assist in enforcing
legal action against the perpetrator.

act of defiance to broader critiques of the university as a space
that continues to valorize colonial figures while marginalizing
Black experience, knowledge, and bodies (Ahmed, 2020; Ndlovu-
Gatsheni, 2018; Ramaru, 2017).

From a decolonial standpoint, Rhodes stands as a symbol of
apartheid, colonization, enslavement, and conquest — one that
remains a nightmare for South Africa in the present day. These
symbols resonate deeply through the words of Zethu Matebeni,
a researcher and activist who participated in the RMF protests,
asserting that Rhodes embodied an ideology of white racial elitism
(Matebeni, 2018). According to Matebeni (2018), the statue of
Rhodes evokes the image of an imperialist surveying his conquests
and contemplating the extent to which his colonial powers will
reign through the theft/expropriation of the land.

Following the removal of the Rhodes statue on April 9, 2015,
the movement inspired a series of solidarity campaigns that
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questioned the persistence of colonial politics across South African
universities.

At the University of Stellenbosch, the Open Stellenbosch move-
ment was established on April 9, 2015, to challenge the hegemony
of white Afrikaans culture, the slow pace of institutional transfor-
mation, and the ongoing exclusion of Black students. On October
14, 2015, students at the University of Witwatersrand expanded
these demands by linking decolonization with questions of access,
affordability, and social justice in higher education. Not to be
outdone, between mid-2015 to 2016, students at the University
of Oxford called for the removal of yet another Rhodes statue
- this one housed atop Oriel College — and demanded a critical
reckoning with the university's imperial legacy. Together these
interconnected campaigns demonstrated that the concerns raised
at UCT resonated far beyond a statue, positioning RMF as the
catalyst for a wider decolonial movement that challenged the
symbolic, structural, and epistemic legacies of colonialism within
universities across South Africa and beyond.

1.5. Research Problem Statement

Despite decades of scholarship on diversity and inclusion in
higher education, institutions with entrenched colonial legacies,
particularly in South Africa, continue to reproduce Eurocentric
epistemologies that marginalize pluriversal ways of knowing. The
RMF movement would go on to expose not only the symbolic
persistence of colonial power (e.g., monuments, statues, and insti-
tutional iconography) but also the deeper structural and epistemic
inequalities embedded within university curricula, leadership, and
knowledge production. While institutional responses have often
taken the form of diversity initiatives and symbolic reforms, these
interventions frequently fall short of addressing the underlying
questions of epistemic justice.

Existing scholarship has examined the student movement, cur-
ricular transformation, and decolonization in higher education;
however, there remains a limited critical interrogation of how
universities engage (or fail to engage) in meaningful processes
of reckoning with coloniality. This creates a significant gap in
understanding the politics of institutional accountability: specifi-
cally, how universities negotiate, resist, or reframe demands for
decolonization beyond mere symbolic change. Consequently, this
study seeks to critically examine the RMF movement as a lens
through which to analyze the limits of institutional transformation
and the contested politics of reckoning in higher education.

1.6. Research Question(s) and Objectives
The central research question(s) of this study are:

RQ1: What does it mean to truly decolonize the University,
specifically within an African context?

RQ2: What does the Rhodes Must Fall student movement have to
teach us regarding the potential viability of decolonial/anticolonial
politics both within and beyond the university?

2. Literature Review

2.1. Introduction

The following review of the literature on decolonizing the univer-
sity examines key debates surrounding the historical development
of the African university, including the broader struggles over
epistemic justice, radical imagination, and voice. By critically
engaging these bodies of literature, this section establishes the
theoretical and conceptual foundations for understanding RMF as
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a decolonial movement that challenges the colonial structures of
knowledge, power, and institutional culture within the university.

2.2. Decolonizing Universities of the Global South

2.2.1. Global Perspectives and Challenges

When assessed from a global perspective, the question of what it
truly means to decolonize a university was advanced by Mbembe
(2016), who argues that the modern university continues to
universalize European thought while simultaneously erasing
Indigenous epistemologies and perpetuating coloniality under
the guise of neutrality. According to Mbembe, universities present
themselves as neutral and universal spaces, yet this neutrality
disguises the persistence of Eurocentric dominance. For Mbembe,
the university has always functioned as both a gatekeeper and
producer of knowledge, reinforcing hierarchies in which Western
modes of thought are positioned as superior, objective, and
universal, while local knowledges are dismissed as particular,
backward, and irrelevant (p. 38). Mbembe’s work reveals that
coloniality is not a reminder of the past but rather an active
structure in modern-day higher education, research priorities, and
institutional cultures. Decolonizing the university, therefore, is not
merely about adding diverse perspectives to an already existing
framework, but about fundamentally rethinking the epistemic
foundations of the academy: who defines legitimate knowledge,
what forms of inquiry are valued, and how power circulates within
knowledge production.

Building on this, Subedi (2013) emphasizes that decolonizing the
curriculum goes beyond the inclusion of historically marginalized
groups and voices - non-Western philosophies, local community
knowledge, Indigenous knowledge systems, women and racial-
ized populations - towards restructuring knowledge hierarchies
that create the conditions for achieving epistemic justice. Subedi
contends that universities must dismantle the hierarchical colo-
nial structures that privilege Eurocentric knowledge over other
alternative ways of knowing. In so doing, universities across both
the Global North and Global South are challenged to critically
reimagine their pedagogies, curricula, and educational practices
in ways that are more inclusive to the student body.

Despite Subedi’s transformative vision, Wheeldon and Sahay
(2025) argue that contemporary universities often co-opt decolo-
nial language through neoliberal practices that reduce transfor-
mation to measurable indicators of diversity while preserving
structural exclusion. They describe this process as a “social contract
breach” (p. 9), whereby universities fail to meaningfully address
coloniality and injustices within their structures, cultures, and
practices, despite society’s expectation that they serve as a global
public good that calls for equality. Through these and other forms
of cooptation, decolonization risks becoming a performative insti-
tutional exercise rather than a substantive restructuring of univer-
sity cultures, governance, curricula, and knowledge production.

It is precisely in response to these institutional limitations that
la paperson's (2017) concept of the third university offers an
important decolonial intervention. While Subedi (2013) focuses
primarily on transforming the curriculum, paperson extends this
discussion by asking how the university itself can be strategically
reconfigured as a decolonizing institution. His vision embraces a
pluriversal worldview that mobilizes students, faculty, adminis-
trators, and staff to ensure institutions of higher learning operate
as decolonizing universities. paperson elucidates that any move
towards a decolonized university must first begin with a critical en-
gagement with colonialism, particularly with what he describes as
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the “colonizing machine’s desire to settle, to self-sustain, to seduce,
and to school” (p. 22). These logics are securely embedded in the
institutional DNA of higher education, curricula, and leadership.
As such, the third university paperson posits is inherently strategic:
it already exists and it is continually assembling. Rather than
representing a fully decolonized institution, the third university
is best understood as a decolonizing project - one that remains
unfinished and constantly in motion.

To carry out this work, paperson advances the provocative
notion of “hotwiring” the university (p. 32) - an insurgent and
tactical approach that involves repurposing existing settler colonial
technologies that have for too long dominated the daily operations
of higher education. For example, this may involve redesigning
curricula to centre Indigenous epistemologies, redirecting research
agendas to privilege African knowledge production, or reforming
the university’s administration to allow for meaningful participa-
tion in decision-making amongst marginalized communities.

For paperson, rather than awaiting a processual transformation
to occur, hotwiring allows for the decolonial work to be carried
out by various actors already embedded in the university system
(students, faculty members, administrative and non-teaching staff)
- a community experimenting with the appropriate infrastruc-
tures needed to produce a third university capable of advancing
pluriversal knowledge. Importantly, paperson further links the
idea of assembling decolonization to a “multiscalar endeavour”
as it requires attention to interconnected levels of action. By way
of the following examples, paperson elucidates on both the kinds
and forms of collective engagement that are needed to sustain a
decolonizing university:

- asingle project with a decolonizing aspect,
 abody of decolonizing works,

« adecolonizing production studio,

« adecolonizing industry,

« anetwork of decolonizing organisms, or

+ adecolonizing university movement (p. 49).

In this spirit, student movements have emerged as important
catalysts for change, with the RMF protests at the UCT demonstrat-
ing how symbolic acts of resistance can translate into actionable
structural critique. Studies of RMF further affirm its global res-
onance, as the movement has sparked protests/actions at other
universities, including Oxford, Stellenbosch, and the University
of the Witwatersrand, among others, illustrating how student
activism in the Global South can actively spur global conversations
on decolonization (Ahmed, 2020; Daniel, 2021). These global
perspectives underscore that decolonizing the university is not
a one-size-fits-all project but a transnational struggle that must be
rooted in local histories while engaging in planetary solidarities
(Risam, 2022; Subedi, 2013).

2.3. The African University and the Struggle for Epis-
temic Justice

While the previous section showcases how decolonizing the
university has come to represent growing global tensions, the
African university has long stood at the crossroads of aspiration
and contradiction. While envisioned as a space for liberation,
it remains deeply entangled in colonial legacies that privilege
Western ways of knowing. As shown in the scholarly literature,

there is an urgent need to rethink whose knowledge counts, whose
voices are heard, and what decolonizing the African university
truly entails. Postcolonial theorist Ndlovu-Gatsheni (2018) posits
that the task at hand is to achieve epistemic freedom in Africa, that
is, to develop the ability to think, theorize, and produce indigenous
African epistemologies. He situates the African university as a key
battleground in the struggles over epistemic freedom, highlighting
the unfinished business of decolonization decades after political
independence.

The struggle for epistemic freedom in African institutions
goes well beyond mere academics and pedagogy; it is about
reimagining and reclaiming intellectual sovereignty, reshaping
institutions, and creating space(s) for African knowledge systems,
histories, and experiences. Ndlovu-Gatsheni (2018) further argues
that epistemic freedom speaks to “cognitive justice” (p. 3) as it
draws attention to questions of who possesses the authority to
define legitimate knowledge and whose intellectual knowledge
are recognized within the university. Achieving epistemic freedom
therefore requires African universities to become more responsive
to the socio-cultural and economic realities of the communities
they serve, thereby positioning themselves as institutions that
contribute to social justice and transformation.

Building on Ndlovu-Gatsheni’s (2018) research on epistemic
freedom, Ndofirepi and Gwaravanda (2019) affirm that African
universities continue to reproduce what they refer to as an “epis-
temic injustice” (p. 591), whereby Eurocentric knowledge systems
continue to dominate the production of knowledge. This domi-
nance, they contend, marginalizes African intellectual thought and
creates structural imbalances that situate African epistemologies as
inferior or irrelevant. To address these imbalances, Ndofirepi and
Gwaravanda propose three approaches to decolonizing the African
university. First, the addition approach, seeks to diversify existing
curricula by incorporating African epistemologies into predomi-
nantly Eurocentric frameworks without altering the fundamental
structure of knowledge. Second, the rejection approach calls for
a more radical “de-Westernization” of knowledge production by
challenging the dominance of Eurocentric thought which may
result in narrowness and rigidity in knowledge production (p. 589).
Lastly, the re-centring approach, advocates repositioning African
epistemologies, worldviews, theories, and cultural traditions as the
primary framework of analysis (pp. 589-590). Unlike the addition
approach, which supplements existing curricula, or the rejection
approach, which seeks to dismantle Eurocentric dominance, the
re-centring model reconstructs the university around African
intellectual traditions while remaining open to dialogue with other
knowledge systems. For this reason, Ndofirepi and Gwaravanda
(2019) identify the re-centring approach as the most transformative
pathway for achieving epistemic justice in African universities.

The pursuit of epistemic justice, however, extends beyond cur-
riculum transformation and/or institutional reform, encompassing
broader struggles over power, knowledge production, and social
transformation. The question of who possesses the authority to
define and legitimize knowledge also raises questions of belonging
within the university. Nyamnjoh (2022) develops the concept of
epistemic citizenship to examine these questions in the context
of “post-Rhodes Must Fall South African universities.” Drawing
on the interrelated notions of citizenship and belonging, Nyam-
njoh conceptualizes epistemic citizenship as a way of examining
the boundaries of Africanity within processes of decolonization
and Africanization, particularly the dynamics of inclusion and
exclusion that shape who can legitimately claim belonging within
the university’s epistemic community. Nyamnjoh assert that in
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the post-RMF context, epistemic citizenship is particularly useful
because decolonization does not simply involve incorporating
African knowledge into existing university structures; it also raises
contested questions about identity, representation, belonging, and
who has the authority to determine what African university should
envision. Nyamnjoh (2022), therefore, highlights the tensions that
emerge when claims to Africanity intersect with race, nation, and
indigeneity. For this study, epistemic citizenship provides a useful
lens for understanding RMF students not merely as protesters
challenging colonial symbols, but as actors contesting the terms
of epistemic and institutional belonging. The student demands
can therefore be illustrated as claims to participate in determin-
ing whose histories, identities, experiences, and knowledge are
recognized within the university.

In “Failures and possibilities of epistemic justice,” Walker
(2018) extends Ndofirepi and Gwaravanda’s (2019) discussion
of epistemic justice in African universities by examining both
its shortcomings and possibilities in higher education. Drawing
on the legacy of the Black Consciousness Movement (BCM), an
anti-apartheid movement led by activist Steve Biko, Walker offers
her readers a springboard to understanding how and why failures
of epistemic justice matter in democratic society, and specifically
within higher education. When epistemic injustice occurs, it under-
mines not only an individual's dignity, but also diminishes society
at large (Walker, 2020). Importantly, Walker argues that higher
education can be a space of transformation if African universities
intentionally cultivate inclusive knowledge environments that
value multiple epistemologies, such as incorporating African epis-
temology in curriculum and pedagogy, and deepening recognition
of students’ lived experiences and participatory learning.

More recently, Mutongoza (2025) contends that the decoloniza-
tion of African academia is a vital project for social justice that
is intended to create a more just, inclusive, and equitable future
for African scholars, students, and communities. Understanding
epistemic justice for Mutongoza is a continuous critical reflection,
action, and transformation process that requires an ongoing en-
gagement with power, knowledge, and identity configurations. He
emphasizes that epistemic justice cannot simply be about adding
diverse knowledge systems but must also involve a structural
reconfiguration of the university itself. This includes dismantling
institutional barriers that privilege Eurocentric worldviews and
actively creating conditions for African epistemologies to thrive
within academic spaces.

African epistemologies are comprised of a variety of knowl-
edge systems rooted in everyday life, oral traditions, and local
worldviews. Etta and Offiong (2019) identify eleven different
sources of knowledge in African epistemology: wholistic, intuition,
perceptual, mystical, rational, ancestral, communal, ontology, oral
tradition, individual and God’s knowledge (pp. 295-302). These
sources of knowledge indicate richness and context-driven ways
of knowing that are routinely marginalized in Western-centric aca-
demic systems. For example, Ubuntu philosophy, which translates
to I am because we are, dominant in Southern Africa, emphasizes
relationality, interconnectedness, and the ethical responsibility
towards Indigenous peoples (Ikpeh & Awi 2025, p. 2). Similarly, the
Ifa divination system of the Yoruba tribe — one of the three largest
ethnic groups and languages in the Southwestern part of Nigeria,
represents a body of both metaphysical and ethical knowledge
that is conveyed orally through historical generations, which
helps to guide decision-making and moral reasoning (Enaikele
& Adeleke, 2025). Indigenous agricultural knowledge, such as
the use of intercropping and soil fertility management practices
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among the Maasai of East Africa or the Zulu of Southern Africa,
reflects context-specific ecological understandings of the world
developed over centuries. These knowledge systems reflect holistic,
relational, and context-driven ways of knowing that continue to
be marginalized in Western-centric systems.

Heleta (2016) offers a complementary perspective by focusing on
South Africa, identifying the persistence of epistemic violence and
Eurocentrism in higher education. He maintains that despite insti-
tutional reforms, universities remain deeply embedded in colonial
histories that normalize exclusion. Heleta argues that dismantling
epistemic violence requires more than surface-level changes - it
demands a fundamental rethinking of the university’s structures,
practices, and values. This involves validating African intellectual
traditions, dismantling inherited hierarchies of knowledge, and
advancing decolonization not just as rhetoric but as an enduring
practice of institutional and epistemic transformation.

2.4. RMF as a Struggle for Voice

The preceding scholarship has shown what it takes to truly
decolonize the African university by way of raising questions of
epistemic justice, institutional transformation, and the legitimacy
of African knowledge systems. The RMF movement brought these
demands into public view by transforming longstanding critiques
of coloniality into actionable collective student protest. To date, a
growing body of scholarship has examined the RMF movement
as a broader struggle over voice, identity, representation, and
validity of knowledge production within higher education (Ahmed,
2019; Ahmed, 2020; Nyamnjoh, 2022; Ndlovu-Gatsheni, 2018). The
movement has also generated extensive media attention across
and beyond South Africa via print media, television broadcasting,
social media, documentary film, and opinion pieces documenting
the student-led protests and shaping public perception of the
movement’s significance.

This widespread coverage transformed RMF from a student-led
campus protest into a global debate regarding coloniality, insti-
tutional racism, and the future of decolonized higher education.
Against this backdrop, news media (traditionally charged with the
responsibility to serve as watchdogs and defenders of the public
interest) have played a crucial role in shaping public perceptions
of RMF by amplifying student struggles and demands. Consonant
with agenda-setting theory that stipulates that news media do
not tell people what to think but rather what to think about
(Cohen, 1963), the prominence given to the RMF movement
across South African and international newspapers - including
Daily Maverick, UCT News, The Guardian, The Telegraph, and
The New York Times - as well as television broadcasters such as
BBC News, Al Jazeera, and SABC News, online news platforms,
documentary films, institutional press releases, and social media
campaigns, suggest that news media not only captured the political
stakes of the protests but also the emotional perspectives, struggles
and demands associated with decolonizing the university. In so
doing, news media contributed to framing RMF not simply as a
dispute over the Rhodes statue but as a broader struggle over voice,
visibility, institutional transformation, and epistemic justice both
within and beyond higher education.

Ramaru (2017) and Ndlovu-Gatsheni (2018) consistently empha-
size that RMF was never solely about the removal of the Rhodes's
statue. Rather, RMF is cast as challenging who has the authority
to speak, whose histories are remembered, whose knowledge is
legitimized, and whose experiences continue to be marginalized
within the university and society at large. Ahmed (2020) demon-
strates that the movement resonated transnationally, inspiring
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RMF-Oxford and extending debates about epistemic disobedience
beyond South Africa. Similarly, Andersen and Knudsen (2019)
illustrate how the affective politics surrounding colonial structures
shaped both the silencing and marginalization of student voices
at UCT and the University of Oxford, respectively.

2.5. Radical Imagination and the Future of Decolonial
Pedagogy

The scholarship reviewed thus far has established that to truly
decolonize the university requires dismantling colonial systems
of knowledge, achieving epistemic justice, and transforming in-
stitutional structures. Thus, decoloniality is an ongoing political
framework of imagining alternative futures that move beyond
colonial ways of knowing, teaching, and learning in higher educa-
tion. Increasingly, scholars argue that the success of decoloniality
depends not only on exposing the limitations of the existing univer-
sity but also on cultivating the intellectual and political capacity to
envision what a genuinely decolonized university might become.
Here, radical imagination emerges as an important conceptual
framework because it shifts attention from resistance alone to the
creation of new educational possibilities.

Ruha Benjamin (2024) argues that imagination is not merely a
creative exercise but a political practice that enables individuals
and communities to envision more just social futures. Rather than
accepting existing institutions as fixed or inevitable, Benjamin
contends that imagination allows people to question inherited
structures of power and collectively construct alternative possibili-
ties. This understanding is particularly relevant to decolonization
because it positions imagination as both a method of critique and
a strategy for institutional transformation. Extending Benjamin’s
ideas, decolonizing the university requires not only identifying
the persistence of coloniality but also imagining new forms of
knowledge production, governance, pedagogy, and social relations
that reflect pluriversal rather than Eurocentric ways of thinking.

The relationship between radical imagination and educational
transformation is further developed in “Transformative Pedagogy
for a Decolonial World,” in which Fujino et al. (2018) describe
knowledge as the “weapons of the weak” capable of shaping
struggles over life and death, justice, resistance, and affirmation
(p- 69). They argue that decolonial pedagogy must move beyond
exposing colonial histories to cultivating educational practices
grounded in critical historical consciousness, relational learning,
and collective praxis. Their emphasis on praxis (learning through
collective action and critical reflection) rejects passive models
of knowledge transmission in favour of participatory forms of
learning that empower students to imagine and rehearse alterna-
tive social and political futures (p. 91). In this regard, education
becomes not simply a space for understanding colonialism but a
site for actively constructing and imagining decolonial futures.

Other scholars similarly emphasize that radical imagination
must become a central objective of contemporary education. He
et al. (2021) insist that classrooms should deliberately cultivate
imaginative capacities that make political possibilities conceivable
and actionable for students. Likewise, Houlden and Veletsianos
(2024) advance the importance of proposals for a new social con-
tract for education, noting that imagination is a civic competency
that enables the collective re-visioning of public goods, including
how knowledge is organized and justified. Together, these scholars
suggest that imagination is not peripheral to education but con-
stitutes an essential pedagogical resource for challenging colonial
assumptions and fostering transformative social change.

Elsewhere, Gandolfi (2024) reframes the discussion towards
rethinking the future of education by urging the public to consider
what a decolonialized educational curriculum could entail. In “A
decolonial future for education and schools,” she challenges the
dominance of Eurocentric epistemologies that continue to shape
knowledge production and pedagogical practices. In addition to
the inclusion of diverse perspectives, Gandolfi (2024) argues that
decolonial education requires a fundamental transformation of
how knowledge, learning, and authority are conceptualized within
educational institutions. To do so involves a redesigning of the
curricula, reforming teaching and assessment practices, creating
more inclusive institutional cultures, and re-evaluating colonial
traditions that continue to shape higher education spaces.

East (2025) explores antiracist pedagogical approaches em-
ployed in higher education in the UK. The author provides a
historical and critical corrective by pondering whether the UK
is yet to and/or has entered a post-decolonial moment. East (2025)
interrogates the limits and unintended setbacks of radical peda-
gogies in higher education, showing how periods of imaginative
energy can be neutralized by managerial capture or by tokenistic
curricular adjustments. East concludes that antiracist pedagogical
approaches serve as a subtle reminder that imagination must be
institutionally integrated and protected from co-optation if it is to
initiate meaningful change. Embedded across the above scholarly
contributions, two recurring claims emerge: (1) pedagogy must
move beyond critique towards collective world-building (practical
exercises, community partnerships, curricular replacement), and
(2) imagination must be institutionally resourced (teacher training,
policy changes, assessment rethinking) to survive beyond episodic
activism.

3. Methodology, Theoretical Foundation, and
Data Collection

3.1. Introduction

My thesis relied on a decolonial approach adopted to examine the
RMF movement and politics of reckoning in higher education. This
study adopted a Decolonial Critical Discourse Analysis (DCDA)
methodology to do so. This chapter covered the methodological
approach, explaining the systematic approach of the methodology,
data collection, and method of analysis.

3.2. Methodology

Given this study’s focus on decolonial politics in higher education,
it adopts a critical discourse analysis from a decolonial perspective
as its methodological approach, otherwise known as decolonial
critical discourse analysis (DCDA). When defining what critical
discourse analysis from a decolonial perspective entails, DeCuir
(2025) offers a clear definition that helps describe the meaning,
process, and significance of critical decolonization:

Critical decolonization is a theoretical process that seeks to
dismantle colonial and Western constructions of universal
knowledge domain and problematize the absence of alter-
nate epistemologies that shape knowledge production and
socio-cultural discourse. (p. 466)

Maniglio and Barboza da Silva (2020) suggest that this method
is about questioning the “historically determined reciprocity” of
coloniality, imperiality, modernity, power structures, language, and
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knowledge (p. 16). In other words, DCDA seeks to uncover how
structural systems reinforce one another. For de Melo Resende
(2018), DCDA is both analytical and emancipatory, as it seeks
to disrupt colonial structures in the interests of fostering new
decolonized ways of thinking and being.

To date, a substantial body of research has utilized the decolonial
critical discourse analysis methodology. In “Political discourse
analysis: a decolonial approach,” Ahmed (2021) draws attention
to the significance of incorporating decolonial methodologies in
analyzing political discourse in a post-colonial world, particularly
in West-Africa, Nigeria. By analyzing the former President of
Nigeria, Goodluck Ebele Jonathan’s electoral speech, Ahmed
adopts an interdisciplinary approach that combines decolonial
theory, political discourse analysis, and a legitimization model
to uncover how hegemonic power structures are linguistically
sustained. Ahmed’s analysis illustrates how neoliberal ideas of
progress constitute new expressions of coloniality in contemporary
Nigerian governance and political communication.

Ferreira-Marante and Veiga-Seijo (2023) apply critical discourse
analysis from a decolonial feminist perspective to examine the
discourse, language, and meanings of the representation of the
reduced working hours for women employed by a Galician
newspaper. Their findings reveal that media narratives often
reproduce gendered and colonial power structures that frame
women’s labour within neoliberal ideals of productivity and care
rather than as a site of social justice. By uncovering how these
discourses perpetuate unequal gender relations and marginalize
non-hegemonic ways of understanding work, Ferreira-Marante
and Veiga-Seijo (2023) demonstrate how decolonial feminist CDA
exposes the intersections of patriarchy and capitalism in the
workspace.

Antiracist researcher Amaarah DeCuir (2025) applies critical
decolonial discourse analysis to examine how a local school
district's secular knowledge impacts Muslim Americans, seeking
to understand how the community introduces Islamic discourse
as a faith-based knowledge system. DeCuir’s findings reveal that
secular educational leadership practices often reproduce epistemic
systems that marginalize non-Western and faith-based knowledge,
thereby sustaining the coloniality of knowledge within educational
spaces. Importantly, DeCuir’s (2025) analysis also highlights acts
of epistemic resistance, instances where Muslim community mem-
bers negotiate, reinterpret, and assert alternative epistemologies
to reclaim agency and reimagine inclusive educational leadership
grounded in decolonial ethics. DeCuir’s use of DCDA enables the
examination of both the language used to construct/deconstruct
colonial power and the lived experiences shaping the political
demands for accountability and transformation within higher
education.

