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FOREWORD
S.M.	Mohamed	Idris

Chairperson,	Citizens	International	and	Multiversity

This	book	 is	an	attempt	at	 the	 long	overdue	 task	of	 freeing	our	 learning	 institutions	 from	 the
Eurocentric	frameworks	and	assumptions	that	they	are	modelled	upon,	and	hopefully	will	pave
the	way	for	us	to	discover	our	authentic	selves	and	become	people	who	are	truly	liberated.	It
contains	selected	papers	from	the	International	Conference	on	‘Decolonising	Our	Universities,’
which	was	organised	in	June,	2011,	in	Penang,	Malaysia.

I	 am	neither	 a	 scholar	 nor	 an	 academic	 but	 an	 activist	who	grew	up	 at	 a	 time	when	 the
victims	of	 colonialism	 in	Asia,	Africa	and	Latin	America	were	waging	valiant	 struggles	 for
justice,	freedom,	independence	and	liberation.

Like	many	anti-imperialists	 among	my	generation,	 the	 seeds	of	 resistance	 to	 imperialism
were	sown	at	a	very	young	age.	Let	me	share	here	a	personal	experience	which	is	still	fresh	in
my	memory.

As	a	young	boy	at	the	Anglo	Chinese	School	in	Penang	–	a	Methodist	missionary	school	–	I
defied	my	English	teacher	Miss	Morton	and	refused	to	wear	shorts	to	school.	I	was	not	going
to	allow	any	such	alien	imposition	on	me.	I	carried	on	wearing	long	trousers,	to	comply	with
the	Muslim	dress	code,	much	to	the	annoyance	of	Miss	Morton.	That	spirit	of	resistance	still
continues	with	me	and	with	those	anti-imperialists	of	my	generation	who	are	still	alive.

When	the	Union	Jack	was	lowered,	we	cheered	believing	that	we	had	freed	ourselves	from
the	 centuries-old	 shackles	 of	 colonialism,	 to	 stand	 tall	 among	 other	 nations,	 proud	 of	 our
language,	culture,	traditions	and	knowledge	systems.

That	our	belief	was	naive	and	misplaced	was	impressed	upon	me	by	an	incident	in	1987
during	my	visit	 to	Kolkata	with	Claude	Alvares	 and	other	 colleagues	 from	 the	Third	World
Network.	We	went	to	a	restaurant	for	a	meal	but	I	was	denied	entry	because	I	was	wearing	a
sarong.	To	my	dismay	I	realised	Miss	Morton	was	still	around,	even	in	the	land	of	Mahatma
Gandhi.

We	failed	 to	understand	 that	colonialism	has	struck	deep	roots	 in	our	societies.	Not	only
did	it	control	our	politics	and	economy,	but	more	serious	and	damaging	to	the	colonised,	it	was
an	insidious	force	that	permeated	all	aspects	of	our	lives	to	take	total	control	of	us.

My	 friends,	 if	we	 look	 at	 us	who	 are	 here	 today,	 people	who	 are	 keenly	 aware	 of	 this
malady	that	afflicts	us,	we	note	that	whatever	is	said	and	done,	not	many	of	us	would	as	a	norm
dress	in	our	own	native	attire.	We	would	be	too	embarrassed	to	do	so,	we	fear	that	it	would
not	be	acceptable	and	that	we	would	be	looked	down	upon.

This	is	a	milder	degree	of	this	affliction.	In	more	serious	cases	there	are	those	of	us	who
resort	 to	 skin	whiteners	and	 surgery	 for	double	eyelids	and	 to	bleach	our	hair	blonde	 in	 the
pursuit	of	transmuting	ourselves	from	Asians	to	becoming	fake	Caucasians.

The	 colonialists,	 overcome	 by	 their	 rapacity,	 abandoned	 any	 sense	 of	 morality	 in	 their
colonial	exploits	around	the	world.	They	built	a	web	of	lies	–	that	the	colonised	were	infantile,
uncultured	and	grotesque	beings	who	needed	 to	be	cultivated	and	saved.	 In	 the	worst	cases,
with	indigenous	people,	they	even	denied	them	their	humanity	and	committed	genocide	against



them.
Lord	Macaulay,	who	designed	the	Indian	educational	system,	arrogantly	declared	‘that	all

the	historical	information	which	has	been	collected	from	all	the	books	written	in	the	Sanskrit
language	 is	 less	 valuable	 than	 what	 may	 be	 found	 in	 the	 most	 paltry	 abridgements	 used	 in
preparatory	schools	 in	England...’	This	 is	a	blatant	 lie	as	Europe	borrowed	heavily,	without
acknowledging,	from	the	vast	storehouse	of	knowledge	of	the	Arabs,	Indians,	Chinese	and	the
American	Indians.

The	colonial	education	system	was	the	vehicle	for	propagating	these	lies.	It	was	meant	to
produce	 an	 army	 of	 administrators,	 clerks,	 professionals	 and	 intellectual	 elite	 who	 would
uphold	and	defend	the	colonial	system.	Their	education	cut	them	off	from	their	historical	and
cultural	roots	and	connected	them	to	the	world-view,	values	and	norms	of	the	West	which	were
internalised	by	them.

The	 result	 of	 this	 radical	 social	 engineering	 was	 that	 it	 produced	 a	 local	 elite	 with
colonised	 minds,	 crippled	 imagination	 and	 lacking	 in	 creativity	 and	 originality.	 It	 made	 a
caricature	 of	 them,	 undermining	 their	 confidence,	 self-esteem	 and	 dignity.	 Their	 life-style,
tastes	 and	 values	 were	 far	 removed	 from	 those	 of	 the	 ordinary	 masses	 and	 closer	 to	 their
colonial	 masters.	 They	 were,	 as	 Macaulay	 would	 have	 put	 it,	 a	 class	 of	 persons	 Indians,
Malays,	Chinese,	Africans	in	blood	and	colour,	but	English	in	tastes,	in	opinions,	in	morals	and
in	intellect.

When	 the	 colonialists	 folded	 their	 flags	 and	 left,	 power	 passed	 into	 the	 hands	 of	 the
members	of	this	class.	They	took	charge	of	the	institutions	–	the	civil	service,	judiciary,	police,
universities	etc.	–	created	by	colonialism	to	serve	its	interests,	and	continued	to	operate	them
without	dismantling	their	philosophical	and	ideological	underpinnings.

Our	universities	are	the	purveyors	of	the	imperialist	world-view	and	ideology.	They	play
the	 role	 of	 perpetuating	 Western	 hegemony	 through	 their	 education	 models	 that	 are	 so
destructive	to	our	culture,	language,	way	of	life,	knowledge	systems	and	dignity.