3.3. Data Collection and Sample

The data for this research is the RMF movement, which occurred
in 2015 at UCT in South Africa. The RMF movement serves
as a rich empirical site because it illuminates the intersections
that reunite decolonial discourse, curriculum pedagogy, student
activism, and institutional transformation in postcolonial higher
education. This study relies on available data generated pre- and
post- RMF movement activities (March 9, 2015 - December 20,
2017), which includes:

3.3.1. Speeches and Institutional Statements:

This data set features public statements, press releases,
administrators’ speeches, and responses to student demands.
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These documents represent institutional discourse, revealing how
power, accountability, and colonial legacies are framed, negotiated,
or resisted in formal academic spaces. Examples include: The UCT
RMF Mission Statement (2015), Chumani Maxwele: The Solitary
Protest That Gave Birth To #RhodesMustFall (2015), and UCT
Academics Union statement on #RhodesMustFall (April 1, 2015).

3.3.2. Media Coverage:

This data set features various local, national, and global media
outlets, including The Guardian, BBC News, UCT News, New
Internationalist, and Al Jazeera, among others, news media that
covered the intent of the movement, reported on the campaigns
and debates, provided internal perspectives from the commu-
nity, and featured numerous activities related to the call for a
decolonized curriculum. Representative examples include: “The
birth of Rhodes Must Fall” (The Guardian, November 18 2015);
“Rhodes statue removed in Cape Town as crowd celebrates” (BBC
News, April 9 2015); “How Rhodes Must Fall amplified calls to
decolonize” (New Internationalist, August 21 2023); and “Who
are the activists behind the #RhodesMustFall movement?” (Al
Jazeera, November 21 2018).

3.3.3. Visual and Symbolic Materials:

Visual elements, including banners with images, photographs of
protests, and the Rhodes statue itself, are framed as texts that
communicate ideas boldly to the public. These materials embody
the various forms of resistance against colonialism that would
materialize throughout the protests. Some of these materials
are not limited to photographs of Chumani Maxwele's symbolic
protest on March 9 2015, images documenting the removal of the
Rhodes statue on 9 April 2015, Sethembile Msezane's performance
Chapungu — The Day Rhodes Fell, in which the artist stood on a
plinth with outstretched wings as the statue was removed, protest
banners bearing slogans such as “Rhodes Must Fall,” “Decolonize
our Education,” and “Take it down,” as well as photographs of
campus occupations and student demonstrations.

3.3.4. Peer-reviewed Journal Articles and Books:

This comprises scholarly works from decolonial thinkers across
both local and global contexts. These materials draw on academic
discussions surrounding the RMF movement, the broader con-
cept of decolonization, worldviews emerging from the Global
South, and the ongoing reckoning across higher education. The
following sources collectively provide an engaging and critical
perspective that informs and contextualizes the study’s exploration
of decolonial thought and practice: Sabelo J. Ndlovu-Gatsheni's
“Epistemic Freedom in Africa: Deprovincialization and Decol-
onization” (2018), Bhambra, Gebrial, and Nisancioglu's “De-
colonising the University” (2018), Ahmed's “The Rise of Fallism:
#RhodesMustFall and the Movement to Decolonize the University”
(2019), Daniel's “From Black Pain to Rhodes Must Fall” (2021),
Nyamnjoh's “Decolonisation, Africanisation, and Epistemic Cit-
izenship in Post-Rhodes Must Fall South African Universities”
(2022), and Chantiluke, Kwoba, and Nkopo’s Rhodes Must Fall:
The Struggle to Decolonise the Racist Heart of Empire (2025).

3.4. Theoretical Framework

When theorizing the concepts of decolonization and decoloniality,
it is imperative to distinguish between the two terms, as they are
closely related but conceptually different. Decolonization refers
to a continued and unfinished project of deconstructing colonial
ideologies that perpetuate the status quo, Indigenous knowledge
and approaches, problematize dominant discourses, and address
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unbalanced power dynamics. Decolonization necessitates trans-
forming how worldviews are understood by critically examining
the assumptions, misconceptions, and prejudice that shape the
knowledge we hold. While decolonization marked the formal end
of coloniality across the Global South, Decolonial thinkers argue
that the underlying structures of colonial domination continue
to persist beyond political independence. It is within this context
that decoloniality has emerged as a critical analytical framework.

Building on the foundational work of sociologist Anibal Quijano,
philosopher Walter Mignolo, Ramén Grosfoguel, Boaventura de
Sousa Santos, educator Linda Tuhiwai Smith, among others,
decoloniality, as defined by Maldonado-Torres (2017) is a family
of thought that identifies coloniality as a foundational problem
affecting key players, including knowledge systems, culture, and
identity in the contemporary world. Therefore, decoloniality is an
ongoing process of reclaiming lost items, exposing and challenging
the colonial structures embedded within universities. Although
the RMF movement emerged within a post-apartheid South
Africa that had formally undergone the decolonization process,
the movement elucidates that these hidden colonial structures
continue to shape university curricula, institutional cultures,
administration, and knowledge production. Hence, this research is
situated within the theoretical framework of decoloniality, drawing
primarily on Mignolo (2011) and Macgilchrist (2014) to examine
how institutional discourse in higher education sustains colonial
hierarchies of knowing and identity.

The theory of decoloniality in this research enables a critical
exploration of the RMF movement as an expression of what
Mignolo (2011) calls “epistemic disobedience” (p. 45) - a conscious
refusal to accept the dominance of Western knowledge systems and
an insistence on the value of other ways of knowing, particularly
those emerging from the Global South. The removal of the Cecil
Rhodes statue at the UCT, and the broader debates that followed,
are interpreted here as symbolic acts of epistemic and institutional
decolonization. Through a decolonial lens, these actions are seen
not merely as protests against historical figures but as challenges
to the epistemic foundations of the university itself.

The theory of decoloniality provides a basis for understanding
the politics of reckoning in higher education, the contested pro-
cesses through which institutions confront their colonial legacies,
negotiate accountability, and imagine alternative futures. For
the purposes of this study, decoloniality serves as an essential
frame for examining how RMF activists’ demands for recognition,
representation, and reform constitute a broader struggle for onto-
logical liberation and epistemic justice. This theoretical frame also
meshes well with Mignolo’s (2018) vision of pluriversal knowledge
production, which values multiple ways of knowing rather than
focusing on a single universal standard set by Westerners. By
situating the RMF movement within global decolonial thought,
this study shows how student activism delivers compelling locally-
and globally- informed critiques of coloniality in academia, from
South Africa, the United Kingdom, the Netherlands, and beyond.

Lastly, the theory of decoloniality serves as an important
framework for interpreting discourse, symbols, and institutional
practices. The theory aligns with the study's objectives and thesis
statement, which explore how universities, shaped by colonial
powers of the past, are now being reimagined through resistance
movements like RMF. This theoretical foundation has enabled this
study to move beyond basic analyses of protest towards engaging
more deeply with the knowledge, realities, and experiences of
decolonial politics in higher education.

4. Data Analysis and Results

4.1. Introduction

The data analysis herein adopts a thematic narrative approach,
enabling a systematic identification and interpretation of recurring
themes across the narratives associated with the RMF movement.
Thematic analysis provides a structured yet flexible method for
organizing these stories around conceptual categories. This flexi-
bility is particularly important given the heterogeneity of the data,
which includes interviews, press releases, press conferences, and
peer-reviewed journal articles. Rather than treating these sources
as discrete, the analysis approaches them as interconnected nar-
rative spaces that collectively inform the movement’s public and
internal discourses. Through close iterative reading, the analysis
traces how particular themes emerge, evolve, and intersect both
during and after the RMF movement.

A comprehensive familiarization process was undertaken to
gain an in-depth understanding of the themes that emerged
from the data (2015 - 2025) during the research’'s preliminary
phase. This would involve in-depth reading of peer-reviewed
journal articles, editorials, books, as well as active engagement
with broadcast interviews, to identify salient narrative patterns,
contradictions, silences, and points of emphasis. This stage is
critical for situating individual texts within the broader socio-
political and historical context of post-apartheid South Africa and
the global decolonial movement. In what follows, attention is paid
not only to what was said about the removal of the Rhodes statue,
but also to the much broader efforts to decolonize the university,
staff, language, curricula, and environment.

4.2. Ideological Pillars of Rhodes Must Fall

Based on the data generated, the following themes were deduc-
tively formulated based on the broader RMF political movement -
Pan-Africanism, Black Consciousness, Black Radical Feminism,
Epistemic Disobedience, and Fanonism - as the core ideological
pillars that shaped the students’ critique of UCT as a colonial
institution. As these themes gained traction during the 2015 RMF
movement, they served as a repetitive reminder by representing the
longstanding intellectual, political, and emancipatory traditions
that have historically informed anti-colonial struggles across Africa
and the African diaspora. The identification of these themes
was guided by sustained engagement with decolonial scholarship
and empirical materials examined in this study, including media
interviews (Newspapers and Broadcast TV), Op-eds, student peti-
tions, RMF mission statement, documentaries, and visual protest
materials.

Through an iterative analysis of these sources, the five themes
emerged as recurring discursive frameworks (Ahmed, 2019; Cabe,
2023; Chowdhury, 2021; Kessi, 2025; Ramaru, 2017; Naicker, 2026)
through which RMF activists articulated critiques of coloniality at
UCT. Pan-Africanism was as a call for an African-centred univer-
sity that recognized African histories, experiences, and Indigenous
knowledge. Drawing from the works of Steve Biko, the Black Con-
sciousness Movement (BCM), on the other hand, foregrounded the
significance of Black identity, dignity, and psychological liberation.
Fanonism reflects on Frantz Fanon’s theorization of decoloniza-
tion as a two-way framework of both a political and epistemic
struggle. The theme of epistemic disobedience was generated from
RMF’s sustained critique of Eurocentric knowledge systems and its
demands for the transformation of university curricula, research
practices, and institutional knowledge production. These demands
aligned with broader decolonial scholarship that challenges the
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ongoing dominance of colonial epistemologies within institutions
of knowledge. Finally, with the intervention of Black women
activists, Black Radical Feminism was established to challenge
the dominant patriarchal structures and gender exclusions, noting
that decolonization must also account for intersecting forms of
oppression.

Together, the five themes represent interconnected ideological
pillars through which fallists challenged the colonial foundations
of the university. The above five themes reveal the ways in which
the student movement mobilized historical anti-colonial, Black
liberation, and feminist politics to contest the persistence of
colonial legacies within the university.

Deductive thematic coding has enabled the analysis to remain
theoretically grounded while ensuring alignment with the study’s
conceptual framework. At the same time, the analytical process
remains open to refinement, enabling themes to be rearticulated,
expanded, or nuanced as they are tested against the scholarly
materials. To conclude, this study’s core themes materialized via
a narrative approach that animates a broader understanding of
how the RMF movement was able to construct collective identity,
articulate grievances, frame institutional power, and imagine
alternative futures for the university. A thorough overview of the
surveyed data will assist in answering this study’s primary research
question(s).

4.2.1. Theme 1: Pan-Africanism

Although the RMF movement emerged as a call for the removal of
the Rhodes statue, the movement expanded into a broader call for
the Africanization of the university. Students challenged the Euro-
centric curriculum, institutional culture, and symbolic landscape
of UCT, arguing that genuine transformation required centring
African histories, knowledges, and identities. These demands
reflect a distinctly Pan-African orientation that connected the
struggle at UCT to wider histories of colonialism, racial oppression,
and Black liberation across the African continent and its diaspora.

Pan-Africanism represents more than just a shared identity
among people of African descent; it embodies a collective con-
sciousness shaped by common histories and ongoing struggles
against oppression, neo-colonialism, slavery, racism, and dispos-
session (Falola & Essien, 2013). Pan-Africanism is perhaps best
characterized as the “common destiny and processes for forming
cross-cultural solidarity and unity” across political, historical, and
economic spheres (Falola & Essien, 2013); it also represents a
worldwide movement and ideology aimed at encouraging and
strengthening bonds between Indigenous and diaspora ethnic
groups of African descent (Kumssa, 2022).

The Pan-African movement is said to have its origins in the strug-
gles of sub-Saharan Africans against enslavement and colonization,
who have witnessed and encountered firsthand the kidnapping,
purchase, transportation, and enslavement of Africans. The move-
ment would eventually become the catalyst for the establishment
of the Organization of African Unity (now the African Union),
founded on May 25, 1963, in Addis Ababa, to foster liberation and
unity among Africans worldwide (Ediagbonya, 2023).

The spirit of solidarity among African societies has also been
powerfully demonstrated through culture, language, music, liter-
ature, and visual arts. Pan-Africanism was not just a geopolitical
project and/or an ideology for liberating and uniting Africa(ns)
(Adetula, RedieBeeketeab, Laakso, & Levin, 2020), it also stood as
a cultural and artistic movement through which African artists
mobilized resistance, consciousness, and unity. In this regard,
Nigerian musician, activist, and founder of the Afrobeat music
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movement, Olufela ‘Fela’ Anikulapo-Kuti (alias Abami Eda), the
mysterious one, stands out as one of the most influential cultural
proponents of Pan-Africanism in the post-colonial era (1960s -
onwards). Through Afrobeat, Fela became the voice of the masses
by fusing indigenous African rhythms with jazz and funk to openly
criticize and confront the “anomie of different military regimes” in
Nigeria (Orogun, 2024, p. 121), Western domination, and corrupt
African leaders. This Pan-African vision was emblematized in
“Viva Nigeria” (1969), a song in which Fela foregrounds African
dignity, collective struggle, and resistance, placing Africa(ns) at
the forefront as a unified entity. Despite differences in “tongue and
tribe” (Kuti, 2024), Fela emphasizes that Africans share a collective
identity and common struggle, declaring that “we are all Africans”
(Kuti, 2024). His call for Africans to “join hands” together (Kuti,
2024) reflects a Pan-African commitment to solidarity, unity, and
a collective liberation.

Fela’s Pan-African consciousness was shaped by his encounters
with Black Power activists in the United States. Orogun (2024)
notes that it is imperative to state that Fela was a product of
transgenerational influence of African philosophers including
Ghanaian politician and revolutionary Kwame Nkrumah, whom
he frequently referred to as a symbol of African self-determination.
Beyond Fela, other notable artists across Africa similarly employed
art as a vehicle for Pan-African resistance and liberation. In South
Africa, civil rights activist and songwriter Miriam Makeba, also
known as Mama Afrika, utilized her global platform to expose
the brutality of apartheid South Africa, framing the struggle as
a continental and diasporic concern rather than a national one
(Pareles, 2008). In the Caribbean and the diaspora, figures such as
Jamaican songwriter and guitarist Robert Nesta Marley, known as
Bob Marley, popularized Pan-African thought through Rastafarian
philosophy, which drew heavily on the legacy of Marcus Garvey
and the symbolic significance of Ethiopia under Haile Selassie
(Pereira, 2021). Marley’s music emphasized African redemption,
Black liberation, and transnational solidarity, resonating deeply
with audiences across Africa and the diaspora.

Prior to colonialism, Africans enjoyed Pan-African unity
premised on indigenous values, anticorruption, anti-exploitation,
anti-racial injustice, and anti-colonialism, which sought to
promote sovereignty, autonomy, independence, solidarity,
liberation, cultural consciousness, and African ownership of
land and resources (Kangira & Nhemachena, 2021). Kangira
and Nhemachena (2021) contend that one of the biggest
challenges facing African Liberation movements in promoting
Pan-Africanism has been the lack of full sovereignty over land
and resources, claiming that the majority of Africans (domestic
and diaspora) have fallen “prey” to Eurocentrism, which has
ultimately deprived Africans access and domination over their
resources and land (p. 244).

Thus, the Rhodes Must Fall movement’s adoption of Pan-
Africanism positioned the movement beyond a mere protest
against racial inequality at UCT, connecting its demands for trans-
formation to a broader transnational struggle against coloniality.
By linking decolonial politics with global Black resistance, the
movement challenged Eurocentric worldviews, advocated for
epistemic justice, and sought to reclaim African histories and
knowledge systems within higher education. RMF can be seen as
explicitly responding to the pervasive inequality at home across
South African universities, all the while participating in a wider
Pan-African project that connected demands for a decolonized
education, the removal of colonial monuments, and a pursuit of
collective liberation.
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Against this backdrop lies the central question of this research
project: what does it mean to truly decolonize the university, specif-
ically within an African context? The term Pan-Africanism was
explicitly referenced in an official RMF document, “The Bremner
Occupation Statement,” published on the RMF’s official Facebook
account two days prior to the release of the RMF mission statement
on March 23, 2015 (Ahmed, 2019). Its inclusion is significant
because it demonstrates that RMF understood decolonial politics
as a struggle against institutional racism and African liberation at
UCT. Although the theme of Pan-Africanism was not specified in
the RMF mission statement, its principles were showcased within
the movement’s long-term goals. Among the 28 demands articu-
lated (see Table 1), the fifth goal reflected a deeper Pan-African
commitment to transforming knowledge production by calling on
UCT to “implement a curriculum which critically centres Africa
and the subaltern,” where African discourses serve as the point
of departure and Western traditions are examined in relation
to African experiences (Rhodes Must Fall, 2015). By prioritizing
African histories, languages, and methodologies, RMF envisioned
a third university where African knowledge systems were treated
as foundational rather than peripheral. Thus, Pan-Africanism
functioned both as a critique of colonial knowledge structures
and as a future-oriented trajectory for RMF’s decolonial project,
seeking to transform universities into spaces grounded in African
epistemologies, collective liberation, and intellectual sovereignty.

Ahmed (2019) points out that the Bremner occupation statement
came after UCT students, student representative council (SRC),
staff, black feminists, and queer activists/protestors fully occupied
the Bremner building (effectively renaming it “Azania House”) -
an administrative building that housed RMF activists, with the aim
of disrupting management’s operations and pressuring them to
accept their demands. Black feminist advocate Kealeboga Ramaru
(2017) asserts that the occupation of the Bremner building marked
an “important point for the movement”, students, Black queer, and
Black feminists. In an interview conducted by Daniel (2021), a
UCT student offers insight as to why the Bremner building was
perceived as a strategic and decolonial space of power, prompting
an urgent need to rename the building to Azania House:

Azania is an original name of South Africa, which is pan-
Africanist. It comes from a pan-Africanist tradition. You can
trace it from Steve Biko. Azania is a name for free liberated
space for black people. We said that Bremner house must be
changed to Azania because it is a place for black people to
speak about their pain and to reengineer the society. And we
start with the University of Cape Town. And decolonization
becomes a relevant point of departure. (p. 22)

Additionally, Swingler (2018) affirms that the Bremner building
is celebrated as a landmark in UCT's history. It was the site of
the 1968 UCT sit-in that involved 600 students protesting the
rescinding of black scholar Archie Mafeje’s appointment as senior
lecturer; in 2015, it would serve as a central location for the RMF
and Fess Must Fall movements, respectively.

The Bremner occupation statement revealed that the fallists
occupied the Bremner building for a period of three weeks, which
set in motion their demands to decolonize the university and
their plans to initiate a program of intensive political education
guided by a group of Black lecturers from UCT; the latter initiative
would include individuals and groups from other South African

Figure 4. UCT Vice-Chancellor Max Price addresses students outside the
Bremner Building during the three-week occupation in March 2015

Photograph by S. Kelly, 2016, GroundUp.

Universities, an intervention designed to examine and challenge
the neo-colonial narratives about Africa (Ahmed, 2019; Ramaru,
2017). Ramaru observes that the three-week occupation of the
building gave activists a sense of “what a decolonial project would
be like” - how to organize a space for Black academics to share
knowledge and conduct a series of seminars on subjects including
“Black Consciousness, Femininities and Masculinities, Queerness,
and so forth” (Ramaru, 2017, p. 92).

The latter goal is consonant with Mignolo’s (2011) theory
of epistemic disobedience, of having to delink from Western
Eurocentric knowledge and of privileging African indigenous
ideas, language, and culture. Nyamnjoh (2022) recalls that Pan-
Africanism provides an ideological basis that calls into question
the Africanness of South African universities, observing that the
thought of Africanity offers a baseline for reimaging institutional
identity, accentuating an Africanization discourse that has long
existed within South African universities. Yet, despite decades of
such calls, the contemporary African university remains largely
structured around Euro-Western epistemological foundations.

Rather than fundamentally transforming how knowledge is
produced, validated, and taught, Africanization has often been
absorbed into the broader “neoliberal imperative of international-
ization,” wherein universities prioritize international recruitment,
global partnerships, and institutional competitiveness without
confronting the colonial foundations of knowledge production
(Nyamnjoh, 2022, p. 97). As Mbembe (2016), Ndlovu-Gatsheni
(2018a), and Subedi (2013) similarly contend, African universities
continue to privilege Eurocentric epistemologies over African
grassroots knowledge(s), which in turn reproduces epistemic
injustice under the guise of neutrality, diversity, and international-
ization. It is precisely these enduring colonial conditions that the
RMF movement has sought to challenge. The student-movement
embrace of Pan-Africanism thus emerged not merely as an ideo-
logical commitment, but as an immediate political and epistemic
response to the ongoing marginalization of African knowledge
within higher education.

Indeed, the idea of internationalism led RMF students to call
for decolonized education - African-centred and global Black
solidarity. The RMF movement advances a more substantive Pan-
African critique by rejecting Africanization that operates only at
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the level of representation or institutional branding. Instead, RMF
insists that African-centred education must involve a fundamental
reconfiguration of how knowledge is produced, validated, and
disseminated within the university.

Drawing on Pan-African ideals, students, notably but not limited
to Maxwele Chumani, Ramabina Mahapa, Athabile Nonxuba, to
mention but a few (Makoni, 2015), challenge the persistence of
Eurocentric epistemic hierarchies, arguing that genuine global
Black solidarity cannot be achieved through neoliberal forms of
internationalization that leave colonial curricula and pedagogies
intact. This is thoroughly evident in student council president
Ramabina Mahapa’s insistence that “transformation should be
felt in all aspects of the university, from the curriculum to the
diversity of students, staff and to the symbolism it reflects”
(Makoni, 2015, para. 22). Mahapa's statement demonstrates that
Pan-Africanism, for RMF, extends beyond curriculum reform
to encompass institutional governance, representation, and the
symbolic environment of the university. This commitment to
African-centred transformation was echoed by RMF activist Alax
Hotz, who argued that universities in Africa must “take African
academics and African knowledge systems seriously,” reflecting
on the movement as “a very important moment for his own
political awakening and for many other young people in the
country who had become disillusioned with the acceptance of
the status quo” (Cabe, 2023). Hotz's reflection shows how RMF's
Pan-African vision fostered a renewed political consciousness
among students by encouraging them to question the ongoing
dominance of Eurocentric knowledge.

Students from the University of Stellenbosch who had joined
the RMF movement in solidarity were greatly inspired by the
call to decolonize the university. Stellenbosch student Sikhulekile
Duma recalls that the movement gave students “the courage
to push for transformation” within an institution where many
Black students were made to feel that they “did not belong” and
where language (Afrikaans) functions as “a tool of exclusion in
the residences and classrooms” (Cabe, 2023). Duma's testimony
demonstrates that RMF's Pan-African ideals resonated across
South African universities, inspiring students to tackle issues of
racialized violence and to advocate for African-centred forms of
belonging, knowledge, and transformation.

As I have argued above, RMF reframes Pan-Africanism as an
epistemic and political goal that links local struggles within South
African universities to broader transnational Black resistance,
while demanding the centring of African intellectual traditions,
histories, and ways of knowing as foundational rather than sup-
plementary to higher education. Furthermore, Pan-Africanism
within RMF exposes the limits of performative institutional re-
forms that adopt superficial diversity measures without addressing
deeper structural inequalities. Through their activism, students
demonstrate that true decolonization requires reclaiming authority
over knowledge production and reshaping institutional cultures to
reflect African perspectives and values. In this way, Pan-Africanism
serves as a critical bridge between historical anti-colonial struggles
and contemporary efforts to reimagine higher education as a space
of liberation, justice, and collective empowerment for Africanity.
However, the students’ engagement with liberation politics reveals
that struggles against coloniality extends beyond transformation.
The movement’s Black feminist interventions highlight the need
to examine how gender, sexuality, and other intersecting forms of
oppression have shaped experiences of exclusion at UCT.
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4.2.2. Theme 2: Black Radical Feminism & the Politics of
Intersectionality

Black Radical Feminism would also materialize as an impor-
tant extension of RMF’s decolonial politics by challenging the
assumption that liberation could be achieved solely through an
understanding of Black identity. In an opinion piece in the Mail
& Guardian Newspaper by a fourth-year student of gender and
transformation, Mbalenhle ‘Mbali’ Matandela (2015a) speaks of
her involvement in the RMF movement in these terms: “We
know how easily patriarchy can dominate any context, even
protests about equal rights and we were not going to let only
men lead the movement or let our voices be drowned out.” In
the same vein, Black African feminist and RMF spokesperson
Kealeboga Ramaru (2017) affirms that the RMF movement pro-
vided a platform for Black intersectional feminists to be recognized
while breaking “the cycle of history silencing their voices” (p.
91).

Ramaru (2017) adds that the community of Black feminists
(women and queer activists) were instrumental in shaping the
RMF movement, thereby creating a space for Black people to
reimagine what a decolonized university means. Furthermore,
the RMF mission statement corroborates this notion, stating
that “while this movement emerged as a response to racism at
UCT, we recognize that experiences of oppression on this cam-
pus are intersectional and we aim to adopt an approach that
is cognizant of this going forward” (Rhodes Must Fall, 2015).
Ramaru (2017) notes that although the Black feminist commu-
nity was unable to reach a consensus on strategies for decolo-
nization, they agreed that employing Crenshaw’s intersection-
ality framework would provide much needed insight into the
process of decolonizing the university, curriculum, and soci-
ety.

The term ‘intersectionality’, as formulated by civil rights advo-
cate Kimberlé Crenshaw (1989), first appeared in an academic
journal article titled “Demarginalizing the Intersection of Race
and Sex: A Black Feminist Critique of Antidiscrimination Doc-
trine, Feminist Theory and Antiracist Politics,” which analy-
ses how U.S. courts interpret and portray the stories of Black
women plaintiffs in America. Crenshaw’s (1989) intersectionality
framework is a “Black feminist criticism” (p. 139) of treating
race and gender as mutually exclusive, resulting in the erasure
of black women's experiences. Crenshaw (1989) demonstrates
how anti-discrimination law and feminist theory depend on a
“single-axis framework” (p. 139), arguing that Black American
women are often theoretically invisible because the oppression
they face cannot be fully understood through race and/or gender
alone.