To	achieve	true	liberation	and	recover	our	authentic	selves	we	need	to	purge	the	West	that
is	within	us.	As	Claude	Alvares	and	others	write	in	their	book,	The	Blinded	Eye:	500	Years	of
Christopher	Columbus:

...	the	Columbus	within	may	be	an	even	greater	obstruction	than	the	Columbus	without.	His	science,	his	economics,
his	attitudes	towards	nature,	his	perceptions	of	gender	and	health,	his	outlook	on	the	Other	and	their	languages	have
struck	 deep	 roots	 within	 us.	 Pulling	 out	 these	 institutions	 by	 the	 roots	 must	 cause	 great	 pain,	 but	 there	 is	 no
compelling	reason	why	these	fundamental	tasks	must	remain	undone.

Towards	the	task	of	purging	the	Columbus	within	us,	Citizens	International	and	Other	India
Press	 launched	 the	Multiversity	Project.	We	have	 had	 three	 international	 conferences	 on	 the
subject	of	continuing	Eurocentric	dominance	of	 the	 teaching	and	research	at	our	universities.
We	have	discussed	redesigning	of	curriculum	and	issues	of	hegemony.	In	spirit	and	in	practice,
we	do	not	want	to	be	part	of	an	intellectual	world	in	which	we	have	only	the	role	of	peddlers
and	parrots.

At	this	conference	–	which	is	the	first	on	decolonising	universities,	on	making	course	work
independent	of	European	influence	either	in	theory	or	method	–	we	thought	we	would	signal	the
decolonisation	process	by	asking	brilliant	academics	 to	share	 their	views	of	non-eurocentric
courses:	how	would	these	courses	look	like,	would	they	be	credible,	and	would	they	indeed	be



able	to	form	the	scaffolding	of	independent	social	science	perspectives,	not	cloned	any	longer
from	European	conceptions.

Can	 we	 go	 further,	 appropriate	 the	 freedom	 to	 include	 or	 reject	 those	 social	 sciences
useless	for	us,	or	incompatible	with	our	religious	compulsions	and	create	our	own	new	ones?

Let	us	be	honest	with	ourselves.	Either	we	have	 the	courage	and	determination	 to	create
our	own	socially	useful	sciences,	or	we	should	cease	doing	mimic	or	copy-cat	social	science.
Taking	some	elements	from	one	and	some	from	the	other	will	produce	a	hybrid	that	will	appeal
to	none	or	which	may	in	fact	be	meaningless.

We	 want	 to	 regain	 our	 heritage	 that	 is	 endangered.	 We	 cannot	 be	 totally	 free	 and
independent	without	removing	the	shackles	that	tie	us	down	in	subservience.	Mahatma	Gandhi
wrote	in	Hind	Swaraj:

If	British	rule	were	replaced	tomorrow	by	Indian	rule	based	on	modern	methods,	India	would	be	no	better,	except
that	 she	would	be	 able	 to	 retain	 some	of	 the	money	 that	 is	 drained	 away	 to	England;	but	 then	 India	would	only
become	a	second	or	fifth	nation	of	Europe	or	America.

And	 that	 is	 precisely	 what	 we	 have	 done	 to	 ourselves.	 We	 have	 cloned	 ourselves	 to
become	 English	 or	 American.	 Our	 independence	 did	 not	 free	 us	 but	 unknown	 to	 us	 has
enslaved	us	further.

If	Macaulay	established	interpreters	to	maintain	their	hegemony,	then	it	is	the	duty	of	all	of
you	who	have	awareness	and	knowledge	to	lead	the	way	to	reverse	this	control	and	the	place
to	start	this	is	within	our	universities.

Even	at	our	universities,	to	bring	about	such	a	change	would	be	seen	as	a	radical	exercise.
So	steeped	in	our	psyche	is	the	Western	hold	that	to	think	in	any	other	way	is	unimaginable	for
fear	that	we	end	up	in	poverty	and	backwardness	–	as	if	there	were	no	other	civilisation	before
the	coming	of	the	colonialists.

Change	can	happen.	If	you	look	at	the	media,	for	several	decades	everyone	complained	that
the	world	media	was	controlled	by	a	 few	Western	agencies.	Al-Jazeera	broke	 that	hold	and
introduced	 a	 wholly	 different,	 more	 attractive	 and	 more	 truthful	 way	 of	 looking	 at	 social
events.

Look	also	 to	 the	buds	of	 the	Arab	Spring.	For	 too	 long	we	 thought	 that	 dictatorship	 and
tyranny	would	 be	 the	 permanent	 condition	 of	 the	Arab	world.	 The	 courage	 to	 throw	off	 the
yoke	 of	 tyranny	will	 bring	Arabs	 change	 just	 as	 the	Turkish	 have	 forged	 ahead	 to	 be	 rid	 of
military	control.

International	 bodies	 like	 UNESCO	 have	 a	 sacred	 duty	 to	 perform	 which	 will	 not	 be
performed	by	anyone	else.	This	is	 to	conserve	the	cultures,	 the	vast	diversity	of	mankind,	its
languages,	its	traditional	knowledge	and	skills.	UNESCO	cannot	join	the	race	to	submerge	and
suppress	 these	 under	 a	 homogenous,	 monolithic,	 flattened	 world	 culture	 that	 respects	 none.
UNESCO	 should	 ensure	 that	 the	 social	 sciences	 remain	 as	 diverse	 as	mankind	 and	 that	 the
integrity	of	cultures	and	their	knowledge	are	firmly	protected	and	sustained.

Change	to	complete	our	struggle	for	independence	and	to	regain	our	dignity	is	possible	if
we	 dare	 to	 think	 and	 dare	 to	 act.	We	 therefore	 also	 call	 upon	 our	 governments	 and	 higher
education	authorities	to	take	serious	measures	to	make	this	change	possible.



PREFACE
This	 book	 of	 essays	 is	 a	 sequel	 to	 the	 ‘International	 Conference	 on	 Decolonising	 Our
Universities’	held	in	Penang,	Malaysia	from	June	27	to	29,	2011.	The	Conference	was	jointly
organised	by	the	Universiti	Sains	Malaysia	and	Citizens	International	in	cooperation	with	the
Higher	Education	Leadership	Academy	of	the	Malaysian	Ministry	of	Higher	Education.

At	the	Conference,	speaker	after	speaker	pointed	out	that	education	in	Asia	and	Africa	is
too	 Westcentric.	 It	 blindly	 apes	 European	 universities,	 European	 curricula	 and	 European
paradigms.	The	papers	in	this	volume	examine	possible	ways	of	overcoming	this	problem	of
intellectual	enslavement	in	Asian	and	African	citadels	of	learning.