Crenshaw’s groundbreaking article introduced intersectionality
as a tool for analyzing how various systems of oppression, in-
cluding race, gender, class, age, sexual preference, and physical
ability, operate both independently and in interconnected ways.
Apart from challenging patriarchal structures, intersectionality
also challenges white feminism, which privileges the experiences
of white, middle-class women while silencing the voices of women
of colour (Black, Asian, Latina). By recognizing the experiences of
“Black women as the starting point” (Crenshaw, 1989, p. 140),
Ahmed (2019) expounds on intersectionality as an overlap of
oppression that creates unique forms of discrimination that cannot
be understood through either race or gender alone. In the words
of Matandela (2015b):
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Intersectionality is a way of understanding the experiences
of people, thus becoming a tool for the people. Although it is
apolitical tool for understanding how personal experience is
shaped by institutions that give certain people privileges and
exclude others; the language that we have used to express
this excludes many people ... the question then becomes,
how can intersectionality be for everyone without using the
political language that excludes people? (p. 16)

Matandela’s question highlights an important tension within
intersectionality. While it provides a critical framework for un-
derstanding how systems of power shape lived experience, the
political language through which intersectionality is articulated
may become inaccessible. In response to Matandela’s question,
Daniel (2021) explains that when applying intersectionality to
social movement studies, it is important to differentiate it as: 1) a
movement’s demand (collective action frame), 2) a tool of practice
(intersectional activism), and/or 3) an analytical perspective (p. 15).
In the case of RMF, intersectionality operates across all three di-
mensions. As a collective demand, intersectionality would provide
RMF with a broader and clearer understanding that decolonizing
the university begins with the people (students, staff, and SRC),
before challenging and ridding the university of its “inner Cecil
John Rhodes” (Ramaru, 2017, p. 91). As they would go on to argue,
we must have “certain oppressions and certain privileges and this
must inform our organizing so that we do not silence groups among
us, and no one should have to choose between their struggles”
(Rhodes Must Fall, 2015).

This positioning reshapes the meaning of decolonization. It
unveils decolonization not as a “buzzword” (Ramaru, 2017, p. 92)
but as a way of life that requires constant reflection, accountability,
and the transformation of institutions to put a stop to the multiple
forms of oppression and violence embedded within them. As
observed by Ramaru (2017) and Ahmed (2021), students would
utilize intersectionality as a collective demand to formulate, under-
stand, and interpret their struggles in the fight for decolonization,
and to lay bare the overlapping forms of their oppression. Inter-
sectionality as a collective frame was deployed by UCT students to
overcome existing oppressions and structural racism.

Intersectionality as an action framework would assist the
movement in articulating its political ambition to decolonize the
university and to overcome patriarchal structures. Within the RMF
movement, intersectionality reinforced how solidarity was formed,
organized, and practiced. The main goal of intersectional activism
is to create a space where “positive experiences could be collected”
(Daniel, 2021, p. 23) and where experiences of discrimination can
be addressed. Daniel (2021) describes it as a healing process for
students and members of the UCT community engaged in the fight
for justice. The first use of intersectionality as a tool for activism
occurred at the March 20th occupation of the Bremner building.

The three-week occupation of the Bremner building provided
the UCT students, womxn, and queer activists a decolonial space
for reflection. This moment proved foundational in the creation of
the Intersectional Audit Committee (IAC). The formation of the
IAC by feminist and queer activists represented a recommitment
to the principles of the RMF movement by challenging patriarchy
and ensuring a substantive representation of women in areas such
as activism, media/press appearances, political education, and
administration (Matandela, 2017; Ramaru, 2017).

Another goal of intersectional activism was to challenge the
heteronormative culture within the administration and university.
Rather than allowing leadership and decision-making to be solely
dominated by men, Ahmed (2017) suggests that the decision
to include intersectionality as the movement’s second pillar
represents another form of epistemic disobedience, one that is
aimed directly at the RMF movement rather than at the university
itself. Black radical feminists within RMF appear to have de-linked
from the patriarchal roots embedded in Black Consciousness while
supporting the importance of Black identity.

While Black radical feminists engaged in a process of de-
linking from UCT’s Eurocentric knowledge systems, they also
challenged the ways in which coloniality intersected with gendered
and racialized forms of oppression within the university and
the broader Black liberation struggle. For Ramaru (2017), Black
feminist interventions confronted the reproduction of racial
harassment, intimidation, “sexual assault, sexual harassment, and
Black heterosexual maleness” within BC politics (p. 95). These
critiques emphasized that decolonization could not be achieved
without addressing the intersecting experiences of Black women
and queer individuals within the movement itself.

Sethembile Msezane’s artistic intervention during the RMF
protests mobilizes this intersectional approach to decolonization.
As one Zulu-speaking performance artist and student recalls,
Msezane stood on the plinth in front of the Rhodes statue with
her face obscured by a traditional beaded veil, wearing a black
leotard and stiletto heels, while carrying Chapungu, the sacred
Zimbabwean bateleur eagle (Rahimi, 2024).

Through this performance, Msezane challenges the symbolic
power of colonial monuments while centering Black women’s
visibility and agency within conversations about institutional
transformation. In an interview with The Guardian, Msezane
describes the physical and emotional struggle for a transformative
university:

Stood there for four hours. My feet were blue and i had a heat
stroke. It felt like a new beginning. I'm not sure that we need
statues at all - it’s a colonialist thing, like marking territory. My
work is a response, to get people to look at the landscape with
a different eye. People haven'’t forgiven or forgotten; they’re
still harbouring hatred. That’s why the statue needed to fall.
It fostered the kind of thinking that is dangerous to a country
in healing. (Msezane, 2015)

Msezane’s heroic performance serves as a reminder to the
UCT community and beyond that the true ideology of decol-
onization as political praxis entails liberation from coloniality,
racism, oppression, and discrimination. Decolonization without
intersectionality is like a treasure thrown into the ocean. From
an analytical perspective, intersectionality makes it possible to
view how social categories of various kinds took shape during
the RMF protests. Intersectionality assisted in making sense of
the movement beyond what was visible on the surface - the
removal of the statue. In other words, intersectionality as a lens
advances the question of decolonization for whom, by whom, and
at whose cost? While the RMF movement was first framed as
the “beginning of the decolonisation of the university” and as the
dismantling of existing power structures, conflicts such as violence,
discrimination, patriarchal domination, and race-, gender-, and
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class- based frictions arose throughout the movement (Rhodes
Must Fall, 2015).

As the RMF movement expanded, disputes over leadership and
voice were often played out through gender politics with feminist
interventions being dismissed as hostile or overly emotional, while
women and queer activists remained vulnerable to marginalization
(Ramaru, 2017). RMF through an intersectional lens showcases
how power operates in a decolonial movement, specifically via
the social categories capable of shaping or instrumentalizing how
women and queer bodies are treated, heard, and protected. Daniel
(2021) notes that conflicts about gender shaped both RMF’s politics
and internal management and organization. In that sense, gender
was a driving force that sharpened the movement’s demands,
awakened its understanding of oppression, and insisted that a
decolonized university must be anti-patriarchal and anti-racist.

4.2.3. Theme 3: Black Consciousness (BC)

4.2.3.1. The Black Consciousness Movement: Steve Biko and
Rhodes Must Fall

Having demonstrated how Black Radical Feminism expanded
RMF's critique of coloniality to include gender and sexuality, the
discussion now turns to Black Consciousness, another founda-
tional intellectual framework that shaped the movement through
the notion of Black identity. It is unsurprising that BC thought
should figure in the discourse of institutional racism/reform,
the enduring legacies of colonialism, emancipation, struggles for
freedom, transformation, and systemic inequality in education and
society. In portraying the post-apartheid university, specifically
UCT as a backdrop that continues to marginalize black people
in both lived realities and underlying beliefs, the RMF students
utilize the term ‘Black pain’ to express the emotional exclusion
and psychological trauma caused by whiteness. Thus, the influ-
ence of BC on Black people becomes evident in its emphasis on
self-definition, racial solidarity, and the decolonization of high
education (Nyamnjoh, 2022; Smith & Lester, 2022).

At the root of this struggle lies the dehumanization of Black
people at UCT, violence targeted only against Blacks by a system
that privileges Eurocentrism. For this reason, it was essential
that the movement be led by Black voices and grounded in Black
experiences and pain that have long been ignored and silenced.
Through this, Black Consciousness aims to inspire a newfound
pride in the Black community's identity, efforts, language, culture,
beliefs, values, religion, and appearance.

When defining BC, South African anti-apartheid activist Steve
Biko (1978) emphasizes key principles including self-definition,
solidarity, liberation, collective resistance, and what it truly means
to be Black (person, skin, and reality):

It is an attitude of mind and a way of life. It is the most
positive call to emanate from the Black world for a long
time. Its unadulterated quintessence is the realization by
the Black man [sic] of the need to rally together with his
brothers [sic] around the cause of their oppression... It is
based on a self-examination which has ultimately led them
to believe that by seeking to run away from themselves and
to emulate the White man they are insulting the intelligence
of whoever created them Black. (pp. 91-92)

Biko (1978) believed that the presence of colonialism and
apartheid was not hinged on the oppression and alienation Black
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people endured under White dominance, but it was more centred
upon the internalization of inferiority Blacks experienced by virtue
of the Whites. In addition, Biko would argue that BC seeks to
dismantle the lie that “Black is an aberration from the ‘normal’
which is white” (p. 49). He also goes on to caution his peers, Blacks
who are downgrading the knowledge and purpose behind their
own creation by seeking to emulate a white man. BC, therefore,
takes cognizance of the intentionality of God’s plan in moulding
and creating Black people to be Black.

As such, BC sought to dismantle what Biko identified as “the
most potent weapon of the oppressor is the mind of the oppressed”
(p. 92). This categorically positioned BC as a vital precursor to
meaningful structural transformation in post-apartheid South
Africa.

As we have already seen, when a fourth-year political science
student, Chumani Maxwele, flung a bucket of human excrement
at the Rhodes statue, the act was not a moment of senseless
provocation, but a deep symbolic expression of accumulated
frustration and political dissent long lain hidden at UCT. This
action reflected Maxwele’s anger at UCT's persistent failure to
enact the much-awaited radical transformation of the institution,
particularly in the curriculum, which continued to privilege
Eurocentric epistemology over African indigenous knowledge.
Maxwele's actions, however, were ultimately less significant
than the powerful question he posed to a curious crowd of
students gathered around the statue: “There is no collective history
here...Where are our heroes and ancestors?” (Stiem, 2018). This
question echoes Biko’s long-standing call for transformation,
particularly his insistence on the recognition and inclusion of
African heroes, histories, culture, language, and traditions within
curricula that have been overwhelmingly shaped by Eurocentric
perspectives.

Maxwele’s question functions simultaneously as a challenge,
an exhortation, and a declaration of commitment to a broader
decolonial struggle. In this sense, it retrieves and revitalizes
Biko’s deeper concerns about the structural and socio-economic
injustices that continue to define the apartheid South African
society, which includes the persistent poverty, inequality, and
systemic exclusion that entangle students’ lives and render access
to education fraught with hardship (Ntloedibe, 2019).

Maxwele’s question thus reframes transformation not merely
as a matter of what is taught in universities by professors, but as
an urgent call to confront the material conditions and societal
ills (racism, systemic oppression, etc.) that make the pursuit of
education itself an unequal and unjust undertaking. Building on
Biko’s work, an affirmative response to Maxwele’s question to the
UCT students and community lies in placing “a more human
face” (p. 98) on South Africa by challenging colonial systems
that dehumanize people through poverty, inequality, racism, and
oppression, instead of building a world based on empathy, justice,
and shared responsibility.

Nyamnjoh (2022) takes us through a series of reflections on
how student activists at UCT appropriated the discourse of BC in
different ways, illustrating that apart from the issue of Black pain,
one of the enduring legacies of the Black Consciousness Movement
is its “reconstitution of black as a category” (p. 92, emphasis in
original). Nyamnjoh (2022) argues that the power of black lies in
its capacity to capture lived, emotional, and embodied experiences
of oppression, racism, and systemic injustice. Most notably, this
philosophy continues to shape the Black consciousness movement
by redefining black not merely as a skin colour but as a social
identity that unites Africa(ns), and people of colour who are
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affected by structural racism. In this way, the UCT students, also
known as fallists, channel Black Consciousness to reclaim their
voices, dignity, rights, freedom, and indigenous knowledge within
the university (Nyamnjoh, 2022).

Another notable feature of BC to animate the RMF movement
is its critique of white liberals in the anti-apartheid movement
(Nyamnjoh 2022). Embarking on a political pathway during
apartheid, tensions arose between the African National Congress
(ANC) and white liberals in South Africa over whether and how
white activists should participate in liberation movements. For BC
thinkers, the conflicts between the two parties emanated due to
unequal power relations of the white’s upholding domination in
voice, agenda and resources over Blacks.

This conflict deepened during periods of intense apartheid
repression, when many Black leaders were imprisoned, banned,
sold into slavery, or forced into exile, thereby creating a lead-
ership vacuum within liberation movements (Nyamnjoh 2022).
In response to this crisis, BC insisted on the necessity of Black
self-reliance, highlighting that liberation shouldn't be tied solely
to whiteness but rather be led and defined by Black people. While
not rejecting solidarity outright, BC has maintained meaningful
consensus that requires whites to relinquish control, confront their
own privilege, and support Black-led struggles without having to
seek moral authority or leadership.

The RMF mission statement reflects the influence of BC by
insisting that the movement remain Black-led while recognizing a
supporting role for white allies. Drawing on Steve Biko's “White
Privilege Project,” the statement encourages white students to
participate in radical actions “as a sign of solidarity, so long as
that participation takes place on their terms” (Rhodes Must Fall,
2015), thereby affirming that those most affected by colonial
oppression should lead the struggle for transformation. The
emphasis on Black leadership aligns with UCT’s student Brian
Kamanzi's argument that genuine equality and representation
require challenging the Eurocentric assumptions that continue
to shape universities. As Kamanzi insists, Black students must
become epistemically disobedient by rejecting colonial systems of
knowledge and asserting the legitimacy of African perspectives
(Chowdhury, 2021).

Nyamnjoh (2022) asserts that the moral and political division
of labour between Blacks and liberals gave rise to a political
praxis built on ‘safe spaces’, where participation was respectfully
regulated and followed. This safe space served not only as a site
of resistance but also as a place where inclusion and exclusion
were actively negotiated by reshaping the meaning of participation
between both race and belonging in everyday life. Racial solidarity,
anti-capitalism, black pain, and the involvement of liberals form
the core elements of BC in demand for the decolonization of the
university.

4.2.4. Theme 4: Epistemic Disobedience

In his widely cited article, “reflections on struggles for epistemic
freedom and resurgence of decolonization in the twenty-first
century,” Ndlovu-Gatsheni (2021) poses the following question to
African and Global South societies: “What has been the contribu-
tion of African intellectuals to postcolonial and decolonial scholar-
ship?” (p. 882). Ndlovu-Gatsheni raises this question to highlight
the relative marginalization of African intellectual knowledge
from transnational scholars. While postcolonial scholarship has
been largely shaped by South Asian scholars and decolonial schol-
arship by Latin American thinkers, African knowledge has often
remained peripheral despite Africa's central place in the history of

colonialism. Ndlovu-Gatsheni foregrounds the complex politics of
knowledge in Africa and the Global South through the systematic
undervaluing of African academics’ contributions, linking this
phenomenon to the concepts of decolonization in knowledge,
politics, education, and culture (see Laakso & Hallberg Adu, 2024).
In light of this phenomenon, Argentinian scholar Walter Mignolo
would call for the dismantling of Eurocentric Western knowledge
production and ideology by fostering African indigenous and
subaltern perspectives.

According to Mignolo (2011), “desprenderse” which means
‘epistemic delinking’ takes the inhabitants of the globe to a dif-
ferent “beginning in response to colonization and spatial sites of
struggles, rather than to a new temporality within the same space”
(p. 45). In the context of RMF, while epistemic disobedience means
challenging coloniality, patriarchy, and institutional racism, it also
means taking practical actions towards delinking from dominant
structures and Western paradigms. In other words, epistemic dis-
obedience represents the refusal of privileging Eurocentric thought
as the ‘point of departure’ for what counts as a valid knowledge and
thinking. Instead, one version of epistemic disobedience insists
that the ‘point of departure’ should begin with the lived histories
of Africans, which is precisely what the act of delinking entails.

The goal is not to completely shut down Western thought, but
to outrightly reject its dominance in the realm of knowledge,
engaging them only “in so far as they are relevant to the African
experience” (Rhodes Must Fall, 2015). Ahmed’s (2021) argument
reinforces the notion that the RMF movement’s demands con-
cerning who produces knowledge, how knowledge is produced,
why knowledge is produced, and where knowledge is produced
are core considerations within the realm of decolonial struggle.
Hence, RMF activists’ and students’ insistence on the idea that
knowledge must be deeply grounded in African histories, lived
realities, and struggles.

Delinking, however, becomes visible in how RMF students
would go about challenging UCT as a backbone of ongoing colonial
power, insisting that the university was not considered a neutral
space for learning, thinking, and knowledge production, but was
historically built upon epistemic violence, exclusion, and racial hi-
erarchy. At the classroom level, epistemic disobedience is perhaps
most evident in the struggle against Eurocentric knowledge and in
the valorization of African lived experience. Indeed, RMF students
saw curriculum transformation as a challenge to the institution’s
colonial foundations of teaching and learning by implementing
“a curriculum which critically centres Africa and the subaltern”
(Rhodes Must Fall, 2015). In “The Unofficial Curriculum is where
the real teaching takes place: Faculty experiences of Decolonis-
ing the Curriculum in Africa,” Laakso and Hallberg Adu (2024)
suggest that the conceptual phase of decolonizing curriculum
occurs less via course syllabi and more in what is being engaged
in the classroom, whether through critical discussions, course
topics, readings, group and/or individual assignments, or seminar
presentations.

Epistemic disobedience, therefore, insists that the lived experi-
ences of Black students — informed by alienation, racism, poverty,
erasure, and invisibility — are not to be marginalized as mere
social issues beyond the curriculum. Hence, RMF students frame
curriculum transformation as inseparable from linguistic and
methodological instruction via systems of education and learning.
Language is an art and not just a medium for communicating and
expressing knowledge. RMF students’ insistence on transforming
languages and methodologies clearly foregrounds that decoloniz-
ing the curriculum requires more than revising content; it also
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asserts the inclusion of African indigenous language as legitimate
forms of knowledge production in pedagogical practices.

In the case of RMF, the demand for curriculum transformation
would extend well beyond the curriculum to include calls for
broader institutional reform. In its 28 demands, RMF called for
increased representation of Black academics across faculties and
on “the currently predominantly white male decision-making bod-
ies that perpetuate institutional racism” (Rhodes Must Fall, 2015).
Students also demanded the removal of barriers restricting Black
academics’ access to senior positions, including Professorships,
Associate Professorships, Department Chairs, and Deanships,
alongside a re-evaluation of research priorities “from areas that
are lucrative and centre whiteness, to areas that are relevant to the
lives of black people locally and on the continent” (Rhodes Must
Fall, 2015).

Beyond these institutional demands, RMF activists also enacted
epistemic alternatives through teach-ins, public seminars, and
occupations that created spaces for Black academics, students,
and activists to debate African philosophies, colonial histories,
and decolonial futures outside the constraints of the formal
curriculum. Ramaru (2017) argues that the three-week occupation
of Azania House “opened a space for Black academics and
intellectuals to come and share knowledge, conduct different types
of seminars, on subjects such as Black Consciousness, Femininities
and Masculinities, Queerness, and many other subjects” (p. 92).
These demands and practices would reflect the movement's
conviction that those who teach, conduct research, and occupy
positions of institutional authority shape what knowledge is
recognized, legitimized, and reproduced within the university.

Felicitas Macgilchrist's (2014) discussion of media discourse
and de/coloniality further strengthens the notion of epistemic
disobedience by demonstrating how knowledge is produced,
circulated, and legitimized through historically unequal power
relations. From this perspective, RMF challenged not only who is
included within the university but, more fundamentally, whose
knowledge is authorized to define the university itself. By centring
Black academics, student voices, and African epistemologies,
while simultaneously contesting Eurocentric research agendas
and institutional governance, the movement disrupted the long-
standing assumption that Western knowledge alone constitutes
legitimate academic authority.

4.2.5. Theme 5: Fanonism
4.2.5.1. Psychic Effect of Colonialism

Building on the preceding analyses, I have illustrated that the
call for the removal of the Rhodes statue aimed to address the
persistence of institutional racism, alienation of the Blackness,
sexism, and patriarchy within the university. In this section, I
offer a more nuanced perspective on the psychological and social
trauma experienced during coloniality. The student movement,
driven by the Mandela’s Born Free generation (1994-present) - a
term describing the first generation born in South Africa after the
end of apartheid (1948-1994) - highlights the ties between Black
trauma and colonialism, which Naicker (2026) critically refers
to as a “sociogenic symptom,” meaning the return of “repressed
colonial violence in a generation ostensibly liberated from it” (p.
2).

This generation of South Africans has grappled with the failed
system of a rainbow nation symbolizing unity and optimism,
codified via their lived experiences of exclusion, poverty, economic
disparity, crime, and misrecognition (Wale, Godobo-Madikizela, &
Prager, 2020). This phenomenon is tied to the ongoing trauma
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of coloniality, showcasing how the formal end of apartheid
did not signify an end to racial segregation, oppression, and
discrimination within South African institutions. Frantz Fanon’s
sociogenic principle (sociogeny) is essential for understanding
this trauma, as it provides a language and cultural framework
that link the psychological experiences of the activists, feminists,
and queer people at UCT with political forces such as racism,
colonialism, patriarchy, and oppression already deeply ingrained
in the university. In Black Skin, White Masks (1986), Fanon argues
that colonial trauma manifests when a colonized subject, in
the case of a Black person, perceives the impossibility of being
recognized as an equal human being in the colonial system, in
what Naicker (2026) elsewhere calls “misrecognition” (p. 7).

This misrecognition is strikingly illustrated in one of the primary
sources examined in this study - a YouTube documentary entitled
Luister, produced five months after the RMF protests in 2015,
which features interviews with 32 students from Elsenburg Agri-
cultural Training Institute in Stellenbosch. The documentary cap-
tures students' lived experiences informed by race, belonging, and
institutional culture within a predominantly white educational
environment, providing valuable insight into the psychological
dimensions of coloniality beyond UCT (Corder, 2015). These first-
hand accounts illustrate how racialized exclusion is experienced
in everyday university life and reinforce many of the concerns
articulated by the RMF movement.

Among the interviewees, a Black male student painstakingly
describes the colour of his skin as a “social burden” (9:15 -
9:41) to the white community in Stellenbosch. Another student
recounts being told that if he doesn't speak or understand the
Afrikaans language, he doesn’t belong at Stellenbosch (“If you
don’t speak Afrikaans, you don’t belong here”) (5:48 — 5:57). These
interview materials reveal how racialized exclusion functions
both socially and institutionally, producing a persistent sense of
alienation among Black students. More explicitly, students recount
experiences of direct racial violence and humiliation, such as
being on the receiving end of racial slurs and being treated as
less-than-human. As one Black student admits, “they take [sic] you
like you’re a dog” (4:39 — 4:48). Another student goes on to address
the reality of internalizing psychological distress: “I sometimes
ask myself... why did God make me Black, when a lot can happen
in a good way when I am otherwise (White)?” (0:47 - 0:55).

This realization produces what Fanon (1986) describes as the
lived experience of arriving “too late” (Naicker, 2026, p. 91) in
history. As Fanon writes, “you come too late, much too late. There
will always be a world - a white world between you and us” (p. 122).
For Fanon, colonialism positions a Black person within a social
order in which identity and possibilities are predetermined by
colonial histories than self-definition. In this regard, the humanity
of Black students at UCT continues to be questioned through
institutional practices that privilege the Whites and Eurocentric
norms. Although RMF activists sought meaningful institutional
transformation, they encountered structures that reproduced
colonial patterns of exclusion, making it appear as though their
place within the university had already been defined. As Fanon
(1986) observes, under coloniality “everything is anticipated,
thought out, demonstrated, and made the most of” (p. 91). Echoing
Fanon’s argument, Naicker (2026) reveals that the systemic trauma
was reproduced in the experiences of Black students, who entered
a predominantly white university expecting equality, only to
encounter misjudgment, a Eurocentric curriculum, exclusion, and
aracialized institutional culture.
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Building on Fanon’s (1986) examination of the psychological
impacts of colonialism, Long (2021) contends that the lasting
effects of land dispossession, racial segregation, and cultural
erosion in South Africa, including the educational institutions,
have produced deep economic inequality, poverty, and depri-
vation, which in turn produce feelings of shame tied to Black
identity. From a Fanonian perspective, the emotions expressed
during the RMF protests cannot be understood simply as envy
or resentment; rather, they should be read as symptoms of a
deeper sociogenic condition produced by the enduring struc-
tures of coloniality within South African institutions. Long’s
(2021) analysis contends that protesting students were fueled by
a repressed desire for retaliation that emerged from the failed
promises of the rainbow nation. Fanon’s (1986) framework sug-
gests that these reactions emerge when the colonized subject
confronts a social order that simultaneously promises equal-
ity while continuing to reproduce racial hierarchies and exclu-
sion.

Within the context of UCT, the persistence of colonial
symbols, Eurocentric curricula, and racialized institutional
cultures serve as reminders of an unresolved colonial past.
Consequently, the RMF protests can be interpreted not merely
as displays of anger directed towards a statue, but as attempts
to rupture what Fanon describes as the historical and symbolic
order that continually repositions Black subjects as outsiders
within spaces they are told they supposedly belong to. In
this sense, the Rhodes statue would function as a visible
marker of a deeper colonial structure embedded in the
university’s architecture, knowledge production, and power
relations.

Through a Fanonian sociogenic lens, the RMF movement
represents a collective confrontation with what may be un-
derstood as the afterlife of colonial violence. The frustration,
anger, and political mobilization of the Born Free generation
reveal how colonial trauma persists not only through mate-
rial inequalities but also through symbolic and psychologi-
cal structures that shape recognition, belonging, and dignity.
Rather than indicating a pathological response, these protests
may be read as efforts to reclaim agency and challenge a colo-
nial epistemic order that continues to define whose knowl-
edge, histories, and identities are legitimized within the univer-
sity.

5. Discussion of Findings

5.1. Introduction

The purpose of the following discussion is to interpret the find-
ings presented in relation to this study's two research ques-
tions. This section situates the findings within the broader
scholarship on decoloniality and politics of reckoning in higher
education, examining how the RMF movement contributes
to contemporary understandings of what it means to decolo-
nize the African university and what RMF reveals about the
possibilities of decolonial politics within and outside of the
university. Throughout the discussion, the findings are inter-
preted through the theoretical lens of decoloniality, with par-
ticular attention to Mignolo's conception of epistemic disobe-
dience and Macgilchrist's understanding of decolonial thought
as an ongoing challenge to colonial systems of knowledge and
power.

5.2. Decolonization as an Ongoing Project of Structural
Transformation (RQ1)

5.2.1. What does it mean to truly decolonize the University,
specifically within an African context?

To truly call for a decolonized African university entails funda-
mentally dismantling the colonial, Eurocentric, and neo-colonial
frameworks that continue to dictate how knowledge is produced,
taught, and valued across all levels - epistemic, institutional,
symbolic, and lived experiences. A step towards a decolonized
African university can be seen as part and parcel of a radical
process that centralizes African epistemologies and deconstructs
Western knowledge. Drawing on a thematic analysis of the RMF
movement and its underpinning decolonial frameworks, the most
salient finding of this study is that decolonizing the African univer-
sity entails achieving epistemic justice and freedom that enables
knowledge production and dissemination from the vantage points
of socio-epistemic and geohistorical locations of the colonized
(Ndlovu-Gatsheni, 2018).

The findings strongly align with Ndlovu-Gatsheni’s (2018) no-
tion of epistemic freedom, revealing that students and activists
conceptualize decolonization as the ability to think, theorize,
and produce knowledge from African standpoints rather than
through inherited (and imposed) Eurocentric ideologies. Across
the analyzed themes, there is a consistent critique of the African
university as a site that continues to universalize Western knowl-
edge while marginalizing African epistemologies. For example,
several of the 28 demands (see table 1) explicitly called for the
decolonization of the curriculum, the inclusion of African literary
texts, increased representation of Black academics, free and fair
educational system, and the transformation of institutional cul-
tures that privileged Eurocentric intellectual culture. Likewise,
Chumani Maxwele would forcefully argue that the continued
prominence of the Rhodes' statue symbolized a university that
embodied Eurocentrism and silenced Black histories/experiences
invisible (Ahmed, 2020; Andersen & Knudsen, 2019; Becker, 2025).

Student activists such as Alax Hotz, Zethu Matebeni, Ramaru
Kealeboga, and Ramabina Mahapa, to mention but a few, further
criticized UCT’s curriculum for prioritizing Western thought
and pedagogy while dismissing Black scholars, histories, and
knowledge systems. Zethu Matebeni (2018, paras. 2-4) asserts the
Rhodes statue represented far more than a colonial monument,
in that the statue served as a constant reminder “of how and
for whom the university was designed” - primarily for white
interests, extending beyond the physical monument to “the
medium of instruction, the privilege afforded to whiteness, and
the value given to middle-class positionality.” Furthermore, she
notes that many Black students “felt alienated from the academic
project” and were expected to assimilate into “white standards and
white values of excellence,” conditions that ultimately fuelled the
students’ demands for a decolonized curriculum and a transformed
institutional culture.

Likewise, Kealeboga Ramaru (2017) contends that UCT “lacked
real transformation and has never imagined decolonization as
an institution” (p. 89). She indicates that Black students chal-
lenged the university's “number-obsessed transformation agenda
that has yielded very little change” (p. 90), while “systematic
exclusion” persisted through a Eurocentric curriculum, limited
staff transformation, and an institutional culture that privileged
white, middle-class students. Ramaru posits that, for RMF activists,
decolonizing the university meant confronting “its racism and
unapologetic exclusion,” disputing “the institutional racism that
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presented itself through the Eurocentric curriculum” and challeng-
ing “the undervaluing of Black academics and their knowledge”
(p- 91).

Furthermore, Ramabina Mahapa highlights that for a meaning-
ful transformation to occur, it requires fundamentally restructur-
ing the curriculum that holds African philosophies, histories, and
intellectual traditions in high esteem (see page 44) (Makoni, 2015).
Mahapa criticizes UCT for silencing “the voices of black students
- mixed race, Indian and African - and black history” (Makoni,
2015), while continuing to celebrate historical figures who were
“undisputedly white supremacists” (Makoni, 2015). Together, each
of the student statements illustrate that, decolonization extends
beyond the removal of statues or monuments to transforming the
curriculum, institutional culture, and epistemologies that continue
to privilege colonial narratives.

Newspaper articles and broadcast news media - including The
Guardian, BBC News, Daily Maverick, New Internationalist, and
UCT News - play a significant role in amplifying UCT students’
voices in the public sphere. Across interviews, reports, and opinion
pieces, students consistently emphasized their struggle extended
beyond the removal of the Rhodes statue to dismantling the Eu-
rocentric epistemologies, pedagogical practices, and institutional
cultures that continue to marginalize Black students and African
intellectuals at UCT. For example, The Guardian's feature “The
Birth of Rhodes Must Fall” profiled student leaders Ramabina
Mahapa, Chumani Maxwele, Kgotsi Chikane, and Malaika wa
Afrika, who framed the movement as a broader struggle to de-
colonize the university. Reflecting on Maxwele's faeces protest,
Chikane recalls thinking Maxwele’s action as a “disgusting and
immature initiative” (Fairbanks, 2015). However, three days after
the poo-protest, Chikane found himself leading an anti-Rhodes
demonstration after discovering how public reactions revealed
enduring racial divisions between Whites and Blacks.

Similarly, Daily Maverick's “Right of Response: #RhodesMust-
Fall - Careful, Rebecca Hodes, Your Colour is Showing” clearly
provides the RMF movement with a platform to clarify its objec-
tives. In the article, RMF activists rejected portrayals of the cam-
paign as merely a symbolic attack on the Rhodes statue, arguing
instead that decolonization required “a curriculum which treats
African discourses as the point of departure” through addressing
not only content but languages, and methodologies of teaching
and learning, “and a legitimate lens through which to view and
examine the world” (Rhodes Must Fall Collective, 2015). The
article reveals that the movement also called for an increase in
the representation of Blacks in academia, the transformation
of institutional symbols and culture, and greater solidarity with
outsourced workers, demonstrating that its demands were directed
solely toward restructuring the university. Together, these media in-
terventions demonstrate the functionality of RMF as an epistemic
and political intervention that transforms student grievances into
a public critique of the colonial foundations of higher education
and by advancing a collective vision of a decolonized African
university.

Consequently, decolonization was framed not as the simple
inclusion of African perspectives within an existing Eurocentric
framework but as the fundamental restructuring of the university
so that African epistemologies, histories, and intellectual traditions
could be recognized as legitimate, foundational, and authoritative
forms of knowledge. This suggests that coloniality persists not as
a historical residue, but as an active and structuring force within
contemporary higher education. Thus, decolonization demands
the inclusion of African perspectives into existing Eurocentric

o ||

GJHSS-H VoL. 26 Issuk 2

systems, and the restructuring of those systems to centre African
intellectual traditions as valid, foundational, and authoritative.

In addition to seeking epistemic freedom and justice, the
findings of this study further indicate that decolonization of the
African university is inherently political and relational, strongly
rooted in broader struggles for liberation and justice. Through
the lens of Pan-Africanism, the RMF movement situates UCT
within a global history of colonial domination and resistance.
Decolonizing the African university, therefore, is inseparable
from reclaiming African identity, history, and epistemological
sovereignty. Decolonizing the African university represents a
continuation of anti-colonial struggles that seek to dismantle
enduring systems of racial, economic, and epistemic oppression.

Kumssa (2022) and Falola and Essien (2013) situate Pan-
Africanism as a movement that builds unity, solidarity, and
liberation among people of African descent - a line of inquiry
that resonates strongly via the RMF mission statement (2015),
which strongly demands curriculum that centralizes African and
subaltern epistemologies. In the same vein, Nyamnjoh (2022)
argues that such demands challenge the idea of Africanization
driven by neoliberal internationalization, articulating calls for a
deeper epistemic shift capable of reclaiming and/or reinstating
African knowledge.

As I mention above, decolonization is inseparable from reclaim-
ing African identity, history, and knowledge. The RMF movement
centres Mignolo’s (2011) idea of delinking from dominant West-
ern knowledge production and knowledge itself. RMF activities
associated with epistemic delinking include but are not limited
to the following: a three-week occupation of Azania House, with
Black students and academics engaging in political discussion
surrounding Black Consciousness, Femininities/Masculinities,
Queerness, Black Feminism, the removal of colonial statues, and a
demand for curriculum transformation. These forms of epistemic
resistance reframe decolonization as both demand and action -
endeavours that actively seek to dismantle epistemic struggles and
colonial structures. Together these efforts can be seen as initiatives
designed to reimagine the third university that paperson contends
has the potential to exist within the walls of an already established
colonial institution.

African universities often engage in what can be described as
performative approaches, adopting the language of decolonization
without addressing its structural implications. Initiatives framed
around diversity, inclusion, or internationalization frequently fail
to challenge the underlying epistemic hierarchies that privilege
Western knowledge. This underscores a critical tension between
institutional reform and transformative change. It suggests that
without a genuine commitment to restructuring power and
knowledge, decolonization risks being reduced to mere rhetoric.

Against this backdrop, decolonization remains an ongoing,
dynamic, structural, and unfinished process of reconfiguring
power, culture, language, and knowledge. As paperson (2017)
suggests, decolonization in the realm of higher education is
akin to an ocean in constant motion, never reaching a final or
complete state. Likewise, Moyo insists that decolonization requires
continuous reflexivity, arguing that coloniality persists in subtle
and evolving forms, thereby demanding sustained intellectual and
institutional engagement.

The RMF movement provides a concrete illustration of this
processual nature of decolonizing work as described by paperson
(2017) and Moyo (2020) - instead of putting a stop to the movement
upon the removal of the Rhodes statue, RMF would go on to
put forward broader demands like curriculum transformation,
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language reform, and institutional change. An illustrative example
of this intervention is the RMF in-action teach-ins and the UCT
Decolonial Summer School which clearly model attempts to create
alternative spaces for knowledge production beyond traditional
academia (Ramaru, 2017). Interventions of this kind represent
what Ndlovu-Gatsheni (2018a) describes as the unfinished busi-
ness of decolonization in postcolonial Africa. As Heleta (2016)
puts it, dismantling coloniality in higher education cannot be
achieved through one-off reforms but rather through a continuous
restructuring of knowledge systems, institutional cultures, and
power relations.

The findings of this study indicate that decolonization is shaped
by histories, local realities, and global connections, making it
both context-specific and transnational. The intellectual and
political force of the RMF movement generated solidarity actions
across Africa, the US, and the UK, with one of its most visible
manifestations emerging at Oriel College, Oxford. While RMF
was rooted in the conditions of post-apartheid South Africa and
challenged the persistence of coloniality within a historically
racialized university system, RMF-Oxford (RMFO) adapted these
actions to the context of Britain’s imperial and colonial history. For
RMFO activists, epistemic disobedience involved challenging the
continued celebration of Rhodes, confronting racial inequalities
within the institution, questioning colonial memorial landscapes,
and demanding the transformation of Eurocentric curricula and
knowledge systems (Ahmed, 2020; Ndlovu-Gatsheni, 2018).

Unlike the RMF movement at UCT, the RMFO campaign failed
in securing the removal of the Rhodes statue at Oriel College.
During the Black Lives Matter (BLM) protests in May 2020, RMFO
activists renewed their efforts to decolonize the university through
public demonstrations, petitions, and campaigns, challenging
Oxford’s continued preservation and legitimization of colonial
histories through its symbolic landscape, institutional cultures,
and systems of knowledge production.

Students and faculty mobilized against what they viewed
as Oxford’s reluctance to critically engage with its imperial
inheritance. As Ntokozo Qwabe argues, “the University of Oxford
continues to colonize the minds of future leaders through its
visual iconography, the concepts and histories in its curricula,
the gross underrepresentation of people of colour and other
marginalised groups in its staff...” (Qwabe, 2015, p. 12). This
illustrates how RMFO expanded RMF’s critique of symbolic
and epistemic coloniality by demonstrating that colonial legacies
remain embedded within the everyday structures, histories, and
knowledge practices of elite Western institutions.

Decolonizing the university in an African context involves
paying close attention to African and/or subaltern Indigenous
knowledge systems - oral traditions, philosophies (Ubuntu),
cultures, languages, and histories - while simultaneously engaging
in broader global struggles against coloniality. As Mutongoza
(2025) emphasizes, decolonizing African academia is a continuous
project of social justice that requires ongoing critical reflection
and structural transformation. Thus, the above findings affirm that
decolonization is not a destination that can be fully completed, but
a continuous, contested, and evolving process of reimagining the
university and its role in society.

5.3. Rhodes Must Fall as an Epistemic and Political
Intervention (RQ2)

5.3.1. What does the Rhodes Must Fall student movement have
to teach us regarding the potential viability of decolonial/anti-
colonial politics both within and beyond the university?

Africans have long had their own Indigenous systems of knowl-
edge and knowledge production prior to colonialism - some of
which include storytelling, folklore, proverbs, music, and conflict
resolution. The RMF movement successfully gained momentum in
shifting public and institutional discourse from symbolic concerns
to deeper questions about epistemic injustice, institutional racism,
and coloniality.

The protests significantly influenced institutions nationwide by
highlighting key issues, such as arise in tuition fees, the eradication
of gender-based violence (GBV), financial exclusion, and the
insourcing of outsourced workers (often the most vulnerable non-
teaching staff). The widespread mobilization of students across
the continent created immense pressure on university adminis-
trators to respond to concerns regarding access to transformative
education. In Senegal, the Senegalese actively protested against the
statue of 19" century French colonial governor Louis Faidherbe
by demanding a critical reckoning of the country’s colonial past
(Ndiaye, 2020). In the same vein, the Must Fall movement inspired
the Sudanese revolution to call for a radical change and break free
from dictatorship (Ndiaye, 2020).

The RMF movement demonstrates that decolonial politics is
viable not because it relies on a single form of protest, but because
it strategically combines symbolic, spatial, digital, and intellectual
forms of resistance to challenge entrenched systems of power.
Rather than limiting its demands to institutional petitions, the
RMF movement transformed the university itself into a contested
political space. Through alternative measures such as the deface-
ment and removal of the Rhodes statue, occupation of administra-
tive buildings (Azania House), decolonial teach-ins, formation of
TAC, and social media campaigns (e.g., #RhodesMustFall, #Takelt-
Down, and #DecolonizeOurEducation), students disrupted the
everyday operations of the university while exposing the colo-
nial assumptions embedded within its curriculum, institutional
culture, governance structures, and public symbols. These inter-
connected strategies demonstrate how decolonial politics operates
simultaneously across all levels, making visible forms of exclusion
that had long been normalized within higher education.

These actions are best understood through Cassegard’s (2014)
concept of “bracketing” (p. 692), whereby participants in the
public sphere temporarily suspend existing social hierarchies to
create equality between the people. However, Cassegérd argues
that genuine democratic publicness cannot be sustained through
bracketing alone; it requires “contestation” (p. 692) - actively
challenging the structural inequalities that continue to exclude
certain groups from meaningful participation in the university.
As a result, the RMF movement created alternative democratic
spaces in which students, workers, and marginalized communities
could collectively articulate their experiences, contest institutional
authority, and imagine new possibilities for a decolonized uni-
versity. The movement, therefore, demonstrates that the viability
of decolonial politics lies beyond the student movement, in its
capacity to transform marginalized groups (staff and students),
cultural capital, and exclusionary networks of power.

RMF stresses that symbolism within the realm of politics is an
entry point for broader structural transformation. The demand to
remove the Rhodes statue served as a catalyst for change, making
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visible the persistence of colonial power within everyday university
life. Symbols are not merely representational; they are constitutive
of institutional culture and power. By directly targeting the
Rhodes statue to capture the administration's attention, the RMF
movement mobilized the visibility of coloniality through a political
campaign that students could connect with and respond to, thereby
highlighting the harm caused by colonial structures ingrained
within the university environment.

Beyond symbolism, the RMF movement highlights the impor-
tance of intellectual frameworks in sustaining decolonial politics
within the institution. This was clearly reflected in how the RMF
students described the movement as premised on five core ideolog-
ical pillars: Pan-Africanism, Black Consciousness, Black radical
feminism, epistemic disobedience and Fanonism. The above re-
search reveals that these decolonial pillars provided not just a
structure for protest against inequality but also a strategic vision
for decolonial futures. Studies have shown that students drew
inspiration from diverse sources, including the Black Lives Matter
protests, anti-colonial movements in Africa, the 1976 Soweto
Uprising and anti-apartheid Black student movement, and the
Black Radical tradition in the United States (Ahmed, 2020; Daniel,
2025), among others. In addition, the students were shown to have
drawn on intellectual works from decolonial activists and local
figures including Frantz Fanon, the Algerian Revolution, the Latin
American Decolonial School, Steve Biko, and Robert Sobukwe
(Daniel & Platzky Miller, 2025). These inspirations enabled the
students to connect immediate struggles across the university to
broader systems of power and resistance.

RMF demonstrates that an intersectional perspective enables
the elucidation of power dynamics and processes of both inclusion
and exclusion within a movement. At the height of the movement,
Black heterosexual men undermined intersectionality principles
by expanding the number of heteronormative leadership positions
that were fully dominated by the male gender. As a result,
Blackness became the focal identity marker that overshadowed
gender, sexuality, and non-binary identities. While the movement
sought to challenge racial oppression and colonial structures, the
growing prominence of heteronormative leadership at UCT shows
that other forms of intersectional theory (sexism, homophobia,
transphobia) received far less attention. In turn, the experiences
and concerns of Black women, queer individuals, and non-binary
activists led to the establishment of a more inclusive intersectional
framework through the creation of the Intersectionality Auditing
Committee (IAC). Ramaru (2017) notes that the formation of
IAC “was to recommit educating themselves about the depth of
colonization and its impact on their understandings of gender,
culture, and socialization” (p. 93).

Questions of intersectionality and decolonization are deeply
entwined with debates on identity, power, knowledge production,
belonging, social justice, citizenship, and the dynamics of exclu-
sion and inclusion regarding rights and representation. These
frameworks can be regarded as two sides of the same coin, as
intersectionality guides the intentions and structural processes of a
movement, while decolonization incorporates a power-critical lens
for the movement to be understood and enacted. Consequently,
situating intersectionality within a given social movement enables
the public to better decipher the diverse types of power dynamics
that occur in protest actions and movements. Additionally, an in-
tersectional approach addresses questions regarding inclusiveness,
mobilization, and self-reflexivity. For instance, does inclusivity
refer solely to specific groups of people? How inclusive should
a social movement be to legitimize its demands? Whose voices
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are amplified and/or whose are marginalized? Who assumes
leadership roles and who ratifies decisions? Is the movement
reproducing the exclusions it first sought to challenge? Who has
access to resources, platforms, and opportunities for political
engagement? Are race, gender, class, language, or nationality influ-
encing broader participation within the movement? Through mobi-
lization, intersectionality promotes self-reflection by encouraging
activists to examine their assumptions, identities, and practices
critically - prompting further questions: Who exactly needs to be
mobilized? What barriers hinder certain groups from participating?
Does mobilization recognize the diverse experiences and needs of
participants, or assume a shared experience of oppression? Thus,
intersectionality can be depicted as a tool for deeper and more
sustained reflection.

Nyamnjoh’s (2022) concept of epistemic citizenship, which is
particularly useful for examining questions of belonging, recog-
nition, and participation within the university draws attention
to the question of who is recognized as an actor in producing,
re-storying, and defining knowledge in a post-colonial system. The
RMF students’ demands for curriculum transformation, represen-
tation of Black academics across faculty, recognition of African
intellectual traditions, and changes to institutional culture can
therefore be interpreted as claims to epistemic citizenship. These
demands were not simply calls for inclusion within an existing
university structure; they challenged the terms through which
belonging, legitimacy, and authority were distributed within the
institution.

Nevertheless, the RMF movement clears an important path for
thinking about the viability of decolonial and anticolonial politics
within and beyond the university space. Its strength lies in its
ability to disrupt epistemic hierarchies, mobilize collective action,
and reframe global debates on knowledge production and social
justice. On the one hand, RMF demonstrates clear viability in its
capacity to disrupt dominant epistemic structures. By challenging
the Rhodes statue and broader colonial legacy of the university, the
movement compelled universities to confront important questions
regarding the validity of institutional knowledge and institutional
histories.

This created a shift in public discourse, making terms like
‘decolonization’ and ‘epistemic disobedience’ part of the tradi-
tional academic vocabulary. In this regard, RMF indicates that
decolonial politics can successfully reframe terms like coloniality
and mobilize collective student action around shared experiences
of exclusion. It reveals that when grounded in lived experiences
of inequality, movements such as RMF and RMFO can generate
powerful solidarity across racial, classed, and even national lines.
This was made possible through shared demands for economic
equality, inclusion, and cultural diversity, as students across UCT,
Oxford, and Witwatersrand identified the university as a key site
where colonial power, knowledge, and inequality continue to be
reproduced. Despite their different contexts, these movements
were united by a common vision of transforming higher education
beyond colonial and imperial legacies.

At the same time, internal dynamics within movements like
RMF also affect their long-term stability. As momentum builds,
social movements often face fragmentation due to ideological
differences, leadership struggles, or uneven participation. While
intersectionality expands the movement’s analytical depth and
inclusivity, it can also complicate consensus-building and strategic
coherence. This does not mean the movement fails, but rather
that its internal diversity shapes its trajectory in ways that make
sustained institutional pressure difficult to maintain over time.
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Collectively, these dynamics highlight a central paradox: RMF
is viable because it can disrupt, mobilize, and reframe; yet it is
unstable because institutions are structurally designed to endure,
adapt, and absorb protest. The RMF successes therefore should
not be interpreted as either a full-blown victory or failure, but a
middle ground of how decolonial politics tends to operate within
a constrained environment.

The most important lesson RMF offers is that decolonial and
anticolonial politics are not outcomes that can be permanently
achieved and secured within institutions. Instead, they function
as ongoing processes of contestation over knowledge, legitimacy,
and power. Decolonization is a framework that must be repeatedly
enacted, defended, and reimagined. Universities may change in
response to pressure, but those changes are never final; they remain
open to reversal, dilution, or reconfiguration. Ultimately, RMF
teaches the public that viability should not be measured solely
by permanence or institutional closure, but by sustained capacity
to unsettle dominant structures and keep alternative visions of
knowledge alive. Decolonial politics endure not because they are
fully institutionalized, but because they continually resist being
settled into stable finished forms.

Furthermore, this thesis research highlights that RMF embodies
decolonial politics as a practice of imagination and world-building.
The movement not only critiques existing colonial structures but
also envisions what a decolonized university, and by extension, a
decolonized society, could resemble. Through building occupied
and alternative pedagogical spaces, epistemic actors (students,
academics, activists, feminists) experimented with new forms of
knowledge production and community. However, RMF’s ability
to sustain these alternatives beyond the university remained a
significant challenge. While symbolic demands, including the
removal of the Rhodes statue constitute visible gains, broader
structural demands regarding the curriculum, institutional culture,
and inequality remain open-ended, if unanswered. Students and
activists from Stellenbosch University (Mlandu, Hotz, Valela, and
Duma) identify one of RMF’s key limitations as its inability to move
beyond being a “typical student movement” (Cabe, 2023). They
argue that if RMF had connected with working-class Black people,
“it could have pushed the ruling party to confront inequality and
the unresolved land question.” As Valela points out, one of RMF’s
limitations was its inability to sufficiently address how “the gains
[will] continue to stay as gains beyond one class of students,”
thereby questioning the sustainability of its transformative agenda.

Limitations of this kind are evident when comparing RMF’s
symbolic achievements with the structural demands that remain
unmet. For example, leader of the Economic Freedom Fighters’
Youth Command at UCT, Takalani Makhwathana, states that
many of the commitments made following the 2015-2016 stu-
dent movement protests have yet to materialize, with students
experiencing “financial exclusion, a lack of accommodation, and
ongoing struggles with the National Student Financial Aid Scheme
(NSFAS)” (Tembo, 2025). For Makhwathana, the ongoing existence
of these struggles indicates that while student activism remains
present, the lack of national coordination has limited the ability
to sustain collective pressure for broader transformation.

In the same way, Becker (2025) asserts that many institutional
responses to decolonization have taken the form of top-down
initiatives that have produced limited transformation. However,
she reveals that more meaningful changes have emerged within
academic departments that engaged seriously with the epistemo-
logical and pedagogical questions raised by RMF students. These

efforts pinpoint the importance of RMF’s imaginative contribution
within the university.

Therefore, RMF’s significance lies not only in the demands
it achieved but also in the alternative futures it made possible
to imagine. The movement emphasizes that decolonial politics
requires both the disruption of colonial structures and the creation
of new forms of knowledge, solidarity, and institutional culture.
Yet, the unfinished realization of many demands reveals that
imagination alone is insufficient. Sustaining decolonial transfor-
mation requires broader social alliances, long-term organizing,
and institutional commitments that extend beyond the initial
movement. The alternative spaces created by RMF were largely
provisional and dependent on the intensity of protest conditions,
raising questions about whether such pedagogical and epistemic
systems can persist once the immediate momentum of mobiliza-
tion declines. In other words, the movement’s imaginative capacity
was strongest in moments of rupture, but less clearly translated
into long-term institutional restructuring. This exposes a central
paradox of decolonial politics within higher education: decolonial
world-building is expected to transform the university from within,
yet the institutional structures through which such transformation
must occur remain embedded in the very colonial structures being
challenged. As a result, decolonial practices are often forced to
operate in parallel or insurgent modes, than becoming embedded
in the formal architecture of leadership, curriculum design, and
knowledge validation.

6. Reflection and Conclusion

Rhodes Must Fall!

Amandla!

Decolonize our education!

Black Lives Matter!

All Rhodes leads to the colonization of the mind!
Make Rhodes a history!

These slogans capture the unfinished yet unrelenting spirit
of the RMF movement over a decade after its eruption. Eleven
years on, the movement stands as both a poignant reminder and a
provocative challenge. Although the statue of Rhodes may have
fallen, the deeper structures of coloniality within the African
university and beyond remain stubbornly in place. What this thesis
underscores is the enduring usefulness of the movement as both a
critical and an epistemic lens for assessing where things currently
stand, what has shifted, what has stalled, and what still needs to
be dismantled.