It	must	be	pointed	out	at	the	very	outset	that	this	book	is	not	meant	to	be	a	tirade	against	the
West.	Its	aim	is	not	to	ask	Asian	and	African	universities	to	shut	out	Europe	and	North	America
or	 to	 be	 insular	 or	 to	wear	 blinds.	 Its	 aim	 is	 positive	 –	 to	make	Asian	 and	African	 tertiary
education	truly	global	and	at	 the	same	time	socially	relevant.	This	cannot	be	done	unless	the
intellectual	monopoly	of	the	West	is	broken	and	European	knowledge	is	made	to	make	way	for
the	 review,	 teaching	 and	 expansion	 of	 the	 vast	 knowledge	 of	 other	 societies	 and	 cultures.
European	knowledge	may	supplement,	but	never	replace,	other	valid	knowledge	systems	and
traditions.

The	book	is	divided	into	eight	parts.	Part	I	creates	the	setting,	provides	an	overview	of	the
state	 of	 our	 universities,	 reflects	 on	 decolonisation	 of	 our	 intellectual	 heritage	 and	 explains
how	 colonial	 education	was	 used	 to	 assault	 our	 cultures.	 Part	 II	 contains	 a	wish-list	 of	 the
decolonised	university.	There	are	essays	on	 the	philosophical	basis	of	an	African	university
and	 about	 how	 the	 sacred	 and	 the	 secular	 can	 be	 integrated	 and	 how	 the	 community	 can	 be
brought	back	into	the	university.

Part	III	critically	examines	the	promise	and	performance	of	UNESCO	in	decolonisation	of
Asian	 and	 African	 institutions	 of	 higher	 learning.	 Part	 IV	 discusses	 eurocentrism	 in	 social
sciences,	in	mathematics	and	in	science	curricula.	Part	V	highlights	the	state	of	social	sciences
and	 the	 law	 today	 and	 provides	 an	 alternative	 discourse	 in	 social	 theory,	 history,
psychotherapy,	 psychology,	 law	 and	 language	 education.	 Part	 VI	 discusses	 regional
decolonising	initiatives	in	the	Philippines,	Taiwan,	Turkey	and	Iran.	Part	VII	provides	insights
into	 some	 experiments	 in	 transforming	 academic	 pedagogy.	 Finally,	 Part	VIII	 contains	 some
personal	journeys	in	decolonisation	of	the	self.

This	book	of	essays	is	meant	to	coincide	with	Malaysia’s	Independence	Day	on	August	31,
1957.	 The	 hope	 is	 that	 the	 timing	 will	 underline	 the	 point	 that	 the	 stains	 of	 cultural	 and
intellectual	imperialism	do	not	end	with	the	attainment	of	political	freedom.	Freedom	is	a	state
of	 the	 mind	 and,	 regrettably,	 throughout	 Asia	 and	 Africa,	 the	 enslavement	 of	 the	 mind	 has
continued	long	after	the	coloniser	has	gone	back	home.

This	 humiliating	 state	 of	 affairs	 must	 end,	 not	 only	 to	 give	 meaning	 to	 political
independence	but	also	to	improve	the	quality	of	our	education	by	giving	to	our	students	a	better
panorama	of	world	knowledge	and	thereby	to	increase	their	choices.

Decolonisation	of	our	universities	is	not	an	exercise	in	flag-waving	nationalism.	Its	aim	is
ameliorative.	Diversity	and	pluralism	of	knowledge	systems	are	vital	for	meeting	many	of	the
moral,	social	and	economic	challenges	of	the	times	and	for	avoiding	the	frightening	economic,



educational	 and	 cultural	 consequences	 of	 Europe’s	 near-total	 intellectual	 and	 educational
monopoly	over	Asia,	Africa	and	Latin	America.	For	example,	Western	models	of	development
have	proved	to	be	a	nightmare	and	have	not	served	Asia	and	Africa	well.	Economic	theories
from	 the	West	 have	 brought	 the	 whole	 world	 to	 the	 brink	 of	 an	 environmental	 catastrophe.
Asian	 universities	 should	 offer	 a	 critique	 of	 the	 ethnocentrism	 of	 Western	 scholarship	 by
pointing	out	that	a	middle	class	Western	lifestyle	and	what	that	entails	in	terms	of	the	nuclear
family,	 the	 consumer	 society,	 living	 in	 suburbia	 and	 extensive	 private	 space	may	 neither	 be
workable	nor	desirable	on	a	fragile	planet.

The	humiliating	story	of	 intellectual	enslavement	 in	each	field	and	 in	each	region	 is	best
told	 in	 the	words	of	 the	authors.	What	must	be	noted	 is	 the	ways	 in	which	 this	subservience
manifests	itself.

Our	university	courses	reflect	the	false	belief	that	Western	knowledge	is	the	sum	total	of	all
human	 knowledge.	 The	 books	 prescribed	 and	 the	 icons	 and	 godfathers	 of	 knowledge	 are
overwhelmingly	from	the	North	Atlantic	countries.	Titles	written	by	scholars	and	thinkers	from
Asia	and	Africa	are	rarely	included	in	the	book	list.	This	may	indicate	a	pervasive	inferiority
complex	or	ignorance	of	the	contribution	of	the	East	to	world	civilisation.

Any	evaluation	of	right	and	wrong,	of	justice	and	fairness,	of	poverty	and	development,	and
of	what	 is	wholesome	and	worthy	of	 celebration	 tends	 to	be	based	on	Western	perceptions.
Eastern	ideas	and	institutions	are	viewed	through	Western	prisms	and	invariably	regarded	as
primitive	 and	 in	 need	 of	 change.	Despite	 decades	 of	 political	 independence,	 the	 framework
assumptions	of	our	law,	politics,	economics,	education,	history,	science,	art	and	culture	remain
dictated	by	our	former	colonial	masters.

Our	concept	of	the	good	life	and	our	views	on	human	rights	have	very	tenuous	links	to	our
indigenous	 traditions.	 Our	 cultural	 values,	 domestic	 relations,	 music,	 food	 and	 dressing	 –
indeed	 our	 whole	Weltanschauung	 is	 constructed	 on	 a	Western	 edifice	 of	 knowledge.	 Our
concept	of	beauty	has	been	socially	constructed	by	Hollywood	media.	In	our	professions,	most
of	the	icons	we	look	up	to	are	Western.	In	our	universities,	the	syllabi	we	draft,	the	books	we
prescribe,	 the	 theories	we	blindly	ape,	 the	new	abodes	of	 the	sacred	we	worship	have	very
little	 connection	 with	 our	 own	 intellectual	 and	 moral	 heritage.	 It	 is	 fashionable	 in	 Asian
universities	 to	 import	expatriate	 lecturers,	external	examiners	and	guest	speakers	exclusively
from	 North	 Atlantic	 countries.	 Asian	 scholars	 are	 generally	 not	 regarded	 as	 fit	 for	 such
recognition.	 The	 underlying	 assumption	 is	 that	 Asians	 and	 Africans	 matter	 little	 and	 in	 all
aspects	 of	 existence	 we	 need	 civilisational	 guidance	 from	 the	 overlords	 of	 humankind	 in
Europe	and	America.

How	 did	we	 fall	 into	 such	 depths	 of	 enslavement	 and	 reverse	 racism?	An	 essay	 in	 the
volume	 points	 out	 that	 the	 colonisers	 conquered	 our	 mind	 by	 dismissing	 and	 deriding	 our
cultures,	alienating	us	from	our	roots	and	putting	us	in	awe	of	the	culture	of	the	masters.	They
used	 the	 colonial	 education	 system	 for	 the	 production	 of	 a	 competent	 but	 submissive	 class.
They	 replaced	 local	 languages	 with	 the	 English	 language	 extinguishing	 along	 with	 local
languages,	the	cultural	and	moral	nuances	and	perspectives	that	surround	a	language.

The	colonisers	falsified	and	obliterated	historical	records	of	intellectual	achievements	by
Asian	 and	 African	 scholars	 and	 inventors.	 They	 borrowed	 extensively	 from	 the	 East	 but
shamelessly	 failed	 to	 acknowledge	 that	debt.	 In	many	cases	 they	Latinised	Eastern	names	 to



make	 them	sound	European.	The	world	does	not	 know	 that	 during	 the	European	Dark	Ages,
scintillating	 educational	 developments	were	 taking	 place	 in	Asia	 and	Africa.	While	 Europe
slept,	 China,	 India,	 Persia	 and	 Egypt	 practised	 science,	 invented	 algebra,	 furthered
mathematics,	metallurgy,	law	and	logic.	They	conducted	complex	medical	operations,	invented
rockets,	wrote	treatises	in	philosophy,	sociology	and	astronomy.

A	more	 recent	 form	 of	Western	 hegemony	 is	 the	 yearly	 university	 ranking	 lists.	Western
education,	Western	science	and	Western	achievements	are	subjected	 to	evaluation	on	criteria
that	are	rigged	in	their	favour.	A	host	of	Western	consultants	and	experts	unabashedly	glorify
American	 and	 European	 achievements	 and	 certify	 and	 celebrate	 the	 unique	 quality	 of	 their
education	 system.	 A	 recent	 claim	 was	 made	 that	 American	 society	 symbolised	 ‘the	 end	 of
history’	implying	thereby	that	no	further	human	progress	was	necessary	anywhere	else.

The	book’s	ultimate	aim	is	to	discover	what	needs	to	be	done	to	liberate	our	minds	and	our
souls;	to	end	this	academic	colonialism;	to	restore	our	dignity	and	independence.	We	must	shed
the	 slavish	 mentality	 of	 blindly	 aping	Western	 paradigms.	 We	 must	 stop	 sucking	 up	 to	 the
Western	 academic	 system.	 We	 need	 to	 send	 Columbus	 packing	 back	 home.	 Not	 only	 the
Columbus	outside	but	also	the	Columbus	within.

We	need	to	rediscover	the	suppressed	knowledge	of	our	civilisations	and	to	reconnect	with
our	 rich	 heritage.	We	must	 embark	 on	 a	 voyage	 of	 discovery	 of	 our	 ancestors’	 intellectual
wanderings	 and	 rediscover	 the	wonders	 and	 heritage	 of	China,	 India,	 Persia,	Mesopotamia,
Egypt	and	other	Eastern	and	African	civilisations.

We	must	 combat	 the	many	 fabrications	 and	 plagiarisms	 of	Western	 ‘innovators’	 and	we
must	give	credit	where	credit	is	due	to	those	in	Asia	and	Africa	who	pioneered	the	ideas.

It	 must	 be	 clarified	 that	 it	 is	 not	 part	 of	 our	 agenda	 to	 ask	 European	 and	 American
universities	 to	 include	 the	 treasures	 of	 the	 East	 in	 their	 syllabi.	Whether	 their	world-views
should	be	enriched	by	the	insights	and	reflections	of	the	East,	or	whether	they	should	remain
insular	and	wear	blinds,	is	their	own	problem.

Further,	it	is	not	our	aim	to	shut	out	the	West	but	to	end	blind	and	exclusive	reliance	on	it.
We	need	to	root	our	education	in	our	own	soil;	to	tap	our	own	intellectual	resources	first	and	to
make	our	education	relevant	to	our	societal	conditions.	No	amount	of	imported	academics	or
theories	can	do	this,	only	us.

We	are	aware	 that	our	endeavour	will	be	mocked	by	many	 in	 the	West.	We	will	also	be
opposed	by	many	elites	in	the	East	who	believe	that	‘West	is	best’	and	whose	capitulation	to
Europe	perpetuates	Western	intellectual	hegemony.	Such	opposition	to	the	basic	thesis	of	this
book	 will	 only	 serve	 to	 confirm	 the	 phenomenon	 of	 ‘legitimation	 and	 false	 consciousness’
whereby	the	oppressed	are	so	brainwashed	that	they	cooperate	with	their	oppressors.	‘It	is	the
final	triumph	of	a	system	of	domination	when	the	dominated	start	singing	its	virtues.’

In	 preparing	 this	 volume,	 we	 received	 invaluable	 help	 from	 many	 individuals	 and
institutions.	 Universiti	 Sains	 Malaysia	 and	 Citizens	 International	 provided	 the	 funds	 for
publication.	Ayesha	Bilimoria	helped	with	the	editing	of	the	bulk	of	the	pieces.	Jenessey	Dias
performed	brisk	transcription	of	the	presentations	from	the	DVDs.	Shafeeq,	Sameera	and	Noor
Aini	Masri	 gave	 secretarial	 assistance.	Professor	Dato’	Dr.	Md	Salleh	Yaapar	 and	his	 team
from	 the	 USM	 Press	 did	 everything	 else	 with	 great	 courtesy,	 speed	 and	 professionalism.
Citizens	International’s	S.M.	Mohamed	Idris	and	Uma	Ramaswamy	assisted	with	the	printing.



To	all	of	them	we	owe	a	debt	of	gratitude.
We	hope	that	this	book	will	highlight	what	is	on	any	measure	a	shameful	condition	and	that

it	will	inspire	at	least	some	Asian	educators	to	think	afresh,	to	chart	new	directions,	to	search
for	 the	best	 in	 their	 indigenous	 traditions,	yet	 to	keep	 the	windows	of	 their	mind	open	 to	 the
world.