Just over a decade of rigorous struggle has shown that decol-
onization can never be reduced to any single event but rather
should be cast as an ongoing collective project that continues to
challenge how knowledge is produced, whose voices are heard,
and what futures are imagined. Therefore, a key question arises:
What has the university accomplished in the aftermath of the
2015 RMF student uprising? A considerable amount of work
has been undertaken since the removal of the Rhodes statue on
April 9, 2015, including the incorporation of insourced workers,
curriculum changes, renamed buildings, Afrocentric artworks,
gender-inclusive washrooms, and gender-nonprescriptive student
cards, amongst other notable changes (e.g. Becker 2025; Kessi,
2025).

10 years on, UCT Dean of Humanities Shose Kessi (2025) writes
that amid these transformations, the university has consistently
hosted an annual decolonial summer school - initiated, delivered,
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and facilitated by decolonial thinkers and theorists, including Nel-
son Maldonado-Torres (Rutgers University), Ramén Grosfoguel
(University of California, Berkeley), Pumla Gqola (University of
the Witwatersrand), CK Raju (Centre for Studies in Civilizations),
Tendayi Sithole (Unisa), and Siphamandla Zondi (University of
Pretoria). The summer school brings together local and interna-
tional academics to engage critically with decolonial thought and
explore how it might go about reshaping pedagogy, curriculum,
and classroom praxis before the commencement of each academic
year. Similarly, the adoption of UCT’s Curriculum Change Frame-
work? reflects the university's many efforts to institutionalize
transformation in teaching and learning practices. The framework
outlines the following 10 key recommendations (RMF, 2015):

1. Authentic engagement

2. Leadership with integrity

3. Blending the formal with informal
4. Reading with conscious intent

5. Addressing Institutional Racism, Ableism, Sexism and Het-
eronormativity

6. Addressing Knowledge Fragmentation: Encouraging Trans-
disciplinarity

7. Attending to decolonial pedagogy
8. Assessment for learning
9. Disrupting Colonial Lies

10. #StudentsMustRise

Collectively, these recommendations demonstrate how decolo-
nization involves rethinking the histories and institutional cultures
that shape knowledge production within the university. Notably,
academics across UCT have made significant efforts to trans-
form curricula and pedagogical practices that have historically
privileged Western-centric systems of knowledge. A very good
example is the establishment of the Hub for Decolonial Feminist
Psychologies in Africa led by Shose Kessi and Floretta Boonzaier in
the Department of Psychology (Kessi & Boozaier, 2018). The Hub
represents a critical intervention into the discipline of Psychology
by foregrounding African-centred, feminist, and decolonial ap-
proaches to knowledge production. In doing so, it challenges the
historical dominance of Eurocentric frameworks in Psychology
and creates space for more contextually grounded and socially
responsive scholarship.

In addition to curriculum and pedagogy, institutional transfor-
mation has been reflected in broader structural changes within
the university. These changes are not limited to the demographic
profiles of staff and students; they also include an increase in
Black academics in senior roles and administration, as well as a
reduction in the segregation gap among students (Kessi, 2025). All
these developments indicate attempts by the institution to address
long-standing patterns of racial exclusion and inequality that have
been deeply entrenched within the walls of UCT.

Over the past 11 years, some South African institutions have
made greater efforts to counter racist epistemological violence in
research, particularly scientific studies that reproduce colonial

2https://www.news.uct.ac.za/media/userfiles/downloads/reports/ccwg/UCT-Curricu
lum-Change-Framework.pdf
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representations of Black identities. In an opinion piece entitled
“Racist Science: The Burden of Black Bodies and Minds” (2019), a
group of decolonial literary scholars addressed the editors of Aging,
Neuropsychology and Cognition journal, objecting to and calling
for the retraction of a publication by Stellenbosch University (SU)
academics that portray Black women through harmful stereotypes
that degrade Black knowledge (Kessi, 2025; Boswell, et.al., 2019).

In response to growing objections to the proliferation of racist
scientific studies, SU held a symposium on ‘re-structuring science
and research’ with the Psychology Society of South Africa (PsySSA)
and the Psychology Department, which called for the article
in question to be retracted. Soon after these objections were
disseminated, UCT withdrew its affiliation from a study published
by two authors — an academic from UCT’s Graduate School
of Business (GSB) and another from Université de Kinshasa
(University of Kinshasa), DRC, entitled “Intelligence and Slave
Exports from Africa,” on the grounds that it “claimed that there
is a relationship between race, more specifically blackness and
African-ness, and impaired cognitive function” (Boswell et al.,
2019). In the wake of these and other controversies, Kessi (2025)
raises some thought-provoking questions:

What lingering violence needs to be addressed? When and
in what form do they resurface? What policies, frameworks,
and spaces acknowledge ‘black pain’ and its embodied
manifestations and provocations? What tools are available
to create spaces for inclusive forms of dialogue and engage-
ment? (p. 11).

These questions remain deeply significant because they shift the
conversation beyond the statue and monuments of transformation
and compel a confrontation with the more subtle, enduring,
and often invisible forms of colonial violence that continue to
shape the contemporary university. Although statues have fallen,
buildings have been renamed, and policies have been rewritten, the
emotional, psychological, epistemological, and structural legacies
of colonialism do not disappear as easily.

Coloniality persists across institutional cultures via whose schol-
arship is legitimized, whose pain is recognized, whose histories
are remembered, and whose futures are imagined. In many ways,
this demonstrates that decolonization is not a destination that
can be achieved through policy reform, but rather via a continual
process of unsettling power, interrogating inherited assumptions,
and rebuilding institutions in ways that are genuinely attentive to
justice, plurality, and human dignity. Thus, Kessi (2025) argues that
the duty of Africans is to “stand firm against coloniality, reflect
on epicolonial existence and to keep listening to both students
and staff to better confront the institutional dynamics that keep
reinventing themselves in ways that exclude and marginalize” (p.
11).

Indeed, one of RMF movement's greatest contributions is its
ability to expose the hidden, intricate web of race, class, language,
sexuality, labour, and knowledge production within higher edu-
cation. In doing so, the persistence of epistemic injustice demon-
strates that decolonization cannot be confined solely to questions
of representation (i.e., statues or monuments). Increasing the
number of Black academics and students within institutions is
undeniably important, yet representation alone does not automat-
ically dismantle colonial modes of thinking. The deeper challenge
lies in transforming the epistemological foundations upon which
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universities are built. This involves critically interrogating whose
knowledge is considered universal, objective, scientific, or author-
itative, and whose knowledge continues to be marginalized or
dismissed.

Furthermore, the movement has given rise to expanded conver-
sations about intersectionality within higher education. RMF and
subsequent movements, including Fees Must Fall and Patriarchy
Must Fall, created space for broader discourse on gendered vio-
lence, queer exclusion, disability justice, mental health, worker ex-
ploitation, and the precarious conditions under which many Black
students attempt to survive within Western-centric institutions
(Daniel, 2021). In this regard, decolonization became inseparable
from questions of social, emotional, economic, and psychological
justice, enabling the public articulation of Black pain, alienation,
and historical trauma within institutions that had long demanded
silence, assimilation, or respectability from marginalized commu-
nities. Future research could therefore examine more closely how
inequality shapes the lived experiences of students and staff within
historically colonial institutions, particularly across intersectional
forms of race, gender, sexuality, disability, and class.

Prior to the RMF movement, many Black students and activists
struggled to articulate the various forms of coloniality they expe-
rienced at UCT. Although they encountered racism, alienation,
and institutional marginalization in their everyday lives, these
experiences were often more normalized than understood as man-
ifestations of deeper colonial structures embedded within higher
education. As a result, many students experienced a profound
sense of displacement without possessing the conceptual language
to explain why they felt excluded from an institution that ostensibly
promised equality and inclusion after apartheid. Reflecting on
this experience, RMF activist Alax Hotz describes the latter as
alienation: “Why do we feel we don't belong in a place where we
are supposed to be belonging?... What does the decolonization
conversation mean for such a university?” (Cabe, 2023). Hotz’s
reaction captures Black students’ exclusion of recognition, belong-
ing, finances, knowledge, and culture. Regardless, one of the RMF
movement's successes is that it has given Black students a language
to describe what they are going through in the university, and it
has served as a moment of political awakening for many young
people in the country who have become “disillusioned with the
acceptance of the status quo” (Cabe, 2023).

Moreover, the significance of the RMF movement extends far
beyond South Africa itself. The movement has become part of a
broader global resurgence of decolonial struggles that question
monuments, historical legacies, racial capitalism, and colonial
violence across diverse parts globally. From the removal of Confed-
erate statues in the United States to debates surrounding colonial
memorials in the United Kingdom and Europe, the RMF move-
ment has contributed to a transnational conversation about how
societies remember, honour, and legitimize histories of oppression.
In this regard, the movement has demonstrated the global rele-
vance of African student activism and challenged assumptions
that intellectual and political innovation must always emerge from
the Global North.

Nevertheless, the work ahead remains profoundly unfinished:
economic inequality continues to shape access to higher education
(Boswell, et al. 2019; RMF Collective, 2025); student debt, financial
exclusion, and lack of accommodations remains a major concern
(Tembo, 2025); outsourced labour and precarious employment
persist in various forms (RMF Collective, 2025); and colonial
epistemologies continue to dominate many institutional spaces
(Boswell, et al. 2019; Kessi, 2025). Moreover, broader societal crises,

including unemployment, gender-based violence, xenophobia, and
deepening economic precarity, continue to shape the conditions
under which students learn and universities operate (Kessi, 2025).
These realities remind us that the university cannot be separated
from the wider social, political, and economic structures within
which it exists. Decolonizing the university, therefore, also requires
confronting the broader legacies of colonialism and apartheid that
continue to shape South African society at large.

Thus, more than a decade later, the RMF movement has given
new meaning to Angela Davis’ famous call: “You have to act as if
it were possible to radically transform the world. And you have to
do it all the time” (Davis, 2014) and the UCT students have shown
that such a path is entirely within the realm of possibility. The
legacy of RMF lives in its modest victories and in the ongoing work
of reimagining the university as a space of epistemic justice and
liberation.
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1. Introduction

mployee wellbeing is a multidimensional concept encom-

passing physical health, psychological wellbeing, emotional
resilience, social connections, and workplace satisfaction. Modern
organizations increasingly recognize that employee wellbeing is
not merely a welfare concern but a strategic business objective that
influences productivity, innovation, absenteeism, and employee
retention.

The UAE construction industry employs a diverse workforce
consisting of professionals, supervisors, technicians, and skilled
and semi-skilled workers from various cultural backgrounds.
While the sector has achieved remarkable growth and contributed
significantly to national development, workers often face occupa-
tional hazards and workplace stressors that may negatively affect
their wellbeing. Understanding the factors influencing worker
wellbeing is therefore essential for improving organizational per-
formance and supporting sustainable development goals.

1.1. Physical Working Conditions

One of the most significant determinants of workplace wellbeing
in the construction industry is the physical work environment.
Construction sites expose workers to various risks, including
extreme heat, noise, dust, vibration, heavy machinery, and work
at heights.

The climatic conditions in the UAE present additional chal-
lenges. During summer months, prolonged exposure to high tem-
peratures can lead to heat stress, dehydration, fatigue, and reduced
concentration, increasing the likelihood of workplace incidents.

Inadequate rest periods, insufficient hydration, and physically
demanding tasks further exacerbate these risks.

Organizations can enhance employee wellbeing by implement-
ing effective environmental controls, providing shaded rest areas,
ensuring access to drinking water, enforcing heat stress manage-
ment programs, and utilizing technology to monitor environmen-
tal conditions. Such measures improve both employee health and
workplace safety performance.

1.2. Occupational Health and Safety Culture

A strong health and safety culture is a fundamental contributor
to worker wellbeing. Employees who perceive their workplace
as safe and supportive are more likely to experience higher job
satisfaction and lower levels of work-related stress.

Safety culture includes management commitment, employee
participation, risk communication, training effectiveness, and
continuous improvement. When employees are encouraged to
report hazards, near misses, and unsafe conditions without fear
of blame, organizations can proactively address risks before they
result in accidents.

Leadership commitment to safety also significantly influences
employee wellbeing. Visible management involvement in safety
initiatives, regular workplace inspections, and recognition of safe
behaviors help create trust and reinforce positive attitudes toward
occupational health and safety. Consequently, workers feel valued,
protected, and motivated to contribute to organizational goals.
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1.3. Mental Health and Psychological Wellbeing

Mental health has become an increasingly important component of
workplace wellbeing. Construction projects often involve demand-
ing schedules, complex stakeholder expectations, and performance
pressures that can contribute to psychological stress.

Workers may experience anxiety, fatigue, emotional exhaustion,
or burnout if job demands exceed their coping capacity. Migrant
workers may face additional challenges related to social isolation,
cultural adjustment, language barriers, and separation from family
members. These factors may affect morale, concentration, and
overall psychological wellbeing.

Organizations that invest in mental health support programs cre-
ate healthier work environments. Employee assistance programs,
mental health awareness campaigns, counseling services, peer
support networks, and Mental First Aid initiatives can significantly
reduce stigma and encourage employees to seek help when needed.

Furthermore, supervisors who demonstrate empathy, effective
communication, and supportive leadership contribute positively
to employee psychological wellbeing. A workplace culture that
promotes respect and inclusion can strengthen resilience and
improve employee engagement.

1.4. Work-Life Balance and Job Satisfaction

Work-life balance is another important factor influencing em-
ployee wellbeing. Construction projects often require long work-
ing hours, shift work, and strict deadlines, which may affect
employees’ personal and family lives.

When employees experience an imbalance between work and
personal responsibilities, they may encounter stress, fatigue,
reduced motivation, and lower job satisfaction. Over time, this can
contribute to increased absenteeism, presenteeism, and turnover
intentions.

Organizations can support employee wellbeing by implement-
ing flexible work arrangements where feasible, promoting ad-
equate rest periods, encouraging annual leave utilization, and
fostering a culture that respects personal time. Effective workload
management and realistic project scheduling also help reduce
excessive work pressures and improve employee satisfaction.

Research consistently demonstrates that employees who main-
tain a healthy work-life balance are more productive, committed,
and engaged in their work.

1.5. Leadership and Organizational Support

Leadership plays a critical role in shaping employee wellbeing.
Supportive leaders establish trust, encourage communication, and
create positive workplace relationships. Employees who perceive
strong organizational support are more likely to report higher
levels of wellbeing and job commitment.

Transformational leadership styles, characterized by inspiration,
motivation, and employee empowerment, have been associated
with improved psychological wellbeing and organizational per-
formance. Managers who actively listen to employee concerns,
provide constructive feedback, and recognize contributions can
foster a sense of belonging and purpose.

Employee recognition programs, career development opportuni-
ties, and continuous learning initiatives also contribute positively
to wellbeing by enhancing motivation and professional growth. In
the UAE's competitive business environment, organizations that
prioritize employee development often experience higher retention
rates and stronger organizational performance.
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1.6. Employee Engagement and Social Wellbeing

Social wellbeing reflects the quality of interpersonal relationships
within the workplace. Positive relationships among colleagues
promote teamwork, collaboration, and a supportive work environ-
ment.

The multicultural nature of the UAE workforce presents both
opportunities and challenges. While diversity enriches organiza-
tional culture and innovation, it may also create communication
gaps if not managed effectively. Inclusive workplaces that value
diversity and encourage respectful interactions help strengthen
employee engagement and social cohesion.

Employee participation in safety committees, wellbeing pro-
grams, wellness campaigns, volunteer activities, and team-building
initiatives fosters stronger workplace connections. Higher engage-
ment levels are typically associated with increased productivity,
stronger safety performance, and enhanced employee wellbeing.

1.7. Technology and Wellbeing Enhancement

Technological advancements are increasingly supporting work-
place wellbeing initiatives. Digital safety monitoring systems,
wearable devices, artificial intelligence, and data analytics provide
organizations with new opportunities to identify risks and improve
employee health outcomes.

Wearable technologies can monitor fatigue, heat stress, and
environmental exposure, enabling proactive interventions before
incidents occur. Digital reporting systems facilitate the efficient
reporting of hazards and near misses, supporting continuous
improvement efforts.

Technology can also enhance access to mental health resources
through mobile applications, virtual counseling platforms, and
wellbeing monitoring programs. These innovations contribute to a
more responsive and employee-centered workplace environment.

2. Conclusion

Worker wellbeing is influenced by a complex interaction of physi-
cal, psychological, organizational, and social factors. In the UAE
construction industry, physical working conditions, occupational
safety culture, mental health support, leadership effectiveness,
work-life balance, employee engagement, and technological inno-
vation all play crucial roles in determining employee wellbeing
outcomes.

Organizations that adopt a holistic approach to wellbeing can
achieve significant benefits, including improved safety perfor-
mance, higher productivity, reduced absenteeism, and stronger
employee commitment. As workplace wellbeing continues to
gain strategic importance, UAE construction organizations must
integrate wellbeing initiatives into their operational and health
and safety management systems to create sustainable, resilient,
and high-performing workplaces.

By prioritizing employee wellbeing alongside operational excel-
lence, organizations can contribute to safer workplaces, healthier
workers, and long-term organizational success.
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1. Introduccion

n las altimas décadas, el discurso sobre la transformacion

digital ha ganado centralidad en las agendas de reforma
institucional en América Latina, especialmente en sectores tradi-
cionalmente percibidos como resistentes al cambio, como el sis-
tema judicial. Lejos de constituir una simple modernizacion tec-
nologica, estos procesos interpelan estructuras de poder, culturas
organizacionales y marcos normativos que configuran la dindmica
interna de las instituciones publicas. En el caso del Peru, la im-
plementacion del Expediente Judicial Electrénico (EJE) ha sido
presentada como un avance significativo hacia una justicia mas
eficiente, transparente y accesible. Sin embargo, una mirada més
detenida permite advertir que esta transicion digital esté lejos de
ser un proceso lineal o exento de tensiones. En contextos donde la
institucionalidad es fragil y las capacidades estatales desiguales,
las promesas de la digitalizacién conviven con nuevos riesgos,
resistencias y asimetrias, abriendo un campo fértil para el analisis
critico.

Desde una perspectiva tedrica, diversos estudios han eviden-
ciado que la tecnologia no opera en el vacio, sino que se inserta
en entramados institucionales que condicionan sus posibilidades
transformadoras. Fountain (2001) argumenta que las tecnologias
digitales son refractadas por estructuras organizacionales pre-

existentes, generando lo que denomina “efectos institucionales
no intencionales”. En esa linea, Gil-Garcia y Pardo (2005) ad-
vierten que las fallas de integracién horizontal entre entidades
publicas constituyen uno de los principales obstaculos para el
éxito de las politicas de e-government. Heeks (2003) aporta el
concepto de “design-reality gap” para describir las disonancias
entre las propuestas técnicas de modernizacion y las realidades
institucionales donde estas deben operar. Estas perspectivas, al
ser articuladas con los enfoques sobre legitimidad institucional
(Suchman, 1995), sostenibilidad de la confianza digital (Kelton et
al., 2008) y brecha digital (Norris, 2001), permiten construir un
marco analitico robusto para examinar criticamente los procesos
de digitalizacion judicial.

Pese a los avances técnicos reportados en la implementacion del
EJE, como la reduccién de tiempos procesales y la expansion pro-
gresiva del sistema a distintas jurisdicciones, persisten fragmenta-
ciones sistémicas que comprometen su efectividad. La falta de
interoperabilidad entre instituciones clave como el Poder Judicial
y el Ministerio Publico, las vulnerabilidades en ciberseguridad, la
resistencia organizacional al cambio y la débil institucionalizacién
normativa, configuran un entramado de tensiones que no ha sido
suficientemente explorado desde una perspectiva holistica. Esta
brecha de conocimiento no solo limita la capacidad del Estado para
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consolidar una justicia digital efectiva, sino que también impide
comprender como se articulan, o se desarticulan, las innovaciones
tecnolégicas con los procesos de legitimacion institucional en
contextos de gobernanza compleja.

La presente investigacion se justifica en la necesidad de superar
visiones tecnocraticas que reducen la transformacion digital a
problemas de implementacion o infraestructura. En cambio, se
propone abordar el EJE como un fendmeno sociotécnico, atraves-
ado por dindmicas institucionales, intereses politicos y condiciones
socioculturales que moldean tanto su despliegue como su recep-
cién. Se parte de la conviccién de que la digitalizacion del sistema
judicial no puede evaluarse unicamente en funcién de indicadores
de eficiencia, sino que debe ser interrogada desde su capacidad
para fortalecer el acceso equitativo a la justicia, garantizar derechos
fundamentales y construir legitimidad democratica. Solo asi es
posible evitar que las promesas de la tecnologia se conviertan en
nuevas formas de exclusion o simulacro.

Las implicancias practicas de esta investigacion son multiples.
Por un lado, ofrece una mirada critica que puede contribuir al
redisefio de politicas publicas mas sensibles a las condiciones insti-
tucionales del pais. Por otro, plantea criterios para la evaluacién de
iniciativas de justicia digital que trasciendan los resultados cuanti-
tativos y consideren dimensiones cualitativas como la confianza
ciudadana, la equidad en el acceso y la resiliencia institucional.
Asimismo, propone un modelo tedrico-metodolégico que podria
ser replicado o adaptado en otros contextos latinoamericanos
donde se ensayan procesos similares de reforma judicial digital.

La problemaética del EJE no es un caso aislado, sino una
expresion concreta de desafios contemporaneos mas amplios: la
tension entre eficiencia y legitimidad en la era digital (Susskind,
2019), la creciente vulnerabilidad de los sistemas publicos frente a
riesgos tecnologicos y de gobernanza, y la necesidad urgente de
construir capacidades institucionales sostenibles. En un contexto
global marcado por la expansion de infraestructuras digitales y
la simultdnea desconfianza hacia las instituciones, comprender
criticamente como se implementan, negocian y legitiman estos
procesos resulta mas urgente que nunca.

En ese sentido, el articulo tiene por objetivo analizar critica-
mente los procesos de transformacién digital del sistema judicial
peruano a través del caso del Expediente Judicial Electrénico,
examinando la interaccioén entre marcos teoricos institucionales,
trayectorias de implementacién tecnoldgica y condiciones so-
ciopoliticas locales. A través de esta mirada, se busca identificar
los factores estructurales que condicionan la efectividad de las
politicas publicas de digitalizacion judicial y proponer un marco
estratégico que permitala consolidacién de una justicia digital equi-
tativa, sostenible e institucionalmente legitimada. La contribucién
principal de este trabajo radica en ofrecer una lectura sistémica
de la transformacion digital judicial, que articule lo técnico con
lo institucional, lo normativo con lo organizacional y lo operativo
con lo simbdlico.

2. Fundamentos tedricos para comprender la
transformacion digital judicial

La transformacion digital del sistema judicial no puede compren-
derse cabalmente si se la aborda como un fenémeno técnico o
exclusivamente instrumental. Lejos de representar una simple
mejora operativa, la digitalizacion de la justicia implica una recon-
figuracion profunda de estructuras institucionales, l16gicas de poder
y practicas organizacionales arraigadas. Desde esta perspectiva,
resulta necesario situarse mas alld de los enfoques deterministas
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que postulan una relacion lineal entre tecnologia y progreso institu-
cional, para considerar la compleja interaccién entre dispositivos
tecnoldgicos, trayectorias estatales y condiciones sociopoliticas
locales.

Una de las primeras contribuciones teéricas relevantes para
entender esta interaccién proviene de Fountain (2001), quien
enfatiza que las tecnologias, en particular las ptblicas, no emer-
gen ni operan en un vacio sociopolitico. Su implementacion,
configuracién y efectos estdn profundamente mediados por las
normas, rutinas y racionalidades organizacionales preexistentes.
Esta nocién de tecnologia como construccion institucional nos
obliga a considerar que todo intento de digitalizacién judicial estd
condicionado por las culturas organizacionales y los entramados
normativos del aparato estatal que busca transformarse. En ese
sentido, la tecnologia no es un agente auténomo de cambio, sino un
catalizador cuya efectividad depende de su insercién en contextos
institucionales particulares.

La modernizacion estatal, y en particular la del Poder Judicial,
tampoco puede ser entendida como un proceso libre de anclas
histéricas. North (1990) y Pierson (2000) han mostrado con
claridad que los procesos de reforma estdn marcados por las
denominadas trayectorias dependientes, es decir, por patrones
histéricos de comportamiento que limitan la gama de opciones
posibles en el presente. Estas trayectorias configuran inercia
institucional, que se manifiesta en rutinas administrativas, reglas
no escritas y estructuras de poder informales dificiles de remover.
Asi, toda iniciativa digital se enfrenta no solo a restricciones
técnicas, sino también a la resistencia sutil pero persistente de
practicas organizacionales heredadas, las cuales no siempre son
visibles, pero actuan con fuerza frente a los intentos de innovacion.

En este marco, la gobernanza digital aparece como una nocion
ambivalente. Margetts y Naumann (2017) han sefialado que
los desarrollos tecnolégicos muchas veces exceden la capacidad
de adaptacion normativa del Estado, generando lo que podria
llamarse una “paradoja de la innovacion digital”: mientras mds
se acelera el desarrollo tecnolégico, méas dificil se torna actualizar
los marcos legales y procedimentales que deben contenerlo. Esta
tension se acentua en los sistemas judiciales, donde la legitimidad
institucional descansa no solo en la eficacia de las decisiones, sino
también y quiza sobre todo - en la transparencia, la previsibilidad
y el respeto a los procedimientos normativos (Habermas, 1975).
En escenarios digitalizados, esta legitimidad procedimental se
ve desafiada por la opacidad algoritmica, la automatizaciéon de
criterios interpretativos y la fragmentacion de la experiencia
judicial de los usuarios.

Un fenémeno correlativo que suele presentarse en procesos
de reforma institucional es el isomorfismo mimético. DiMaggio
y Powell (2000) han descrito cdmo las organizaciones tienden
a imitar modelos percibidos como exitosos, en un intento de
ganar legitimidad o reducir incertidumbre. En el &mbito judicial,
ello se traduce en la adopcidn de tecnologias promovidas como
soluciones “modelo” por organismos multilaterales o empresas
proveedoras - sin una evaluacién profunda de su adecuacién a
las capacidades locales. Sin embargo, la imitacién no garantiza
coherencia institucional. Las reformas muchas veces desembocan
en una integracion superficial que no transforma las légicas
operativas, generando lo que podria llamarse una modernizacién
aparente. Aqui adquiere importancia el concepto de institutional
work propuesto por Lawrence y Suddaby (2006), que pone el
foco en los esfuerzos intencionales de actores concretos por
transformar las reglas del juego. Estos esfuerzos, sin embargo, no
se distribuyen equitativamente: las desigualdades en capacidades
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organizacionales entre distintas jurisdicciones o niveles del sistema
judicial tienden a traducirse en una implementacion fragmentada
y asimétrica.