Claude	Alvares	(Goa,	India)	August	14,	2011
Shad	Saleem	Faruqi	(Kuala	Lumpur,	Malaysia)	Ramadan	14,	1432



Part	I
THE	SETTING



OUR	OWN	WORLD-VIEW	OF	THE	UNIVERSITY
Saifuddin	Abdullah

Deputy	Minister,	Ministry	of	Higher	Education,	Malaysia

Bismillah	al-Rahman	al-Rahim,	Assalamu’alaikum	Warahmatullahi	Wabarakatuh

On	 the	 last	 occasion	 that	 I	 addressed	 this	Multiversity	Conference,	 I	 recall	 speaking	 on	 the
need	for	the	university	to	revisit	its	roots,	its	origins	and	its	philosophy.	I	was	talking	about	the
soul	of	the	university.	I	was	complaining	that	some,	if	not	many,	universities	seem	to	be	running
or	operating	without	soul.

And	therefore	I	am	most	happy	to	see	that	we	are	discussing	yet	another	profound	topic	on
this	occasion,	‘decolonising	our	universities.’

I	understand	the	importance	of	us	moving	out	from	the	Eurocentric	or	Anglo-saxon-centric
or	 Westcentric	 orientation	 of	 our	 universities;	 to	 move	 out	 of	 the	 Western	 hegemony	 of
knowledge;	 for	 us	 to	 be	 more	 critical	 in	 developing	 our	 curriculum,	 in	 designing	 our
programmes	in	universities,	for	us	to	cease	importing	uncritically	–	sometimes	lock,	stock,	and
barrel	–	Western	knowledge;	and	 the	 importance	 for	us	 to	be	critical	 in	adopting	knowledge
from	the	West.

I	understand	the	importance	for	us	–	if	I	can	borrow	from	S.M.	Idris	–	to	be	truly	liberated
in	our	pursuit	of	knowledge,	for	us	not	to	feel	inferior	when	faced	with	Western	knowledge	and
Western	scholars.	Not	that	we	are	anti-west	–	I	am	sure	I	do	not	have	to	underline	that	–	but	it
is	 important	 for	 us	 to	 be	 independent	 minded.	 If	 I	 may	 remember	 Professor	 Syed	 Hussein
Alatas,	 a	 great	 scholar	 from	Malaysia,	who	 always	 reminded	 his	 students	 to	 be	 free	 of	 the
symptom	or	the	syndrome	which	he	termed	‘the	captive	mind.’

S.M.	Idris	was	alluding	to	the	need	for	us	to	be	truly	liberated.	That	is	the	answer	to	the
issues	that	were	advocated	by	Syed	Hussein,	that	we	need	to	escape	from,	to	be	free	from	the
‘captive	mind.’

What	is	needed	is	for	us	to	have	our	own	world-view	of	knowledge	and	our	own	world-
view	of	university.	Let	me	underline	the	basic	elements	of	this	world-view.

Our	world-view	of	knowledge

For	us	to	have	our	own	independent	world-view	of	knowledge	and	world-view	of	university,
in	 terms	 of	 its	 role,	 philosophy,	 aims,	 and	 goals	 let	me	 remind	myself	 of	 the	 importance	 of
having	 the	 right	definition	of	knowledge.	My	favourite	definition	 is	given	by	Professor	Syed
Naquib	Alatas,	another	great	scholar	of	ours,	who	said,	‘knowledge	is	the	arrival	of	meaning
from	information	that	is	true.’

So	 there	 can	 be	 lots	 of	 information	 but	 it	 might	 not	 necessarily	 be	 true.	 It	 is	 only	with
rigorous	inspection	that	we	will	know	whether	the	information	is	true	or	otherwise.	But	even	if
the	 information	 is	 true,	 it	 will	 not	 become	 knowledge	 if	 it	 does	 not	 give	 us	 meaning.	 So
information	that	is	true	–	for	it	 to	become	knowledge	or	recognised	as	knowledge	–	it	has	to
give	us	meaning.

The	question	here	is	what	is	the	meaning	of	‘true’	in	the	first	place?	How	do	we	ascertain



truth	and	trustworthiness?	We	may	be	talking	about	truth	and	trustworthiness	but	perhaps	from
other	people’s	views	or	other	people’s	perspective	and	other	people’s	criteria.

The	 next	 question	 is	 what	 is	 the	meaning	 of	 ‘meaning’?	Whose	meaning	 are	we	 talking
about,	our	meaning	or	their	meaning?	I	remembered	there	was	this	discussion	on	literacy,	what
is	 the	 meaning	 of	 literacy?	 As	 I	 was	 listening	 to	 S.M.	 Idris	 and	 the	 other	 two	 speakers,	 I
remembered	my	late	grandmother	and	my	late	grandfather.	While	they	were	still	with	me,	both
of	them	were	considered	illiterate	because	we	use	certain	criteria	or	measurement	to	consider
whether	both	of	 them	were	literate	or	not.	We	were	using	the	three	Rs:	reading,	writing,	and
arithmetic.

Arithmetic	is	one	thing,	but	reading	and	writing	was	interesting	because	we	were	referring
to	the	romanised	version	of	reading	and	writing.	Both	my	grandmother	and	grandfather	could
not	write	in	the	romanised	way,	but	both	could	write	in	the	Arabic	way,	they	can	write	jawi,
they	memorised	half	the	Qur’an,	if	not	all	the	Qur’an.

So	I	believe,	in	my	culture,	they	were	not	illiterate	at	all.	They	were	very	literate	indeed
but	 because	 ‘literate’	 was	 defined	 by	 other	 criteria	 and	 by	 other	 perspectives,	 both	 my
grandparents	 were	 considered	 illiterate	 when	 in	 actual	 fact	 they	 were	 not,	 they	 were	 very
literate	indeed.

Many	so-called	literate	people	do	not	pray.	I	cannot	remember	any	instance	when	both	my
late	grand	mum	and	grand	dad	did	not	offer	their	prayers	five	times	a	day.

Social	sciences

So	how	we	 look	at	meaning,	how	we	measure	meaning,	depends	on	our	world-view,	on	 the
whole	issue	of	the	definition	of	knowledge	that	I	was	trying	to	address.

The	next	question,	still	under	the	meaning	of	meaning,	is	 the	fact	 that	we	understand	now
that	 many,	 if	 not	 all,	 the	 universities	 no	 longer	 teach	 philosophy.	 Why?	 Because	 our
understanding	of	the	social	sciences	has	also	changed.

I	am	very	happy	to	see	that	there	will	be	a	session	dedicated	to	the	social	sciences.	Even	in
the	Western	university	tradition	–	300	to	400	years	ago	–	they	started	as	an	Antebellum	college.
It	used	to	be	a	Christian	college.	Where	it	was	quite	integrated,	it	was	quite	holistic.	In	those
times	 people	 really	 did	 not	 understand	 the	 difference	 between	 what	 is	 social	 and	 what	 is
science,	what	is	humanities	and	what	is	not	humanities,	so	any	student	that	goes	to	university
will	get,	for	lack	of	better	language,	all	kinds	of	knowledge.

After	sometime,	Western	universities	started	on	a	journey	of	specialisation.	Because	of	that
they	 started	 the	 formation	 of	 faculties	 and	 departments,	 so	 among	 others,	 you	 establish	 the
faculty	of	social	sciences	or	humanities.	So	the	social	sciences,	I	mean	knowledge,	was	then
divided	 into	what	 is	 science	 and	what	 is	 non-science.	What	 is	 non-science	 is	 called	 social
sciences.

After	 sometime,	 Western	 universities	 moved	 into	 a	 third	 phase	 where	 not	 only	 they
specialise	they	even	over	specialised	and	people	started	talking	about	the	role	of	university	as
producers	of	workers,	no	longer	as	producers	of	educated	people.	And	this	is	when	the	crisis
or	 deeper	 crisis	 started,	 when	 people	 no	 longer	 teach	 meaning	 at	 all;	 people	 teach	 less
philosophy	or	no	philosophy	at	all	and	social	sciences	become	marginalised.



But	there	are	critics	in	the	West	who	are	now	calling	for	the	revival	of	the	social	sciences
and	 the	 revival	 of	 philosophy,	 not	 so	much	 on	 the	 subject	 of	 philosophy	 but	 the	 teaching	 of
meaning	to	students,	because	people	are	now	faced	with	–	even	the	West	is	faced	with	all	kinds
of	social	ills	and	social	problems	–	and	finally	perhaps	it	is	timely	that	there	are	people	in	the
West,	the	critics,	who	understand	and	now	are	calling	for	the	return	of	the	social	sciences.

But	this	is	their	work.
Our	work	is	even	more	important	because	on	the	one	hand	we	have	now	social	scientists

and	 social	 sciences	 sitting	 at	 the	 periphery	 of	most	 of	 the	 universities.	 But	 I	 am	 happy	 that
Universiti	 Sains	 Malaysia	 and	 two	 other	 local	 universities	 are	 steadfast	 in	 preserving
philosophy,	social	sciences,	and	the	arts.

But	 in	 the	 case	 of	 Malaysia	 we	 are	 facing	 even	 more	 serious	 issues	 within	 the	 social
sciences.

Early	last	year	or	late	last	year	or	so,	I	was	talking	to	the	deans	of	the	faculties	of	education
and	 I	 asked	 them	 a	 very	 simple	 question:	 do	 we	 have	 a	 local	 theory	 on	 adolescence?
Unfortunately,	 the	answer	was	 in	 the	negative.	So	I	said,	what	do	we	do	when	we	are	faced
with	a	lot	of	problems	among	our	adolescents,	among	our	youth?	They	did	not	have	to	answer
it.	I	will	answer	it	myself.	I	say	we	have	Malaysian	Malays,	Chinese,	Indians,	Ibans,	Kadazan,
about	200	ethnic	groups,	with	200	different	local	cultures	and	cultural	backgrounds.	And	if	we
are	faced	with	the	task	of	solving	or	facilitating	the	solving	of	their	problems,	we	simply	put	up
an	Erikson	or	Jung	view	of	 looking	at	 the	meaning	of	adolescence	and	what	should	be	done.
We	 are	 using	Western	 adolescence	 theory	 to	 solve	 local	 adolescent	 problems	 which	 is	 not
going	to	work.	No	wonder	we	are	faced	with	more	and	more	problems.

Number	two,	to	make	things	worse,	most	of	these	theories	came	not	from	psychologists	but
psychiatrists	who	were	actually	writing	their	books	that	became	our	major	references,	based
on	clinical	work.

If	I	were	to	give	an	analogy	of	a	car	–	we	are	using	a	technique	of	repairing	cars	to	build
new	cars.	Not	only	do	we	not	have	the	right	way	of	building	cars,	we	do	not	learn	how	to	build
cars.	We	learn	from	other	cultures	how	to	repair	cars	and	we	adopt	it	so	that	we	can	build	new
cars.

Western	hegemony

My	 second	 point	 is	 we	 need	 to	 be	 more	 critical	 about	 the	 hegemony	 of	 knowledge	 that	 is
coming	from	the	West.	And	I	just	wish	to	give	one	example	–	the	ranking	of	universities.	To	my
mind,	the	ranking	of	universities	is	a	Western	idea,	it	is	a	western	project	and	the	objective	is
to	preserve	the	hegemony	of	knowledge.

The	 ranking	 system	 will	 always	 put	 Western	 universities	 at	 the	 top	 because	 their
objectives,	their	aims,	and	their	goals	are	different.	We	have	our	own	social	concerns,	we	have
our	 own	 needs	 to	 develop	 our	 indigenous	 knowledge	 and	 local	 content.	We	 have	 our	 own
reason	to	do	certain	things	different	from	the	way	universities	are	doing	it	in	the	West.

I	have	always	had	this	feeling	that	the	ranking	of	universities	is	nothing	short	of	a	way	of
preserving	the	status	quo,	the	hegemony	of	knowledge	of	the	West.

Need	for	solidarity



My	third	and	final	point	is	the	need	for	us	to	work	in	solidarity,	in	collaboration,	to	come	up
with	our	own	alternatives.	In	fact,	‘alternative’	is	a	misnomer.	We	should	try	to	come	up	with
our	 own	 way	 of	 looking	 at	 things,	 our	 own	 way	 of	 defining	 knowledge,	 our	 own	 way	 of
defining	meaning,	our	own	way	of	defining	our	university,	and	our	own	way	of	designing	the
curriculum.

It	 is	 about	 time	 that	 we	 be	 confident	 that	 we	 have	 the	 adequate	 competence	 as	 far	 as
intellectual	 prowess	 is	 concerned.	We	 are	 not	 lacking	 in	 highly	 talented	 people	 within	 our
community	of	like-minded	people.	It	is	about	time	that	we	put	an	end	to	the	problem	of	being
dependent	on	Western	ideas,	Western	theories,	and	Western	methods.	It	 is	about	 time	that	we
create	our	own	world-view	of	knowledge,	our	own	world-view	of	universities	and	our	own
world-view	of	the	world	itself.