Esta fragmentacion se acentia cuando consideramos cémo las
tecnologias son apropiadas y resignificadas en la practica cotidiana.
Orlikowski (2000) nos advierte que los sistemas digitales rara vez
son utilizados conforme a su disefio original; por el contrario, su
uso se adapta, reinterpreta y reconfigura a partir de dindmicas
laborales, practicas culturales y racionalidades organizacionales
especificas. Esta brecha entre disefio y practica se manifiesta, por
ejemplo, en la coexistencia de expedientes digitales con gestiones
paralelas en papel, o en la persistencia de tramites presenciales a
pesar de plataformas en linea supuestamente funcionales. Tales
disonancias no son errores marginales, sino sintomas estructurales
de una adaptacion incompleta. Selznick (1984), asi como Meyer
y Rowan (1977) aportan claves adicionales al sefialar cémo las
reformas formales pueden ser cooptadas por dindmicas informales,
generando fenémenos de desacoplamiento entre las estructuras
normativas adoptadas y las préacticas efectivas en el terreno.

En este punto, es crucial abordar la dimension social del acceso a
la justicia en contextos digitalizados. La brecha digital no se limita
a un problema técnico de conectividad o alfabetizacién digital.
Como sefalan (van Dijk, 2020) y Galanter (1974), se trata de un
fenémeno estructural que reproduce y amplifica las desigualdades
preexistentes. Los grupos sociales histéricamente marginados,
incluyendo a personas de zonas rurales, adultos mayores o usuarios
con baja escolaridad, enfrentan barreras especificas que limitan
su acceso efectivo a los servicios judiciales digitalizados. En la
préctica, el ideal de una justicia mds accesible se ve desplazado por
una realidad en la que nuevos mecanismos de exclusion emergen
bajo el ropaje de la innovacion. Susskind (2019) ha introducido el
concepto de transitional justice gaps para referirse precisamente a
estas brechas que surgen en procesos de digitalizacién incompleta
o mal articulada, donde algunos segmentos de la poblacion
acceden a beneficios de eficiencia y rapidez, mientras otros quedan
excluidos o desatendidos.

Desde la experiencia acumulada en el anélisis de procesos de
reforma judicial en América Latina, y particularmente en el Peru,
resulta evidente que la digitalizacién no puede ser concebida
como una solucion técnica neutral. Requiere de un enfoque critico,
sensible a los contextos locales y consciente de las limitaciones es-
tructurales que enfrenta la administracion de justicia. La promesa
de una transformacion digital mas equitativa, eficiente y legitima
debe pasar necesariamente por una articulacién cuidadosa entre
innovacion tecnoldgica, reforma organizacional y justicia social.
Solo entonces estaremos en condiciones de construir una justicia
digital verdaderamente al servicio de la ciudadania.

3. La transformacion digital judicial en el Peru

Desde su concepcion, el Expediente Judicial Electronico (EJE) ha
representado un esfuerzo institucional orientado a reconfigurar
la administracion de justicia en el Pert a través de una politica
publica de caracter tecnoldgico. Enmarcado en una légica de
modernizacién estatal, su implementaciéon ha estado guiada
por la necesidad, largamente reconocida, de superar la inercia
burocratica que durante décadas ha limitado la eficiencia del
sistema judicial peruano. Adoptado oficialmente en 2017, el EJE
se integra como un componente estratégico del Plan Institucional
2021-2030 del Poder Judicial, especialmente en lo que concierne a
la transformacion digital de la institucion (Consejo Ejecutivo del
Poder Judicial, 2017). No obstante, mas que un simple instrumento

tecnolégico, el EJE articula una vision de justicia basada en tres
pilares fundamentales: la incorporacién de herramientas digitales,
la oralidad procesal como principio estructurante del proceso
judicial, y la consolidacién del despacho judicial corporativo como
nucleo operativo del sistema.

El desarrollo institucional del EJE, sin embargo, no ha sido lineal
ni exento de tensiones. Su trayectoria evidencia una evolucién
paulatina que puede ser comprendida a través de cuatro momentos
sucesivos, cada uno con caracteristicas distintivas y aprendizajes
propios. La etapa inicial, entre 2009 y 2010, puede interpretarse
como un laboratorio de innovacién institucional, donde se intro-
dujeron las primeras aproximaciones al expediente digital, junto
con iniciativas como el sistema nacional de videoconferencias y la
interconexién con RENIEC. Le sigui6 un periodo de consolidacion
entre 2011 y 2014, en el que se desarrollaron soluciones mas
sofisticadas como Rem@ju para remates judiciales electrénicos,
la firma digital PJSigner y mecanismos de consulta ptblica de
expedientes. Durante el bienio 2015-2016, la expansion del Sistema
de Notificaciones Electronicas (Sinoe) y el despliegue de equipos de
videoconferencia en 31 cortes superiores marcaron una transicién
hacia un uso més intensivo de la tecnologia en la administracion
de justicia.

La formalizacion del EJE entre 2017 y 2020 constituy6é un
punto de inflexidn en este proceso. La creacién de una comisién
especializada para su implementacién fue acompafiada por una
expansion significativa de su cobertura, alcanzando 193 érganos
jurisdiccionales en todo el pais. Esta etapa se caracteriza, entre
otros aspectos, por el hecho notable de que el modelo adoptado no
fue una simple transposicién de experiencias extranjeras, sino
el resultado de una construccion institucional auténoma. Tal
particularidad podria interpretarse como una ventaja en términos
de flexibilidad y adecuacion contextual, aunque también plantea
desafios especificos en cuanto a sostenibilidad y escalabilidad
(Secretaria Técnica de la Comisiéon de Trabajo del Expediente
Judicial Electrénico del Poder Judicial, 2021).

El escenario de emergencia sanitaria provocado por la COVID-
19 en 2020 actud como catalizador inesperado pero determinante.
La necesidad de mantener la operatividad del sistema judicial
en condiciones excepcionales obligd a una rdpida adopcién de
medidas que, bajo otras circunstancias, habrian requerido afios de
discusién e implementacién progresiva. Entre las disposiciones
mas relevantes se encuentran la suspension de plazos procesales, la
instauracion del teletrabajo, la celebracion de audiencias virtuales
y la habilitacién de la Mesa de Partes Electronica (MPE) para todas
las especialidades. La Resolucién Administrativa N° 133-2020-CE-
PJ refleja la magnitud de este cambio: se procesaron mas de dos
millones de documentos digitales, una fraccién significativa de
ellos en el marco del EJE, y se llevaron a cabo més de setecientas mil
audiencias virtuales, el 82% concentradas en 21 cortes superiores.
Esta transformacion forzosa convirtioé al EJE, que hasta entonces
avanzaba de manera gradual, en una herramienta imprescindible
para garantizar la continuidad del servicio judicial.

Ahora bien, los impactos organizacionales y normativos de esta
digitalizacién acelerada no pueden analizarse exclusivamente en
términos de eficiencia. Es cierto que los indicadores muestran
mejoras significativas en los tiempos procesales: en Lima, por
ejemplo, el tiempo para calificar una demanda se redujo en un
18%, y en provincias, hasta en un 35%. Asimismo, la duracién
del proceso en primera instancia experiment6 caidas del 15%
en Lima y del 50% en provincias, mientras que en segunda
instancia las reducciones alcanzaron el 28% y 67% respectivamente
(Secretaria Técnica de la Comisién de Trabajo del Expediente
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Judicial Electronico del Poder Judicial, 2021). Sin embargo, mas
alla de la dimension cuantitativa, resulta relevante considerar
los efectos en términos de transparencia institucional y acceso
ciudadano.

En este punto, se observan avances en la integraciéon de her-
ramientas que fortalecen la fiscalizacién publica y el control institu-
cional. El Visor EJE, el Sistema de Grabacién de Audiencias (Sigra),
Sinoe y la consulta publica de expedientes conforman un ecosis-
tema que habilita nuevas formas de supervisién y participacién.
Se han tramitado mas de 221 millones de cédulas electrénicas y
existen actualmente mas de 117 mil casillas activas, lo que sugiere
un uso intensivo de estas plataformas, aunque no necesariamente
homogéneo en todo el territorio nacional. Aun asi, el acceso no
se distribuye equitativamente, y la persistencia de una brecha
digital, especialmente en zonas rurales y poblaciones vulnerables,
constituye una barrera estructural para una justicia plenamente
digital.

La MPE, con operacion continua y accesibilidad remota, repre-
senta un esfuerzo por garantizar el acceso a la justicia més alla de
los limites fisicos de las sedes judiciales. Durante los afios 2019 y
2020, se documentaron avances importantes en capacitacion: mas
de 9,600 usuarios externos y 2,600 internos fueron capacitados,
con incrementos significativos respecto al afio anterior. Estas
cifras reflejan un compromiso institucional con la transferencia de
conocimiento operativo, aunque también plantean interrogantes
sobre la sostenibilidad de estos procesos formativos y su impacto
real en la reduccién de la brecha digital.

Es asi como el EJE se ha constituido en una de las intervenciones
tecnolégicas mas ambiciosas del Poder Judicial peruano en las
ultimas décadas. Su implementacién ha estado marcada por una
evolucién compleja, influida tanto por factores internos como
por coyunturas externas. Si bien ha logrado avances significa-
tivos en eficiencia, transparencia y acceso, también ha dejado
al descubierto limitaciones estructurales que merecen atencion.
En la siguiente seccién, se examinaran estos desafios con mayor
detenimiento, desde una perspectiva critica que permita identificar
los cuellos de botella normativos, tecnolégicos e institucionales
que aun restringen el transito hacia una justicia digital integral.

4. Problemas estructurales y desafios persis-
tentes

Uno de los aspectos més desafiantes en la implementacion del
Expediente Judicial Electrénico (EJE) en el Perd ha sido, sin
duda, la fragmentacion tecnolodgica que persiste en la arquitectura
institucional del sistema de justicia. A pesar de los esfuerzos
evidentes por establecer puentes de interoperabilidad entre el
Poder Judicial y otras entidades del sistema, como el Ministerio
Publico, los avances no han superado el estadio de coordinaciéon
técnica preliminar. Reuniones destinadas a articular la Carpeta
Fiscal Electrdnica con el EJE, aunque relevantes en si mismas,
aun no se traducen en una integracion operativa efectiva (Consejo
Ejecutivo del Poder Judicial, 2017). Esta situacién refleja un patrén
de implementacion segmentado, donde la expansion del EJE ha
seguido una légica de descentralizacién progresiva, sin que ello
haya desembocado en una arquitectura digital coherente a nivel
nacional. El hecho de que solo una fraccién del total de érganos
jurisdiccionales haya adoptado el sistema - 193 instancias en 17
cortes superiores - apunta a la persistencia de una infraestructura
institucional disgregada, lo que a su vez limita tanto la eficiencia
sistémica como la capacidad de gestién unificada.
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La seguridad de la informacién y la gestion adecuada de
datos constituyen otro pilar critico para la viabilidad del EJE,
no solo en términos técnicos sino también en lo que respecta a
su legitimidad frente a los actores del sistema. Si bien es cierto
que la implementacién de la firma digital PJSigner, acreditada
por Indecopi desde 2014 conforme a la Infraestructura Oficial
de Firma Electrénica (IOFE), ofrece garantias importantes en
cuanto a la autenticidad y validez legal de los documentos digitales
(Consejo Ejecutivo del Poder Judicial, 2017), el anélisis revela
vacios normativos y operacionales significativos. La existencia de
controles biométricos y depdsitos judiciales electronicos representa
avances relevantes, especialmente en la reduccién de riesgos
asociados a extravios o manipulaciones fraudulentas. Sin embargo,
la ausencia de evidencia concreta sobre auditorias independientes
de seguridad, planes de respaldo estructurado de datos o marcos
especificos de recuperacion ante fallos tecnologicos deja al sistema
expuesto a vulnerabilidades de alta complejidad. Estos elementos,
aunque reconocidos en la literatura especializada como requisitos
esenciales para cualquier ecosistema digital critico, atin no forman
parte del nucleo operativo del EJE, lo que sugiere una fragilidad
estructural que merece atencion prioritaria.

Desde una perspectiva organizacional, la implementacion del
EJE no ha estado exenta de tensiones internas que ponen en
evidencia limites en la capacidad adaptativa de las instituciones.
Los programas de capacitacion disefiados para facilitar la tran-
sicion digital, dirigidos tanto a usuarios externos como internos,
han alcanzado cifras relevantes: 9,638 usuarios externos y 2,608
internos capacitados entre 2019 y 2020. Estas cifras, sin embargo,
no necesariamente reflejan un cambio sostenido en las practicas
organizacionales. La institucionalizacion de Comités de Usuarios
por Especialidad y Comités de Implantacion parece anticipar
resistencias al cambio, y en cierta medida, busco canalizarlas de
manera proactiva (Consejo Ejecutivo del Poder Judicial, 2017). Aun
asi, la necesidad de capacitaciones de reforzamiento posteriores a
la implementacion sugiere que las transferencias de conocimiento
iniciales fueron, en algunos casos, insuficientes. La persistencia de
brechas operativas revela una tensién no resuelta entre el disefio
normativo y tecnolégico del sistema y las practicas cotidianas de
los operadores de justicia. Esta distancia entre lo prescrito y lo
practicado es, quiza, uno de los desafios mas complejos en procesos
de transformacion institucional profunda.

Por otra parte, el andlisis del marco normativo del EJE expone
una arquitectura legal ain en construccién. La regulacion del
sistema se ha sustentado, hasta el momento, en resoluciones
administrativas - como la RA N° 228-2017-CE-PJ y la RA N°
133-2020-CE-PJ - que, aunque necesarias, tienen una naturaleza
transitoria y estan sujetas a la volatilidad de los ciclos institu-
cionales. Esta dependencia de instrumentos normativos de bajo
rango plantea interrogantes importantes sobre la sostenibilidad
juridica del EJE, especialmente en contextos de cambio de gestion o
reconfiguracion de prioridades presupuestales. A esto se suma una
dependencia critica del financiamiento externo, como lo eviden-
cian los convenios con el Banco Mundial y el Banco Interamericano
de Desarrollo, que han sido fuentes centrales de recursos para la
digitalizacién judicial. La insuficiencia de asignaciones estatales
ordinarias sugiere que el Estado atin no ha asumido plenamente,
en términos financieros, la consolidacién de su sistema de justicia
digital.

Este vacio regulatorio no se limita inicamente a aspectos de
procedimiento o asignacion de competencias. La ausencia de
un marco legal integral que incorpore principios de gobernanza
digital, proteccion de datos personales, acceso equitativo a la infor-
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macién y resguardo del debido proceso en entornos electréonicos
constituye un limite estructural que afecta no solo la eficiencia
operativa del sistema, sino también su legitimidad. En efecto, sin
reglas claras y estables que articulen los derechos de los usuarios,
los deberes de las instituciones y los principios que rigen la gestién
de los entornos digitales, la promesa de una justicia moderna corre
el riesgo de convertirse en un ejercicio tecnocratico desanclado de
los principios fundamentales del Estado de derecho.

El reconocimiento de estas limitaciones no pretende desestimar
los avances logrados ni cuestionar los fundamentos del EJE,
sino més bien contribuir a una comprensién mas matizada
de sus alcances y desafios. La fragmentacién tecnolégica, las
vulnerabilidades en ciberseguridad, las tensiones organizacionales
internas y la fragilidad normativa son elementos que, al ser
abordados con seriedad y desde una perspectiva sistémica, pueden
convertirse en oportunidades de fortalecimiento institucional.
En esta linea, el analisis de experiencias internacionales y de
tecnologias emergentes, como la inteligencia artificial en la
administracion de justicia, adquiere particular relevancia. A través
de esta mirada comparada y prospectiva, el siguiente apartado
propone una reflexidn sobre los posibles escenarios de evoluciéon
del sistema judicial peruano, con especial énfasis en los dilemas
éticos, epistemolégicos y politicos que plantea la automatizacion
de decisiones en el &mbito jurisdiccional.

5. Marco propositivo para la transformacion dig-
ital judicial en el Peru

5.1. Consolidacion del marco normativo integral

El transito hacia una justicia digital en el Peru exige, como premisa
ineludible, la consolidacién de un marco normativo integral que
dé coherencia y sostenibilidad a los avances tecnolégicos alcan-
zados en el &mbito jurisdiccional. La experiencia institucional ha
demostrado que operar sobre una base normativa fragmentaria,
apoyada casi exclusivamente en resoluciones administrativas, gen-
era una estructura inestable que dificulta la continuidad, limita la
previsibilidad y deja vacios en la garantia de derechos. En este sen-
tido, resulta indispensable una ley marco que defina los principios
rectores de la justicia digital, precisando tanto los fundamentos
de gobernanza tecnoldgica como las competencias institucionales,
la obligatoriedad de la interoperabilidad y, sobre todo, los mecan-
ismos de responsabilidad frente a su incumplimiento. Sin estos
elementos, cualquier arquitectura tecnolégica corre el riesgo de
convertirse en una acumulacion de soluciones parciales.

La proteccién de los datos judiciales constituye otro eje crucial.
La aplicacién del RGPD como referencia técnica es relevante,
pero su adaptacién al contexto peruano requiere una lectura
situada. El entorno jurisdiccional tiene particularidades propias:
la informacién procesal es sensible, muchas veces irrepetible y
su tratamiento debe balancear la privacidad con los principios
de publicidad y transparencia del proceso. En ese equilibrio se
inscriben también los derechos digitales de los justiciables, que
deben ser reconocidos normativamente y garantizados mediante
protocolos claros de manejo de datos. No parece sostenible, a
largo plazo, mantener este aspecto en manos de interpretaciones
dispersas o criterios operativos sin respaldo normativo claro.

La nocién de debido proceso electrénico sigue en construccion.
Aunque se han incorporado herramientas digitales que dinamizan
el procedimiento, la dimension juridica de estas practicas atn
carece de estandarizacién normativa. La validez de las pruebas
electronicas, la eficacia de las notificaciones digitales y la revision
de decisiones automatizadas son temas que, aunque ya presentes

en la realidad judicial, no siempre cuentan con soporte legal
explicito. Desde la practica, esta indefinicién abre espacios para
conflictos interpretativos que podrian evitarse mediante una
regulacién més precisa. En particular, el reconocimiento de
garantias procesales en entornos digitales no puede quedar sujeto
a la discrecionalidad del operador jurisdiccional.

Asimismo, la interoperabilidad institucional demanda un con-
junto minimo de estdndares técnicos y juridicos que orienten el
desarrollo de sistemas compatibles y auditables. La fragmentacion
tecnoldgica entre entidades del sistema de justicia no solo genera
ineficiencias operativas, sino que compromete la integridad del
proceso. Establecer un protocolo comun, exigir la certificacion
de plataformas y prever auditorias regulares no significa imponer
rigidez, sino generar un lenguaje comun que permita avanzar
con mayor coordinacion. Sin un marco regulador que articule lo
técnico con lo normativo, la transformacion digital corre el riesgo
de reproducir viejas asimetrias en nuevas formas.

5.2. Arquitectura de interoperabilidad sistémica

La interoperabilidad sistémica ha dejado de ser un componente
accesorio en la digitalizacion judicial para convertirse en una condi-
cién estructural de funcionamiento. Desde el &mbito jurisdiccional,
resulta evidente que la transformacion digital no puede sostenerse
sobre sistemas fragmentados que operan de manera paralela sin
capacidad de comunicacién efectiva entre si. Esta desconexién ha
sido particularmente notoria en los intentos de articulacién entre
el Poder Judicial y el Ministerio Publico, donde la integracién entre
el Expediente Judicial Electrénico y la Carpeta Fiscal Electronica
ha avanzado lentamente, con resultados aun limitados en términos
de trazabilidad, sincronizacion procesal y eficiencia operativa.

Una arquitectura digital judicial que no garantice flujos de
informacion automatizados y seguros entre las instituciones pierde
valor en términos de servicio publico. El desarrollo de especifi-
caciones técnicas comunes, protocolos de intercambio de datos
y modelos unificados de informacién no puede postergarse. En
la préctica, se ha constatado que cada institucion ha generado
soluciones informaticas auténomas, muchas veces incompatibles
entre si, reproduciendo en el entorno digital las barreras buro-
craticas del sistema analdgico. Por ello, establecer estdndares
nacionales de interoperabilidad, acompafiados de mecanismos
de certificacion técnica y protocolos de seguridad robustos, no
es una exigencia menor. La sostenibilidad de estos procesos, por
supuesto, dependera de decisiones presupuestales, pero también
de una voluntad politica que priorice la colaboracién sobre la
autonomia institucional aislada.

Uno de los esfuerzos mas significativos en este campo ha sido
el impulso hacia una plataforma tinica de consulta ciudadana.
Aun cuando esta propuesta sigue en fase de consolidacion, su
potencial transformador es evidente. No se trata inicamente de
ofrecer acceso digital a expedientes o servicios judiciales, sino de
construir un entorno integrador donde el seguimiento procesal, la
interaccién con el sistema y la participacién ciudadana encuentren
un espacio articulado. La idea de un portal unificado no solo
responde a una légica de eficiencia, sino también a una visién
de justicia més abierta, donde la tecnologia amplia derechos en
lugar de reproducir asimetrias preexistentes.

Ahora bien, cualquier estrategia de interoperabilidad que pre-
tenda proyectarse a escala nacional debe partir de un enfoque
territorial. Las brechas tecnolédgicas y de acceso no son uniformes.
Por ello, se hace necesario implementar una hoja de ruta que
contemple prioridades por criterios objetivos, como carga procesal,
nivel de digitalizacién previa o condiciones de conectividad. La
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expansion sin planificacion termina generando sistemas subuti-
lizados o, peor aun, que profundizan desigualdades. La gradual-
idad, cuando responde a una logica de escalabilidad ajustada a
capacidades locales, se vuelve una aliada de la sostenibilidad.

Vale la pena subrayar que la interoperabilidad no es un fin
en si mismo. Su sentido se verifica en el uso efectivo por parte
de operadores y ciudadania. Por ello, las métricas de adopcién
deben ir mas alld del nimero de usuarios registrados o expedientes
tramitados digitalmente. Es necesario incorporar indicadores
cualitativos que den cuenta de la experiencia de uso, los cuellos
de botella operativos y los impactos reales sobre los tiempos
procesales y la percepcion institucional. La justicia digital, cuando
se piensa desde esta perspectiva, deja de ser una acumulacién de
herramientas tecnolégicas y se convierte en una politica publica
con vocacion transformadora.

5.3. Fortalecimiento de ciberseguridad y continuidad
operativa

La digitalizacién del sistema de justicia ha planteado nuevos
dilemas en torno a la proteccion de la informacion, la continuidad
operativa y la gestion de riesgos tecnolégicos. La experiencia
institucional en el Pert ha demostrado que, si bien se ha logrado
implementar plataformas funcionales, la infraestructura de se-
guridad digital ain presenta zonas grises que conviene abordar
con mayor seriedad. La transicién hacia una justicia digital exige
reconocer que la informacién procesal, por su caracter sensible y su
vinculacién directa con derechos fundamentales, no puede quedar
expuesta a vulnerabilidades evitables. La sola posibilidad de una
brecha de seguridad que comprometa expedientes, audiencias o
decisiones jurisdiccionales debe asumirse como una amenaza real
y no como una hipétesis remota.

Las auditorias de seguridad independientes, aunque previstas en
algunos instrumentos normativos, no siempre han sido ejecutadas
con la periodicidad ni la profundidad necesarias. La adopcién de
estandares internacionales, como los establecidos en la ISO 27001,
puede ofrecer un marco de referencia solido, pero requiere vol-
untad institucional para su implementacién integral. En muchos
casos la certificacion se persigue como un fin en si mismo, cuando
en realidad deberia funcionar como un mecanismo de mejora
continua. Mas atin, sin un protocolo de recuperacién ante desastres
debidamente probado, cualquier interrupcioén del sistema —por
causas técnicas o externas, pone en riesgo no solo la eficiencia,
sino la legitimidad misma del aparato jurisdiccional.

En este contexto, la gestiéon de la continuidad operativa se
convierte en un componente critico. Contar con planes de respaldo
estructurados, centros de datos redundantes y pruebas periédicas
de recuperacion no puede verse como una inversion secundaria.
La pandemia dej6 en evidencia que la resiliencia tecnoldgica
no es un lujo, sino una condicién minima para asegurar el
funcionamiento institucional frente a escenarios de disrupcién. No
obstante, el disefio de estos mecanismos no siempre ha considerado
las diferencias regionales ni las limitaciones logisticas de ciertas
jurisdicciones. Pensar en la continuidad operativa implica también
reconocer que no todas las cortes del pais operan bajo las mismas
condiciones.

La propuesta de un centro de operaciones de seguridad judicial,
concebido como una unidad especializada con monitoreo perma-
nente, representa un avance importante en esta direccion. Sin
embargo, su viabilidad dependera de multiples factores: desde la
disponibilidad de personal calificado hasta la articulacién con otras
entidades del ecosistema digital del Estado. No se trata inicamente
de responder a incidentes, sino de anticiparse a ellos mediante
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inteligencia contextualizada, capaz de identificar amenazas es-
pecificas al sector justicia. Este tipo de enfoque requiere una
combinacion de capacidades técnicas, conocimiento juridico y
vision estratégica, dificil de encontrar en estructuras organizativas
tradicionales.

Cualquier sistema de seguridad debe ser sometido a evaluacion
externa. La certificacion de los sistemas criticos no debe limitarse
a procesos internos de validacién. Una politica de auditoria ex-
terna, con estandares publicos y resultados transparentes, puede
contribuir a generar confianza tanto entre los operadores juridicos
como en la ciudadania. En ultima instancia, proteger la infraestruc-
tura digital del Poder Judicial es proteger el derecho al debido
proceso en un nuevo entorno. Esa es, quizas, la dimensién que a
veces se pierde cuando la discusion sobre ciberseguridad se reduce
a aspectos técnicos. Lo que estd en juego no es solo la estabilidad
de una red o una base de datos, sino la continuidad de un servicio
esencial que, en su forma méas depurada, encarna la promesa del
Estado de garantizar justicia.