REFLECTIONS	ON	DECOLONISING	OUR
UNIVERSITIES

Dzulkifli	Abdul	Razak
Vice-Chancellor,	Universiti	Sains	Malaysia

Reflecting	on	my	experience	of	trying	to	‘transform’	Universiti	Sains	Malaysia	(USM)	where	I
have	been	Vice-Chancellor	for	the	last	10	years,	I	must	admit	that	I	am	still	uncomfortable	with
the	notion	of	a	 ‘university’	as	 it	 is	generally	understood.	 I	often	question	whether	 this	 is	 the
‘right’	 university	 that	 I	 am	 leading.	 It	 was	 not	 until	 2005	 when	 we	 sat	 together	 and	 did	 a
‘Scenario	Planning’	and	asked	ourselves	what	the	university	scenario	would	be	25	to	30	years
from	 now	 that	 we	 found	 out	 that	 there	 are	 many	 options	 to	 what	 the	 new	 university	 could
resemble,	including	the	one	scenario	we	called	a	‘dead	university	scenario.’

A	dead	university	scenario	means	that	if	we	do	not	initiate	or	accommodate	change	and	if
we	go	on	the	way	we	are	going	on	today,	the	university	may	cease	to	exist.	Somebody	else	will
enter	the	scene	and	take	our	place	as	the	purveyor	of	knowledge	and	introduce	new	definitions
and	new	framework	assumptions.	That	may	spell	the	end	of	universities.

This	 eventuality	 forced	 us	 to	 rethink	 and	 question	 many	 intellectual	 and	 educational
assumptions.	 The	 debate	 has	 been	 going	 on	 for	 the	 last	 four	 or	 five	 years	 and	 some	 of	 the
articulation	 that	 I	 am	going	 to	 share	with	 you	 comes	 out	 of	 that	 discussion	 between	me,	my
colleagues	 and	 the	 university	 as	 a	 whole.	 Our	 deliberations	 inspired	 us	 to	 bid	 for	 an
Accelerated	 Programme	 for	 Excellence	 (APEX)	 status	 which	 is	 the	 programme	 under	 the
Malaysian	 Ministry	 of	 Higher	 Education	 which	 allows	 us	 to	 ‘reinvent’	 the	 university.	 The
goals	 of	APEX	 are	 very	 ambitious	 indeed	 but	we	must	 play	 the	 heretic	 in	 this	whole	 game
otherwise	nothing	will	change.

The	Bologna	Process

In	 reflecting	 on	 decolonising	 universities,	 one	 good	 point	 to	 start	 is	what	 is	 now	 called	 the
world	 over	 as	 ‘the	 Bologna	 Process.’	 The	 Bologna	 Process	 which	 was	 started	 in	 1999	 in
Europe	 by	 a	 handful	 of	 ministers	 particularly	 in	Western	 Europe	 has	 now	 become	 a	major
influence	 in	 Europe.	 At	 least	 46	 countries	 have	 signed	 on	 and	 they	 are	 going	 to
‘internationalise’	 the	 process	 and,	 if	 one	were	 to	 see	 the	 video	 (A	 People’s	 History	 of	 the
USA)	by	Howard	Zinn,	their	aim	is	to	expand	the	scope	of	the	system	both	for	themselves	and
for	worldwide	subscribers.

There	is	nothing	wrong	with	internationalisation	and	expansion,	except	that	we	find	that	the
process	is	not	entirely	compatible	with	what	we	think	the	system	of	education	should	look	like
in	this	part	of	the	world.

If	we	look	at	the	Bologna	Process,	everything	about	it	is	quite	palatable	except	for	the	last
item	 which	 enjoins	 ‘promotion	 of	 the	 European	 dimension	 in	 higher	 education	 in	 terms	 of
curricular	development	and	inter-institutional	cooperation.’

The	words	‘European	dimension’	opened	my	eyes.	As	I	learnt	more,	I	found	that	the	Lisbon
Treaty	 speaks	 the	 same	 language.	 There	 is	 another	 earlier	 document	 that	 gave	 rise	 to	 the



Bologna	 Process	 called	 the	 Magna	 Charta	 Universitatum	 which	 also	 talks	 about	 the	 same
concept	or	construct.

There	are	several	countries	that	are	now	part	of	the	Bologna	Process	and	the	whole	idea	of
the	Bologna	Process	is	to	create	what	they	call	the	European	Higher	Education	Area	(EHEA)
which	encourages	mobility	of	staff	and	students.	By	the	end	of	the	day	this	system	will	be	very
pervasive	and	will	reach	into	other	countries.	In	fact	there	already	are	a	handful	of	countries
outside	of	Europe	that	have	signed	on	to	this	particular	system.

What	it	means	basically	when	we	talk	about	the	European	dimension	is	that	all	initiatives,
challenges,	 perspectives	 and	 assumptions	 will	 be	 based	 on	 a	 European,	 particularly	 west
European,	construct.	In	some	of	the	programmes	they	promote,	the	personalities	and	icons	are
thoroughly	European.	For	example,	the	Erasmus	Mundus	programme,	or	that	of	Marie	Curie,	or
Socrates	 and	Copernicus,	 are	 obviously	 very	European.	Methods	 that	 are	 used,	 experiences
and	the	cases	that	they	pass	on	to	us	are	basically	Eurocentric.	This	is	another	way	of	getting
into	a	kind	of	hegemonic	state	of	affairs.

While	 I	 was	 quite	 impartial	 about	 this	 initially,	 as	 I	 learnt	 deeper	 about	 the	 Bologna
Process	it	gave	an	impression	that	the	process	is	different	from	what	it	aims	to	be.

The	 lifestyles	 promoted,	 the	 articulation	 produced,	 the	 dimensions	 and	 the	 perspectives
provided	represent	a	world-view	that	is	almost	entirely	European	despite	the	assertion	that	all
this	is	in	the	context	of	‘international	education’	for	us	to	be	part	and	parcel	of.	Take	Erasmus
Mundus	 for	 instance.	 It	 is	 a	 programme	where	 different	 scholars	 from	 different	 parts	 of	 the
world	are	invited	to	join	the	European	universities	and	be	part	of	the	culture	of	the	European
educational	system	and	bring	back	some	of	this	to	our	own	local	situations.

The	 objective	 appears	 to	 be	 to	 promote	 the	 EHEA’s	 education	 and	 ecosystem	 as	 a
‘competition’	 to	 that	of	North	America	by	providing	alternative	and	different	offerings	 to	 the
American	system.	This	is	in	the	background	of	a	demographic	shift	that	is	now	taking	place	in
many	of	these	countries	making	the	competition	even	stiffer.

Europeans	and	neo-Europeans:	As	we	examine	the	word	‘European’,	we	begin	to	realise
that	Europe	is	not	necessarily	about	geographical	boundaries;	it	is	about	peoples,	cultures,	and
beliefs.	It	includes	neo-Europeans	in	different	parts	of	the	world,	like	America	and	Australia.
Moreover,	in	hermeneutic	usage,	it	is	possible	to	use	‘Europe’	and	‘the	West’	interchangeably.
This	exacerbates	the	divide	between	East	and	West,	European,	and	non-European.