5.4. Modelo de sostenibilidad financiera autonoma

La sostenibilidad financiera de la justicia digital en el Pert no
puede seguir siendo tratada como una variable secundaria dentro
del proceso de modernizacion institucional. Si bien los avances nor-
mativos y tecnoldgicos han sido significativos, su permanencia en
el tiempo depende, en gran medida, de una estructura presupuestal
estable, coherente y capaz de proyectarse mas alla de los ciclos
administrativos. La evidencia acumulada muestra que la depen-
dencia de fuentes externas, como los organismos multilaterales, ha
permitido iniciar procesos ambiciosos, pero también ha generado
cierta fragilidad estructural. Cuando el financiamiento no esta
asegurado de manera regular por el propio Estado, las iniciativas
pueden quedar atrapadas entre la incertidumbre presupuestal y la
fragmentacion operativa.

En ese sentido, la creacién de una partida presupuestal protegida,
vinculada expresamente al sostenimiento de los servicios digitales
del sistema de justicia, constituye un paso razonable. No se trata
Unicamente de blindar recursos, sino de establecer un compromiso
politico con una visién de justicia que ya no puede retroceder.
Este tipo de asignacion debe incorporar criterios de actualizacion
periddica, incluyendo factores como la inflacién o el crecimiento
proyectado de la demanda digital, de modo que el sistema no pierda
capacidad operativa por efectos externos.

Ahora bien, asegurar la sostenibilidad no implica inicamente
garantizar fondos publicos. El disefio de un modelo de autofi-
nanciamiento que respete principios de equidad también puede
aportar a la autonomia operativa. Existen espacios donde una tasa
diferenciada por servicios electrénicos, especialmente aquellos
dirigidos al sector privado o empresarial, puede implementarse sin
afectar el acceso de los sectores mds vulnerables. Por ejemplo, los
certificados digitales especializados o servicios premium de con-
sulta juridica podrian ofrecerse en condiciones controladas, per-
mitiendo generar ingresos sin mercantilizar el ntcleo del servicio
jurisdiccional. Sin embargo, este tipo de iniciativas requieren una
regulacién precisa y un sistema de control que evite distorsiones o
exclusiones no deseadas.

La constitucion de un fondo de modernizacion judicial, con
gobernanza propia y criterios de asignacion transparentes, ofrece
una posibilidad adicional para canalizar recursos y financiar
mejoras continuas. En otros sectores, este tipo de fondos ha
permitido sostener procesos de innovacién a lo largo del tiempo,
siempre que se haya definido con claridad su estructura, sus
fuentes de ingreso y los mecanismos de rendicién de cuentas. En
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el Poder Judicial, donde histéricamente ha existido una presiéon
sobre la ejecucion presupuestal, este tipo de instrumentos podria
ofrecer un margen mayor de planificacién y autonomia.

Una estrategia de independencia financiera, en consecuencia, no
debe entenderse como una ruptura con el financiamiento estatal,
sino como una transicién gradual hacia una mayor capacidad
de gestién auténoma. Reducir la dependencia externa requiere
desarrollar capacidades internas, fortalecer alianzas estratégicas
con visién de largo plazo y, sobre todo, establecer indicadores
que permitan evaluar si los recursos disponibles se traducen
efectivamente en servicios judiciales més accesibles, eficientes y
confiables. Desde una mirada institucional, esto supone un cambio
cultural tanto como operativo. La sostenibilidad no se decreta:
se construye con planificacién, con evaluacioén constante y con
un enfoque de corresponsabilidad entre los distintos niveles de
gobierno judicial.

5.5. Estrategia integral de inclusién digital judicial

La inclusién digital en el sistema de justicia peruano ha dejado
de ser una aspiracién complementaria para convertirse en una
condicioén estructural del acceso efectivo a derechos. La expansioén
del Expediente Judicial Electrénico y otras herramientas digitales
ha evidenciado no solo avances relevantes, sino también una
persistente brecha entre quienes pueden interactuar fluidamente
con estas plataformas y quienes, por razones geograficas, socioe-
condmicas o culturales, permanecen al margen del nuevo entorno
digital. Es aqui donde se hace necesario repensar el disefio institu-
cional desde una perspectiva que priorice la equidad tecnolégica
como dimension constitutiva de la justicia.

En muchas regiones del pais, el acceso fisico a servicios judi-
ciales sigue siendo limitado. La creacién de una red nacional de
puntos de acceso digital aparece como una respuesta razonada
frente a esta limitacion, siempre que esté acompaiiada de criterios
territoriales y de sostenibilidad operativa. La articulaciéon con
gobiernos locales y el fortalecimiento de capacidades municipales
han demostrado ser, en algunos casos, mecanismos eficaces para ex-
tender el alcance del sistema. Sin embargo, estas alianzas requieren
madurez institucional y una definicién clara de responsabilidades,
lo cual no siempre se concreta de forma homogénea.

Aun cuando se logra ampliar la infraestructura, la inclusién no
se garantiza por el solo acceso. La alfabetizacion digital legal, tanto
para operadores del sistema como para la ciudadania, constituye
un componente clave para que el uso de las herramientas digitales
tenga impacto real. No basta con capacitar en el uso técnico de las
plataformas; es necesario formar en el contenido juridico y en la
comprension de los procedimientos que estas soportan. El enfoque
intercultural ha sido subestimado en estos procesos formativos.
Incorporar materiales en lenguas originarias o metodologias que
respondan a contextos locales no deberia considerarse un afiadido,
sino parte de una politica educativa judicial mas amplia.

En paralelo, la tecnologia utilizada debe disefiarse considerando
las diversas formas de interaccion con el sistema. Una justicia
digital construida exclusivamente desde Lima, sin didlogo con
la diversidad lingiiistica y cultural del pais, dificilmente podra
considerarse inclusiva. Por eso, el desarrollo de interfaces multil-
ingiies, la integracion de tecnologias asistivas y el cumplimiento
de estandares de accesibilidad no pueden quedar relegados a fases
posteriores del desarrollo técnico. La validacién comunitaria de
estos esfuerzos es, probablemente, una de las pocas garantias de
que respondan realmente a las necesidades del territorio.

La inclusién digital, entendida en estos términos, no solo
corrige desigualdades previas, sino que redefine la forma en

que se concibe la relacion entre ciudadania y justicia. Cuando
se habilitan espacios de participacion, acceso e interaccion que
no estan mediados por barreras fisicas o culturales, el sistema
comienza a adquirir otra densidad democratica. Sin embargo,
esto no se logra de manera automatica. Requiere planificacion,
escuchay una politica publica que reconozca que lo digital, para ser
verdaderamente transformador, debe construirse desde la periferia
tanto como desde el centro.

6. Conclusiones

El anélisis del proceso de digitalizacién judicial en el Pert reafirma
que este fendmeno no puede ser interpretado exclusivamente como
una adopcién de herramientas tecnologicas. En realidad, pone
en juego reconfiguraciones institucionales complejas, marcadas
por inercias histdricas, dindmicas organizacionales resistentes al
cambio y disputas por el control de los dispositivos digitales. El
caso del Expediente Judicial Electrénico permite constatar que la
digitalizacion es un terreno de negociacién entre las estructuras
tradicionales del poder judicial y las promesas de eficiencia asoci-
adas a la innovacion. Desde esta perspectiva, resulta insostenible
cualquier aproximacién que asuma una relacion directa y au-
tomdtica entre tecnologia y modernizacién institucional.

Los hallazgos sugieren que las politicas de digitalizacién judicial
requieren un enfoque mas integral. La sola existencia de proced-
imientos digitales resulta insuficiente si no est4 respaldada por un
marco normativo que articule principios de gobernanza tecnolédg-
ica, garantias procesales y estdndares de interoperabilidad. En la
practica, la ausencia de tales condiciones ha generado sistemas
dispares, operativamente funcionales, pero institucionalmente
inconexos. Esta situacién compromete tanto la eficiencia interna
como la legitimidad externa del sistema. Por tanto, una politica
publica orientada a fortalecer la justicia digital deberia priorizar
la interoperabilidad como principio estructurante, por encima del
desarrollo de soluciones particulares aisladas.

El andlisis plantea la necesidad de avanzar en estudios com-
parativos regionales que permitan situar la experiencia peruana
dentro de un marco mas amplio. En particular, se requiere explorar
cémo distintos disefios institucionales condicionan la recepcién y
apropiacién de tecnologias judiciales. Asimismo, urge investigar
los efectos distributivos de estos procesos: quién accede efectiva-
mente a la justicia digital, en qué condiciones y con qué conse-
cuencias. Abordar estas preguntas demanda una metodologia que
combine andlisis de datos a gran escala con estudios cualitativos
que visibilicen las experiencias de los usuarios mas vulnerables.

La transformacidn digital del sistema judicial peruano, lejos de
ser un camino univoco hacia la modernizacion, abre una ventana
critica para repensar la funcién publica de la justicia. Los beneficios
tecnolégicos pueden coexistir con nuevas formas de exclusion si
no se abordan deliberadamente los problemas de acceso, equidad
y transparencia. Desde esta Optica, la justicia digital no debe
entenderse como una meta técnica, sino como una oportunidad
politica para democratizar la relacién entre Estado y ciudadania.
En ese sentido no es suficiente el analisis respecto a la eficiencia
del sistema, sino su capacidad para ofrecer justicia real, accesible
y equitativa en el marco de una sociedad democratica.
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1. Introducao

O senso de entitlement ocupa, na contemporaneidade, um lugar
central na analise das relacdes humanas, sobretudo quando
se observam tensdes entre direitos, merecimento, reconhecimento,
esforgo, responsabilidade e limites. O termo é usado para designar a
crenca de que o individuo possui direito a determinados beneficios,
recompensas, posicdes, tratamentos ou privilégios, independente-
mente da correspondéncia proporcional com o mérito, o desem-
penho ou os critérios normativos estabelecidos. Essa crenca pode
manifestar-se em contextos familiares, educativos, profissionais,
institucionais e politicos, tornando-se relevante para a ética, para a
psicologia, para a educacéo e para a compreensio da vida social.

A reflexdo torna-se necessaria porque o conceito possui uma
ambivaléncia interna. Por um lado, a consciéncia dos préprios
direitos é indispensavel a dignidade humana, a justica social e a
cidadania. Sociedades democraticas e institui¢des justas dependem
de sujeitos capazes de reconhecer aquilo que lhes é devido e de
resistir a formas de abuso, exclusdo ou negacdo de direitos. Por
outro lado, essa consciéncia pode degradar-se quando se converte em
expectativa de privilégios, isto é, quando o sujeito reclama vantagens
sem reconhecer deveres, limites, responsabilidades, reciprocidade e
consequéncias para os outros.

Desse modo, o problema néo estd no direito em si, mas na sua
distor¢do moral. O direito legitimo pode ser justificado perante
critérios de justica; o privilégio infundado tende a beneficiar o
individuo sem considerar a colectividade. O primeiro fortalece a
dignidade e a vida comum; o segundo fragiliza a convivéncia, corroi

relacdes e compromete instituicdes. E nesse intervalo que o senso
de entitlement deve ser analisado: como percep¢ao de direito que
tanto pode expressar justica quanto pode transformar-se em ilusao
de privilégio.

O objectivo desta reflexdo é compreender os fundamentos con-
ceptuais, filoséficos, psicologicos, organizacionais, educacionais,
socioculturais e politico-cidaddos do senso de entitlement. O texto
procura mostrar quando a percepcido de direito ou merecimento
se fundamenta em principios éticos e racionais, reconhecendo os
limites e fundamentos do préprio direito, e quando se converte
em reivindicacdo infundada de privilégio. Para isso, dialoga-se
com a justica distributiva aristotélica, a moral kantiana, a justica
como equidade de Rawls, a justica pratica de Sen, a psicologia do
entitlement, a formacdo educacional da consciéncia ética, a cultura
contemporénea do reconhecimento e a cidadania democratica.

O percurso argumentativo organiza-se em doze momentos. Inicial-
mente, delimita-se o conceito de senso de entitlement e a diferenca
entre direito legitimo e distor¢do moral. Em seguida, discutem-se
os fundamentos filosoficos da justica, do mérito e da dignidade,
as contribuices psicoldgicas e organizacionais e a perspectiva das
capacidades reais. Posteriormente, o texto enquadra o entitlement no
universo dos sensos, analisa a sua centralidade entre os demais sensos
e desenvolve as dimensdes formativa, sociocultural e politico-cidada.
Por fim, sustenta-se que a maturidade ética consiste em reivindicar
direitos sem absolutizar interesses individuais, mantendo a relacio
entre justica, dever, responsabilidade e bem comum.
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2. Fundamentos conceptuais do senso de entitle-
ment

Esta abordagem estabelece os fundamentos conceptuais e filosoficos
do senso de entitlement, distinguindo entre o direito legitimo e a
distor¢ao moral, e preparando o terreno para a analise das suas
manifestacOes nas esferas ética, psicoldgica, organizacional, educa-
cional, sociocultural e politico-cidada. O objectivo é compreender
quando a percepgio de direito ou merecimento se fundamenta em
principios éticos e racionais, isto é, quando reconhece, com lucidez
e responsabilidade, os limites e fundamentos do préprio direito, e
quando se converte em reivindicacdo infundada de privilégios.

Em termos gerais, o entitlement refere-se a crenca de que o
individuo possui direito a determinados beneficios, reconhecimentos
ou privilégios, independentemente da correspondéncia proporcional
com o mérito, o esfor¢o ou os critérios normativos estabelecidos.
No campo da psicologia, Campbell et al. definem o psychological
entitlement como uma disposicdo associada a crenga de merecimento
especial e a expectativa de receber mais do que os outros, indepen-
dentemente de bases objectivas de desempenho ou reciprocidade
(CAMPBELL et al., 2004, pp. 31-32). Harvey e Harris, no campo orga-
nizacional, relacionam essa disposicdo a expectativas inflacionadas
de recompensa, frustracéio e reac¢des negativas diante da auséncia
de tratamento preferencial (HARVEY; HARRIS, 2010, pp. 1640-1647).

No entanto, essa definicdo exige uma distin¢do fundamental: nem
todo sentimento de direito ¢ ilegitimo. Pelo contrario, a propria
estrutura das sociedades justas assenta no reconhecimento de
direitos. O problema emerge quando tal percepcido se desloca do
plano da legitimidade para o da distor¢do moral, transformando-se
numa expectativa infundada de privilégio. A consciéncia de direitos
é condicéo de dignidade; a ilusédo do privilégio, por sua vez, constitui
uma forma de apropriagéo indevida da justica em favor de interesses
particulares.

Do ponto de vista conceptual, o senso de entitlement refere-se
ao sentimento subjectivo de que o individuo possui direito inerente
a determinados beneficios, privilégios ou reconhecimentos. Essa
percepcido pode assumir um caracter legitimo, quando se funda em
direitos reais, em justica, em dignidade ou em condi¢des objectivas
de merecimento. Mas pode assumir caracter distorcido quando se
desvincula de principios de justica e equidade, tornando-se mera
expectativa de tratamento especial.

Em portugués, a expressdo pode ser traduzida de diferentes
formas: senso de direito, sentimento de ter direito, sentimento de
merecimento automatico, sentimento de privilégio ou postura de
quem acha que algo lhe é devido. Nenhuma dessas formulacdes,
isoladamente, consegue abarcar a ambivaléncia do conceito. Por essa
razdo, mantém-se a expressao senso de entitlement, acompanhada
da sua explicitacdo conceptual, de modo a preservar a tensio
entre consciéncia legitima de direito e reivindicagao infundada de
privilégio.

Traducdes possiveis em portugués:

Senso de direito; Sentimento de ter direito; Sentimento de
merecimento automatico;
Sentimento de privilégio; Postura de quem acha que lhe é

devido.

No seu sentido mais comum e negativo, o termo refere-se a
atitude de uma pessoa que acredita merecer tratamento especial,
privilégios ou beneficios, mesmo sem justificacdo clara. Essa postura
corresponde a expectativa de recompensas sem relacdo proporcional
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com desempenho, contributo, mérito ou responsabilidade (HARVEY;
HARRIS, 2010, pp. 1644-1647).

No contexto profissional, por exemplo, um funcionario com
senso de entitlement pode acreditar que deve ser promovido apenas
por estar ha muito tempo na institui¢do, independentemente do
seu desempenho, da qualidade do trabalho, da responsabilidade
assumida ou dos critérios de avaliagdo. Na psicologia e na ética
profissional, essa disposicdo pode associar-se a falta de humildade,
a expectativa exagerada de recompensas e a dificuldade de aceitar
regras iguais para todos, pois individuos com esse perfil tendem a
reagir negativamente quando nio recebem tratamento preferencial
(TWENGE; CAMPBELL, 2009, p. 110; HARVEY; HARRIS, 2010, p.
1649-1652).

Todavia, o0 mesmo termo pode ter sentido neutro ou positivo
quando significa simplesmente consciéncia legitima dos proprios
direitos. Nesse caso, ndo expressa arrogincia ou privilégio, mas
capacidade de reconhecer a dignidade, a cidadania e a justica. A
tarefa tedrica consiste, portanto, em separar essas duas dimensodes
sem reduzir uma a outra.

3. Entre o direito legitimo e a distor¢io moral

O conceito de senso de entitlement ocupa um lugar importante na
analise das relacdes humanas porque toca numa tensiao presente
em toda vida social: a tensdo entre aquilo que é devido ao sujeito e
aquilo que ele imagina merecer sem fundamento suficiente. Por isso,
a distincdo entre direito legitimo e privilégio infundado é decisiva.
Um direito legitimo pode ser justificado por critérios éticos, juridicos,
sociais ou institucionais. Um privilégio infundado, ao contrario,
pretende converter uma expectativa particular em beneficio especial.

A vida em sociedade exige o reconhecimento de direitos, mas
também exige a compreensdo de deveres. Direitos sem deveres
tendem a transformar-se em reivindicacdes unilaterais; deveres
sem direitos podem converter-se em submissdo e injustica. O
equilibrio ético estd precisamente na articulacdo entre dignidade,
responsabilidade, liberdade e reciprocidade. O entitlement torna-se
distorcido quando rompe esse equilibrio, absolutizando o desejo
individual e desprezando os critérios comuns de convivéncia.

Essa distin¢do também permite evitar uma leitura moralista e
simplificadora. Nem toda pessoa que reivindica reconhecimento ou
melhores condi¢des esta tomada por entitlement negativo. Muitas
vezes, tal reivindicacio expressa uma busca legitima por justica. O
problema surge quando a reivindicagéo se apresenta como exigéncia
de superioridade, tratamento especial ou vantagem nio justificavel
perante os outros. O critério decisivo é a possibilidade de justificar
a pretensdo a luz da justica, da equidade, da responsabilidade e do
bem comum.

A maturidade moral, nesse contexto, consiste em reconhecer
os proprios direitos sem ignorar os direitos dos outros. O sujeito
moralmente maduro nio transforma toda frustracio em injustica,
nem toda regra comum em perseguicio, nem todo limite em violacdo
da sua dignidade. Ele compreende que a vida colectiva é feita de
direitos, deveres, responsabilidades, critérios e limites partilhados.

4. Justica, mérito e dignidade

A reflexao filoséfica classica oferece instrumentos decisivos para
compreender a diferenca entre direito legitimo e distor¢do moral.
Em Etica a Nicémaco, Aristoteles estabelece o principio da justica
distributiva, segundo o qual bens, honras e reconhecimentos devem
ser atribuidos segundo proporcionalidade. O justo, para Aristoteles,
relaciona-se com aquilo que é proporcional, isto é, com a distribuicdo
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segundo critérios de mérito, virtude e posicdo na relacdo de justica
(ARISTOTELES, 1985, p. 1131a-b).

A justica, nesse sentido, ndo consiste em tratar todos de maneira
idéntica em todas as circunstincias, mas em dar a cada um aquilo
que lhe é devido. A proporcionalidade nio legitima desigualdades
arbitrarias; antes, procura impedir que recompensas, honras ou
beneficios sejam distribuidos sem critério. O senso de entitlement,
quando desvinculado dessa proporcionalidade, representa uma
ruptura com o principio distributivo, pois pressupde a reivindicacdo
de beneficios sem a correspondente base meritocratica, ética ou
institucional.

Por sua vez, Immanuel Kant, na Fundamentagdo da metafisica dos
costumes, desloca a anélise para o plano da dignidade, do dever e da
universalidade moral. O valor moral da accio néo reside no efeito
esperado, mas no principio da vontade que a orienta (KANT, 2007, p.
55). De mais a mais, o imperativo categdrico exige que se aja apenas
segundo maximas que possam, a0 mesmo tempo, ser queridas como
leis universais (KANT, 2007, p. 59).

Para Kant, o valor moral do individuo néo reside em privilégios
ou recompensas externas, mas na sua capacidade racional de agir
segundo a lei moral. Assim sendo, qualquer pretensdo baseada
exclusivamente em interesses subjectivos, caracteristica tipica do
entitlement distorcido, carece de legitimidade moral, pois nao
pode ser universalizada sem contradi¢do. Se todos reivindicassem
privilégios particulares sem fundamento comum, a propria ideia de
justica perderia consisténcia.

O entitlement, nesse contexto, revela-se como uma forma de
instrumentalizacido da realidade em beneficio proprio. O sujeito
deixa de considerar os outros como fins em si mesmos e passa a
percebé-los como obstaculos, instrumentos ou simples meios para a
satisfagdo das proprias expectativas. A exigéncia kantiana de respeito
pela dignidade impede que o direito seja confundido com privilégio
particular.

No pensamento contemporaneo, John Rawls propde a ideia de
justica como equidade. Em Uma teoria da justica, assevera que a
justica é a primeira virtude das institui¢cdes sociais, do mesmo modo
que a verdade o é dos sistemas de pensamento (RAWLS, 1997, p.
3). A partir da nogdo de posicdo original e de véu de ignorancia,
Rawls sustenta que principios justos seriam aqueles escolhidos por
individuos racionais sem conhecimento das suas vantagens pessoais
(RAWLS, 1997, p. 54).

Esse quadro permite compreender que o entitlement ilegitimo
surge como violagdo da equidade, pois implica a expectativa de
beneficios nio justificaveis por critérios que todos poderiam aceitar
como justos. Se uma pretensdo s6 parece razoavel quando vista da
posicdo particular de quem se beneficia dela, mas se torna inaceitavel
quando avaliada em condi¢des de imparcialidade, entdo néo se trata
de direito legitimo, mas de privilégio.

Desse modo, Aristoteles, Kant e Rawls oferecem trés planos
complementares para analisar o senso de entitlement: a propor-
cionalidade distributiva, a universalidade moral e a imparcialidade
institucional. A partir deles, pode-se afirmar que uma reivindicacao
legitima precisa ter fundamento racional, moral e social. Quando tal
fundamento desaparece, o direito degrada-se em ilusdo de privilégio.

5. Justica pratica e capacidades reais

A contribui¢do de Amartya Sen amplia a discussdo ao enfatizar a
dimenséo pratica da justica. Em A ideia de justica, Sen critica leituras
puramente formais ou exclusivamente institucionais, defendendo
que a justica ndo deve ser avaliada apenas por regras, principios

ou institui¢des, mas também pelas vidas reais que as pessoas sdo
efectivamente capazes de viver (SEN, 2011, p. 18).

Para Sen, néo basta possuir direitos formais; é necessario dispor
de condigdes reais para exercé-los. O foco deve recair sobre aquilo
que as pessoas efectivamente conseguem fazer e ser, isto é, sobre
as capacidades concretas que tornam possivel uma vida digna (SEN,
2011, p. 31). Essa compreensio é importante porque impede que o
debate sobre entitlement se transforme numa condenacéo simplista
de toda reivindicacéo de direitos.

Muitas vezes, individuos ou grupos reivindicam reconhecimento,
beneficios, inclusdo ou tratamento diferenciado nio por ilusio de
privilégio, mas porque enfrentam limitacoes objectivas impostas por
desigualdades sociais, econdmicas, culturais ou institucionais. Sen
observa que diferengas de capacidade determinam aquilo que cada
pessoa pode realizar, mesmo quando direitos formais parecem iguais
(SEN, 2011, p. 42). Logo, o mesmo direito pode ter efeitos diferentes
conforme as condigdes reais de cada sujeito.

Nesse sentido, o senso de entitlement revela-se particularmente
problematico quando se baseia apenas na percepgao subjectiva de
direito, ignorando as condi¢des reais dos outros e os efeitos da sua
pretensdo sobre a equidade colectiva. O direito legitimo precisa estar
alinhado com a justica pratica; a ilusdo do privilégio, ao contrario,
desconsidera as capacidades reais, as desigualdades concretas e o
bem-estar partilhado.

A perspectiva das capacidades também abre caminho para discutir
aresponsabilidade ética de organizagdes e institui¢des. O entitlement
torna-se problematico quando direitos e privilégios sdo reclamados
sem considerar os efeitos sobre o colectivo ou sobre a equidade real
entre os membros de uma comunidade profissional. Uma sociedade
justa nao deve apenas declarar direitos, mas criar condi¢des para
que todos possam exercé-los efectivamente (SEN, 2011, p. 47).

Por isso, a reflexio sobre entitlement precisa evitar dois extremos.
O primeiro seria negar a legitimidade da consciéncia de direitos,
confundindo toda reivindicacdo com privilégio. O segundo seria
aceitar qualquer expectativa individual como se fosse direito. Entre
esses extremos, a justica pratica exige examinar fundamentos,
capacidades, responsabilidades, efeitos colectivos e condicdes reais
de participacéo.

6. Psicologia, comportamento e organizacao

Para além da tradicéo filoséfica, a psicologia contemporanea con-
tribui para compreender o fenémeno ao nivel do comportamento
individual. O psychological entitlement é estudado como uma dis-
posicdo relativamente estavel ligada a percepcdo de merecimento
especial, a expectativa de tratamento diferenciado e a tendéncia de
avaliar recompensas como insuficientes quando néo correspondem
a autoimagem do sujeito (CAMPBELL et al., 2004, pp. 31-34).

Jean Twenge e W. Keith Campbell identificam, na cultura contem-
poranea, o crescimento de atitudes associadas ao narcisismo e ao
entitlement. Para estes autores, muitas pessoas passaram a acreditar
que sdo especiais e merecem reconhecimento independentemente
das suas realizacdes concretas (TWENGE; CAMPBELL, 2009, p. 97).
Essa expectativa pode ser reforcada por ambientes familiares, educa-
cionais, midiaticos e profissionais que valorizam excessivamente a
autoestima, a visibilidade e a recompensa imediata.

No plano individual, o entitlement distorcido pode gerar baixa
tolerancia a frustracdo. Quando a realidade nio confirma a expec-
tativa de reconhecimento, o sujeito pode interpretar a auséncia
de privilégio como injustica. Essa interpretagio tende a produzir
ressentimento, conflitos interpessoais e dificuldade de adaptacéo a
contextos que exigem reciprocidade, disciplina e responsabilidade.
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Twenge e Campbell observam que individuos com esse perfil tendem
a reagir negativamente quando ndo recebem tratamento preferencial
(TWENGE; CAMPBELL, 2009, p. 110).

Harvey e Harris, ao analisarem o contexto organizacional,
mostram que expectativas inflacionadas de recompensa podem gerar
frustracdo quando néo sdo satisfeitas. O problema nio esta apenas
na expectativa em si, mas no modo como ela é percebida como
direito adquirido. Quando o sujeito considera que a organizagéo lhe
deve reconhecimento independentemente de desempenho, regras
ou critérios, tende a interpretar limites institucionais como ofensa
pessoal (HARVEY; HARRIS, 2010, pp. 1644-1652).

No ambiente de trabalho, o senso de entitlement pode afectar
a colaboracéo, a produtividade e a cultura institucional. Ele pode
manifestar-se em comportamentos como resisténcia a tarefas, re-
jeicdo de regras comuns, expectativa de promocéo automatica, difi-
culdade de aceitar avaliacdo, comparacdo permanente com colegas e
exigéncia de reconhecimento sem contributo equivalente. Robbins
e Judge mostram que percepcdes de justica, motivagdo e compor-
tamento organizacional influenciam directamente as atitudes no
trabalho (ROBBINS; JUDGE, 2013, p. 112).

Com efeito, a dimensdo psicologica e organizacional permite
compreender que o entitlement nio é apenas uma ideia abstracta,
mas uma disposi¢do que se expressa nas relacdes quotidianas. A
sua presenca compromete a confianca, fragiliza a cooperacio e pode
gerar um clima institucional marcado por ressentimento, competicao
improdutiva e erosdo do compromisso colectivo.

Contudo, é importante reafirmar que a critica ao entitlement
distorcido ndo significa negar o reconhecimento devido ao tra-
balhador, ao estudante, ao cidaddo ou ao sujeito de direitos. O
problema néio esta em esperar justica, respeito ou valorizacdo, mas
em exigir privilégios sem fundamento. Organizagdes éticas precisam
reconhecer mérito e dignidade, mas também estabelecer critérios
claros, transparentes e partilhados.

7. Ambivaléncia do conceito: direito legitimo e
ilusao do privilégio

Deste modo, o senso de entitlement deve ser compreendido como
um fenémeno ambivalente. Por um lado, pode expressar a conscién-
cia legitima de direitos, essencial a dignidade humana, a justica
social, a cidadania e a proteccio contra abusos. Por outro, pode
degenerar numa ilusédo de privilégio, marcada pela desconexio entre
expectativas individuais e fundamentos éticos.

A distingdo entre essas duas dimensdes é crucial, pois dela
depende ndo apenas a qualidade das relacdes individuais, mas
também a integridade das instituicdes e a sustentabilidade das
praticas profissionais. Quando o sujeito reivindica um direito com
fundamento em justica, dignidade ou equidade, contribui para a
vida democratica e para o fortalecimento da convivéncia. Quando
reivindica privilégio sem fundamento, fragiliza a reciprocidade e
transforma o espaco comum em extensdo das suas expectativas
particulares.

A reflexdo cléssica sobre justica e mérito fornece a base conceptual
dessa distincdo. Aristoteles permite diferenciar o que é devido do
que é excessivo; Kant exige que a pretensio possa ser universalizada;
Rawls submete os principios a imparcialidade; Sen recorda que
os direitos precisam de condi¢des reais para serem exercidos. A
psicologia contemporénea, por sua vez, mostra como disposi¢des
individuais e culturas sociais podem amplificar a percepcdo de
direitos ndo justificados.

A verdadeira maturidade moral consiste, portanto, ndo em
reivindicar mais do que é devido, mas em reconhecer, com lucidez
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e responsabilidade, os limites e fundamentos do proprio direito.
Esse reconhecimento supde humildade, discernimento, justica e
capacidade de avaliar a propria pretensio a luz dos outros.

8. O universo dos sensos: percepcio, discerni-
mento e julgamento

No uso corrente da linguagem, séo frequentes expressdes como senso
comum, senso de responsabilidade, senso critico, senso de justica
ou senso de oportunidade. Contudo, ao se indagar de forma mais
rigorosa sobre quantos sensos existem, verifica-se que a resposta nao
é linear, pois ndo ha um nimero fixo. Do ponto de vista conceptual,
o termo senso designa uma faculdade de percepcio, discernimento
ou julgamento que pode ser aplicada a multiplas dimensdes da
experiéncia humana.

De modo geral, o termo indica percepcio, discernimento ou
consciéncia sobre algo, podendo ser aplicado a infinitos aspectos da
vida, das relacdes humanas, do trabalho, da moral e da sociedade.
Abbagnano define senso como faculdade de julgar, apreciar e
perceber de modo imediato (ABBAGNANO, 1998, p. 380). Cada
contexto social, educativo ou profissional pode gerar novas formas de
senso, conforme aquilo que se considera relevante perceber, valorizar
e orientar.

O que existe, portanto, é uma constelacdo de sensos que estrutu-
ram comportamentos, decisdes e relacdes. Alguns sao amplamente
reconhecidos, como senso comum, senso critico e senso de justica.
Outros permanecem menos tematizados, embora exercam influéncia
significativa sobre a forma como os sujeitos se percebem, interpretam
as relagdes e reivindicam lugares no mundo.

A seguir, apresenta-se uma tabela sistematizada que retne difer-
entes tipologias de sensos, organizadas por categorias analiticas. O
objectivo ndo é encerrar uma classificacio definitiva, mas oferecer
uma referéncia estruturante para compreender as diversas formas
de discernimento que orientam a experiéncia humana.

Table 1. Sensos ético-morais

Senso Descricao

Senso de moral
Senso de justica
Senso de
responsabilidade
Senso de dever
Senso de empatia

Consciéncia do que é certo ou errado.
Percepgio da equidade e da imparcialidade.
Assumir consequéncias de ac¢des proprias.

Cumprir obrigagoes éticas ou sociais.
Compreender e respeitar os sentimentos
dos outros.

Senso de Agir com verdade e integridade.
honestidade

Senso de gratidao Reconhecer e valorizar beneficios recebidos.

Table 2. Sensos de comportamento social

Senso Descricao

Senso de humor Perceber e reagir a situa¢des engragadas ou

irénicas.

Senso de Agir com educagio e polidez.
cordialidade

Senso de Identificar o momento certo para agir.
oportunidade

Senso de pertenca
Senso de etiqueta

Sentir-se parte de um grupo ou comunidade.
Cumprir normas de convivéncia e
comportamento social.

Senso de Colaborar efectivamente com outros.

cooperacao




Table 3. Sensos reflexivos e intelectuais
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Table 6. Sensos emergentes e contemporaneos

Senso

Descricao

Senso Descricao

Senso critico
Senso comum

Senso estético
Senso de propor¢éo

Senso de
observagio
Senso analitico

Avaliar situacdes de forma racional e
imparcial.

Percepcoes geralmente aceites, baseadas em
experiéncias quotidianas.

Percepcio da beleza ou harmonia.

Avaliar equilibrio, limites e importincia
relativa das coisas.

Perceber detalhes importantes no ambiente.

Capacidade de decompor problemas
complexos em partes menores.

Table 4. Sensos ligados ao trabalho e a produtividade

Senso

Descricao

Senso de lideranca
Senso de iniciativa
Senso de
organizacao

Senso de urgéncia

Senso de prioridade

Capacidade de influenciar e guiar pessoas.
Agir por conta propria quando necessario.
Planear e manter ordem em tarefas e
ambientes.

Identificar tarefas que exigem atencéo
imediata.

Diferenciar tarefas mais importantes das
menos importantes.

Senso de Antecipar etapas e estratégias para alcancar
planeamento objectivos.

Table 5. Sensos psicologicos e pessoais
Senso Descricao

Senso de identidade
Senso de
autocontrolo

Senso de autonomia
Senso de
autoeficacia

Senso de resiliéncia

Senso de autoestima
Senso de reflexio

Consciéncia de si mesmo, crengas e valores.
Gerir emogdes e impulsos de forma
equilibrada.

Capacidade de agir de forma independente.
Acreditar na propria capacidade de alcancar
objectivos.

Superar desafios e adversidades mantendo
equilibrio emocional.

Valorizar-se e reconhecer o proprio valor.
Capacidade de pensar sobre decisdes e
experiéncias.

Senso digital Saber agir eticamente em ambientes digitais.

Senso de Considerar impacto ambiental e social das
sustentabilidade accoes.

Senso de Reconhecer e valorizar diferentes
diversidade perspectivas e culturas.

Senso de Compreender responsabilidades como
pertencimento cidaddo do mundo.

global

Senso de Percepgio de direitos ou merecimento,
entitlement podendo ser legitima ou distorcida.

Senso de inovagao Identificar e aplicar novas ideias e solugdes.
Senso de Ajustar-se a mudancas e novas situacdes
adaptabilidade com flexibilidade.

Senso de ética Agir de acordo com principios e normas da
profissional profisséo.

Senso de Trabalhar de forma eficiente em equipas

colaboracdo virtual ~ remotas ou digitais.

Fonte: elaboracdo da autora, com base em conceitos de ética,
filosofia, psicologia e administracdo, especialmente em Abbagnano
(1998, p. 380), Aristoteles (1985, p. 1131a-b), Robbins e Judge (2013,
p- 112) e literatura contemporanea sobre comportamento
organizacional.

9. O lugar do senso de entitlement entre os demais
sensos

Entre todos os sensos, o senso de entitlement merece atencéo especial
porque se relaciona directamente com a forma como o sujeito
percebe direitos, deveres, merecimento, reconhecimento e limites.
Ele se manifesta quando alguém acredita que merece privilégios ou
beneficios sem necessariamente ter trabalhado para isso, ou sem
considerar responsabilidades, critérios institucionais e limites éticos.

A sua especificidade estd no facto de operar no ponto de
cruzamento entre percepcéo de si e relacdo com os outros. O sujeito
com entitlement distorcido néo apenas deseja reconhecimento; ele
tende a interpretar tal reconhecimento como algo que lhe é devido
independentemente de fundamentos partilhados. Quando isso ocorre,
o senso de direito transforma-se em pretenséo de privilégio.

No plano psicolégico, o entitlement influencia comportamento
e autoestima, sendo caracterizado por expectativas persistentes
de tratamento preferencial e por reac¢des negativas quando tais
expectativas ndo sio satisfeitas (CAMPBELL et al., 2004, pp. 32-34;
HARVEY; HARRIS, 2010, pp. 1649-1652).

No plano ético, expectativas de privilégio entram em conflito
com deveres, justica social e universalidade moral, contrariando
a exigéncia kantiana de que a ac¢do moral possa valer como lei
universal (KANT, 2007, p. 59).

No plano organizacional, o entitlement afecta a colaboracéo, a
produtividade e a cultura do trabalho, podendo comprometer o
desempenho colectivo. Percepcdes distorcidas de justica influenciam
negativamente atitudes, motivagéo, satisfacdo e comportamento nas
organizacdes (ROBBINS; JUDGE, 2013, p. 112).

Por isso, o tema merece tratamento proprio, pois permite com-
preender conflitos que muitas vezes aparecem como meros prob-
lemas de convivéncia, mas que possuem fundamento ético e psi-
coldgico mais profundo.

A centralidade desse senso reside, portanto, na sua capacidade de
revelar a qualidade moral da relacdo que o sujeito estabelece consigo,
com os outros e com as institui¢des. Quando bem orientado, pode
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expressar consciéncia de direitos; quando distorcido, torna-se forma
de arrogéncia moral e institucional.

10. Formacio ética entre direitos, deveres e limites

Os processos educativos podem contribuir para a formacédo de
uma consciéncia critica, ética e responsavel, capaz de distinguir
o direito legitimo da expectativa infundada de privilégio. A educacio
assume papel fundamental na construgio de sujeitos conscientes
dos seus direitos, mas igualmente atentos aos seus deveres, limites e
responsabilidades perante os outros e a colectividade.

Essa dimensdo permite compreender que o senso de entitlement
néo deve ser analisado apenas como disposicao psicolégica individual
ou atitude moralmente problematica, mas também como resultado
de processos formativos frageis. Um sujeito que nido desenvolve
suficientemente o senso de responsabilidade, reciprocidade e justica
pode interpretar a vida social como espaco de satisfagdo das suas
expectativas, sem compreender que a convivéncia exige critérios,
deveres e respeito pelos outros.

Paulo Freire contribui para esta discussio ao defender uma ed-
ucagdo orientada para autonomia, responsabilidade e consciéncia
critica. Freire argumenta que ensinar néo é transferir conhecimento,
mas criar possibilidades para a sua producéo ou construcéo, o que
implica reconhecer o educando como sujeito ético, historico e re-
sponsavel (FREIRE, 1996, p. 47). A partir desta perspectiva, enfrentar
o entitlement exige formar sujeitos capazes de compreender que a
dignidade humana néao autoriza arrogancia de privilégio, mas exige
compromisso, humildade e respeito pelo outro.

John Dewey oferece contribuicéo relevante ao compreender a
educacdo como experiéncia social e democratica. A escola deve
preparar o individuo para a vida em comunidade, desenvolvendo
hébitos de cooperacio, participacdo e responsabilidade colectiva
(DEWEY, 1979, p. 87). Desse modo, o senso de entitlement pode
ser interpretado como dificuldade de inser¢do democratica, na
medida em que o individuo espera beneficios ou reconhecimento
sem considerar reciprocidade, convivéncia e critérios partilhados de
justica.

Emile Durkheim permite compreender a educacio como processo
de socializagdo moral. Para o autor, a educagdo é a ac¢do exercida
pelas geragdes adultas sobre aquelas ainda ndo preparadas para
a vida social, com o objectivo de desenvolver estados fisicos,
intelectuais e morais exigidos pela sociedade (DURKHEIM, 1978, p.
40). Essa assercéo evidencia que a liberdade individual ndo pode ser
confundida com auséncia de limites. O sujeito educado moralmente
aprende que viver em sociedade implica reconhecer normas, deveres
e responsabilidades.

Lawrence Kohlberg, ao tratar do desenvolvimento moral, mostra
que a consciéncia ética passa por diferentes niveis de maturagéo,
desde formas centradas no interesse proprio até formas orien-
tadas por principios de justica, reciprocidade e universalidade
(KOHLBERG, 1981, pp. 17-19). Nesse sentido, o entitlement distor-
cido pode ser compreendido como expressdo de uma consciéncia
moral pouco amadurecida, marcada pela centralidade do eu, pela
expectativa de tratamento especial e pela dificuldade de reconhecer
critérios validos para todos.

Martha Nussbaum amplia esta leitura ao defender uma educagéo
voltada para o desenvolvimento das capacidades humanas, da
empatia e da cidadania democratica. Em Criar capacidades, a autora
situa as capacidades como condi¢des fundamentais para uma vida
digna (NUSSBAUM, 2013, pp. 39-41). Em Sem fins lucrativos, defende
que a democracia precisa das humanidades porque elas cultivam

2 |}

GJHSS-H VoL. 26 Issuk 2

imaginacéo, sensibilidade ética e reconhecimento da humanidade
do outro (NUSSBAUM, 2015, p. 121).

Assim, a formagéo ética pode deslocar o sujeito de uma postura
autocentrada para uma postura mais solidaria, justa e responsavel. A
educagéo, quando orientada por autonomia, justica, responsabilidade,
empatia e convivéncia democratica, ajuda o individuo a distinguir
entre o direito legitimo e a ilusdo do privilégio, formando sujeitos
capazes de reivindicar aquilo que lhes é devido sem perder de vista
os limites éticos, os deveres sociais e a dignidade dos outros.

11. Individualismo, reconhecimento e ilusao do
privilégio

O senso de entitlement nio se forma apenas no interior da subjec-
tividade individual; ele também se relaciona com transformacdes
culturais da modernidade. A sociedade contemporanea, marcada pelo
individualismo, pelo consumo, pela competicdo, pela visibilidade
e pela busca permanente de reconhecimento, pode favorecer a
ampliacdo de expectativas de tratamento especial.

Bauman observa que a modernidade liquida fragiliza vinculos,
torna relacdes instaveis e desloca para o individuo a responsabil-
idade pelo sucesso e pelo fracasso (BAUMAN, 2001, p. 14). Nesse
cenario, o sujeito tende a interpretar desejos pessoais como direitos
inquestionaveis, confundindo liberdade com auséncia de limites. A
fluidez dos lagos sociais pode enfraquecer referéncias colectivas de
dever, responsabilidade e permanéncia.

Gilles Lipovetsky aprofunda essa leitura ao analisar o hiperindi-
vidualismo e a cultura narcisica contemporanea. A figura de Nar-
ciso expressa uma época centrada na autoimagem, na satisfacdo
subjectiva, no consumo, na visibilidade e na realizacio pessoal
(LIPOVETSKY, 2005, p. 31; p. 48). Essa cultura pode alimentar o
senso de entitlement quando o individuo passa a acreditar que deve
ser permanentemente reconhecido, valorizado ou recompensado,
mesmo sem correspondéncia proporcional com esfor¢o, mérito ou
responsabilidade.

A contribuicdo de Axel Honneth permite distinguir entre recon-
hecimento legitimo e exigéncia distorcida de validacédo. A luta por
reconhecimento é fundamental para a constituicdo da identidade e
para a relacdo positiva do sujeito consigo mesmo (HONNETH, 2003,
p. 155). Contudo, quando a busca por reconhecimento se desliga
da reciprocidade e da justica, pode transformar-se em exigéncia
narcisica de atencéo, prestigio ou privilégio. O entitlement distor-
cido pode, assim, ser compreendido como forma desequilibrada de
reivindicacdo de reconhecimento.

Charles Taylor também contribui ao discutir a centralidade do
reconhecimento na formacéo da identidade moderna. Para o autor, a
identidade humana forma-se em didlogo com os outros, razdo pela
qual o reconhecimento social possui importancia decisiva (TAYLOR,
1994, p. 45; p. 52). Porém, numa cultura marcada pela valorizacéo da
autenticidade individual, pode ocorrer distor¢ido quando o sujeito
transforma a afirmacéo de si em reivindicacdo permanente de
tratamento especial.

Pierre Bourdieu permite analisar o entitlement a partir das
desigualdades sociais, do capital simbdlico e das formas de distingao.
As posicdes sociais e os diferentes capitais econdmico, cultural, social
e simbdlico influenciam percep¢odes de valor, mérito e legitimidade
(BOURDIEU, 2007, p. 107). Assim, certas expectativas de privilégio
podem estar associadas a posi¢do ocupada pelo individuo no
espaco social, fazendo com que determinados sujeitos se percebam
como naturalmente merecedores de reconhecimento, autoridade ou
vantagens.
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Dessa forma, a dimensdo sociocultural amplia a compreensao
do senso de entitlement, mostrando que ele ndo resulta apenas de
falhas individuais de caracter ou julgamento moral, mas também de
uma cultura que frequentemente valoriza individualismo, distingéo,
competicdo e reconhecimento permanente. O desafio ético consiste
em distinguir o reconhecimento legitimo da dignidade humana da
exigéncia infundada de privilégios, recolocando o sujeito numa
relacdo equilibrada com os outros, com as institui¢des e com a vida
colectiva.

12. Cidadania, direitos e responsabilidade publica

O senso de entitlement também deve ser analisado no campo da
cidadania, dos direitos, dos deveres e da responsabilidade publica.
Nesta perspectiva, importa compreender que a reivindicacdo de
direitos é indispensavel numa sociedade democratica, mas deve
estar articulada ao reconhecimento dos deveres, da justica social, da
participacéo civica e do respeito ao bem comum.

Norberto Bobbio afirma que os direitos humanos nao nascem
todos de uma vez, mas sdo construidos historicamente, em resposta
a lutas sociais e exigéncias de protec¢do da pessoa humana (BOBBIO,
1992, p. 5). Nesse sentido, reivindicar direitos ndo é, em si, mani-
festacdo negativa de entitlement. Pelo contrario, pode representar
consciéncia cidada e defesa da dignidade. O problema surge quando
a reivindicacdo de direitos se separa da responsabilidade publica e
se transforma em pretensio unilateral de beneficio pessoal.

T. H. Marshall oferece contribuicdo importante ao compreender a
cidadania como articulacdo entre direitos civis, politicos e sociais,
vinculados a liberdade individual, a participagdo politica e ao
bem-estar social (MARSHALL, 1967, pp. 63-66). Esta consideragio
ajuda a compreender que nem toda exigéncia de direitos deve ser
confundida com privilégio. Muitas reivindicagdes expressam busca
legitima por cidadania plena. Contudo, quando o individuo reivindica
vantagens sem considerar a igualdade de direitos dos demais, a
justica distributiva e os deveres colectivos, o direito converte-se em
privilégio.

Hannah Arendt destaca a importéancia da esfera publica, da ac¢ido
e da responsabilidade na vida politica. A condi¢do humana da
pluralidade implica que os sujeitos aparecem diante dos outros, falam,
agem e participam da constru¢do do mundo comum (ARENDT, 2007,
pp- 15-17). A luz da sua reflexiio, o senso de entitlement torna-se
problematico quando enfraquece a responsabilidade pelo mundo
partilhado, reduzindo a cidadania a uma expectativa de beneficios
individuais.

Jurgen Habermas permite aprofundar essa discussio ao associar
democracia, direito e comunica¢ido publica. Conforme o seu en-
tendimento, uma sociedade democratica depende de processos de
deliberacdo nos quais os sujeitos possam justificar racionalmente
as suas pretensdes diante dos outros. A esfera publica constitui
uma estrutura comunicacional na qual pretensdes precisam ser
discutidas, justificadas e reconhecidas em condi¢des de reciprocidade
(HABERMAS, 1997, v. 11, p. 92).

Nesse quadro, uma reivindicacdo s6 adquire legitimidade publica
quando pode ser justificada perante os outros. O entitlement ilegi-
timo aparece como pretenséo que busca impor interesses particulares
sem submeté-los ao debate publico, a justificacdo racional e aos
critérios partilhados de justica. A vida democratica exige mais
do que reivindicar direitos; exige participagdo, responsabilidade,
compromisso e reconhecimento da pluralidade humana.

Dessa forma, a maturidade cidada consiste em saber reivindicar
direitos sem absolutizar interesses individuais. A consciéncia de di-
reitos é fundamental para a dignidade humana e para a consolidacao

da cidadania; torna-se problematica quando perde o vinculo com
deveres, responsabilidade publica e bem comum. A democracia exige
equilibrio entre liberdade, igualdade, participacao, responsabilidade
e justica social.

E, aqui, oportuno evidenciar que a analise do senso de entitlement
conduz a um itinerario e argumentacédo inequivoca: da proporcional-
idade classica de Aristoteles ao principio moral universal de Kant, da
justica institucional de Rawls a perspectiva pratica das capacidades
de Sen, torna-se claro que a legitimidade de uma reivindicagio
depende de fundamentos éticos, racionais e sociais. O direito legitimo
precisa ser justificavel; a ilusido do privilégio, ao contrario, apoia-se
na expectativa unilateral de vantagem.

As contribuicdes da psicologia contemporinea e do compor-
tamento organizacional mostram que o entitlement pode afectar
relacdes, instituicdes e ambientes de trabalho. A expectativa infla-
cionada de reconhecimento, quando nio encontra correspondéncia
no desempenho, na responsabilidade ou nos critérios comuns, gera
conflitos, frustracdes e ressentimentos. Por isso, o tema néo é apenas
tedrico; ele atravessa praticas quotidianas, relagdes profissionais e
formas de convivéncia.

A formacdo ética mostra que o entitlement pode ser trabalhado por
meio da educacio, da socializacdo moral e do desenvolvimento da
consciéncia critica. A dimensao sociocultural evidencia que a cultura
contemporanea pode estimular individualismo, visibilidade e busca
permanente de reconhecimento. A dimensao politico-cidada recorda
que direitos s6 se tornam plenamente legitimos quando articulados
com deveres, participagdo e responsabilidade publica.

Dessa forma, o senso de entitlement deve ser compreendido como
fenémeno complexo e ambivalente. Nio se trata de negar direitos,
mas de impedir que a linguagem dos direitos seja usada para justificar
privilégios. A tarefa ética consiste em formar sujeitos capazes de
reconhecer aquilo que lhes é devido sem desconsiderar os outros, as
instituicdes e 0 bem comum.

13. Conclusao

A reflexdo desenvolvida permite afirmar que o senso de entitlement
se situa entre duas possibilidades: a consciéncia legitima de direitos
e a ilusao do privilégio. A primeira é indispensavel a dignidade
humana, a justica social, a cidadania e a protec¢do contra arbi-
trariedades. A segunda fragiliza a convivéncia, rompe a reciprocidade
e transforma expectativas individuais em exigéncias de tratamento
especial.

O percurso filoséfico mostrou que a legitimidade de uma reivin-
dicacdo depende de critérios de proporcionalidade, universalidade,
imparcialidade e justica pratica. Aristoteles permite compreender a
importancia da distribuigdo proporcional; Kant refor¢a a exigéncia
de universaliza¢do moral; Rawls situa a justica no plano da equidade
institucional; Sen desloca o olhar para as capacidades reais e para as
condicdes efectivas de exercicio dos direitos.

A psicologia e os estudos organizacionais demonstraram que o en-
titlement distorcido pode produzir frustracio, conflitos, resisténcia a
regras, baixa cooperacio e enfraquecimento da cultura institucional.

A formacao ética revelou que tal disposigdo pode ser trabalhada
pedagogicamente, por meio da educacio para autonomia, respons-
abilidade, empatia, justica e convivéncia democratica.

A analise sociocultural mostrou que individualismo, consumo,
visibilidade e busca de reconhecimento permanente podem alimentar
a ilusdo do privilégio.

A dimenséo politico-cidada, por fim, evidenciou que a conscién-
cia de direitos s6 se mantém justa quando vinculada a deveres,
participacéo e bem comum.
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MECHI¢O

Conclui-se que a maturidade moral, profissional e cidada ndo
consiste em reivindicar mais do que é devido, mas em reconhecer,
com lucidez e responsabilidade, os limites e fundamentos do proprio
direito. O direito legitimo fortalece a dignidade e a justiga; a ilusdo do
privilégio corrdi a convivéncia e fragiliza as institui¢des. Distinguir
uma dimenséo da outra é tarefa filosofica, educativa, social e politica
indispensavel a formacédo de sujeitos mais justos, responsaveis e
conscientes.
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