The	 idea	 of	 talking	 of	 the	 European	 dimension	 is	 basically	 to	 go	 into	 Europe’s	 own
construct	and	its	own	knowledge	and	educational	model.	To	demonstrate	that,	I	would	like	to
give	two	graphic	representations	of	what	we	mean	by	trying	to	fit	into	the	western	knowledge
and	educational	mould	–	one	is	about	‘the	Renaissance’	and	‘the	Dark	Ages’	and	the	other	is
about	the	Mercator	world	map.

The	Dark	Ages

When	we	 look	at	civilisations	 in	 the	West,	 the	constructs	are	always	 from	the	Greco-Roman
civilisation	–	a	 fusion	of	Greek	philosophy,	Roman	 law,	 and	Christian	 theology.	This	 fusion
gave	 rise	 to	 a	particular	 state	of	 affairs	 called	 the	Renaissance	and	 the	 enlightenment.	From
there	we	find	other	evolutions	into	the	industrial	age,	scientific	revolution	and	now	the	modern



age.
However,	there	is	a	time	gap	of	over	1,000	years	between	the	5th	century	and	the	late	14th

century.	 This	 period	 is	 very	 conveniently	 labelled	 as	 the	 Dark	 Ages,	 more	 specifically	 the
Christian	Dark	Ages!	The	Dark	Ages	is	a	particular	period	where	purportedly	nothing	actually
happened,	 nothing	 that	 we	 can	 learn	 from	 and	 therefore	 its	 record	 does	 not	 matter	 in	 our
education	system	or	in	our	curriculum.	The	books	that	we	read	will	talk	about	the	Dark	Ages	in
a	 few	 lines	 or	 paragraphs	 or	 at	 the	 most	 two	 pages	 and	 then	 they	 go	 on	 straight	 to	 the
Renaissance	and	talk	about	how	Western	civilisation	is	built	thereon.

This	 is	 very	 disturbing	 for	 me.	 I	 wonder	 what	 these	 Dark	 Ages	 were	 and	 why	 for	 a
mysterious	period	of	ten	centuries,	nothing	worthwhile	happened.	I	also	wonder	why	the	Great
Roman	Empire	and	the	civilisation	built	upon	it	hollowed	out	in	the	way	they	did.	I	also	note
that	 as	 the	 Roman	 Empire	 was	 collapsing	 it	 was	 accompanied	 by	many	 vile	 practices	 that
would	not	be	tolerated	today.

Yet	we	have	this	‘blind	power’	image	of	what	Western	civilisation	is	all	about.	Most	of	us
in	Asia	blindly	move	forward	into	accepting	a	construct	of	a	great	civilisation	inspired	by	the
likes	 of	 Napoleon	 Bonaparte	 and	 the	 idealism	 of	 the	 French	 Revolution.	 I	 have	 difficulty
accepting	many	practices	 in	Western	societies	 that	go	unscrutinised	in	 the	East.	For	 instance,
even	 though	 there	are	only	2,000	women	 in	France	who	wear	 the	burqa,	 yet	France	 finds	 it
necessary	 to	 criminalise	 the	 practice.	 The	 painting	 called	 the	 ‘Allegory	 on	 the	 Peace	 of
Pressburg’	that	originally	depicts	Napoleon	Bonaparte	flanked	on	either	side	by	an	angel	and
by	Josephine,	could	be	easily	substituted	by	a	more	recent	piece	called	‘One	Foot	In	Terror,
One	Foot	In	Politics’	in	which	(former)	President	Bush	would	be	Napoleon	Bonaparte,	flanked
by	the	then	Foreign	Secretary	Condoleezza	Rice,	and	German	Chancellor	Angela	Merkel	as	the
angel.	Each	 is	still	playing	 the	same	role,	 the	same	game,	 the	same	stage,	and	promoting	 the
same	values.	Nothing	much	has	changed	except	personalities.

The	West,	according	to	Martin	Jacques	in	his	2009	book,	When	China	Rules	the	World,	is
habituated	to	the	idea	that	the	world	is	its	world;	the	international	community,	its	community;
the	 international	 institutions,	 its	 institutions.	We	 in	Asia	 have	 bought	 into	 this	 and	we	 have
become	 subscribers	 of	 what	 are	 called	 the	 international	 communities	 and	 international
institutions	 even	 though	 they	 do	 not	 reflect	 the	Weltanschauung	 of	 the	 Asian	 and	 African
citizens	of	the	world.

In	 similar	 ways,	 the	 Western	 Renaissance	 is	 regarded	 as	 everyone’s	 renaissance	 even
though	it	is	a	construct	that	skipped	10	centuries	in	order	to	promote	the	idea	of	Greco-Roman
philosophy	and	Christian	theology	as	the	source	of	contemporary	Western	civilisation.	This	to
me	is	indicative	of	early	eurocentrism.

How	do	we	account	for	the	days	of	the	Greeks	right	down	to	the	early	modern	civilisation
in	 the	year	1500,	skipping	almost	 these	10	centuries	of	 the	Western	or	Christian	Dark	Ages?
There	is	in	the	language	of	knowledge	‘Greek	architecture’	and	there	is	no	other	architecture
after	 the	Greek	 architecture	 as	 far	 as	 knowledge	 is	 concerned;	 as	 though	 there	 is	 emptiness
within	 that	 period,	 although	 we	 know	 that	 many	 other	 civilisations	 were	 alive	 over	 the
millennial	period.	There	were	the	Middle	Eastern,	Persian,	Chinese,	and	Indian	civilisations
that	 balanced	 one	 another	 during	 that	 particular	 period	 of	 time,	 but	 their	 brilliance	was	 not
recognised	till	recently.



The	belief	 that	 the	Greek	civilisation	and	 the	modern	civilisation	 intersected	at	a	certain
point	 in	 history,	 and	 jointly	 gave	 rise	 to	 the	Renaissance	 reflects	 a	 knowledge	 gap.	 In	 fact,
several	 other	 civilisations	 like	 the	 Sumerian	 civilisation	 flourished	 at	 the	 same	 time,	 and
intersected	 with	 the	 Greek	 civilisation,	 and	 gave	 rise	 to	 the	 modern	 civilisation.	 One	 such
civilisation	was	inspired	by	Islam;	yet	another	by	orthodox	Christianity.

A	good	book	by	Jack	Goody,	emeritus	professor	of	social	anthropology	at	the	University	of
Cambridge,	talks	about	the	consequences	of	theft	by	the	West	of	achievements	of	other	cultures.
He	 criticises	 what	 he	 sees	 as	 the	 pervasive	 Eurocentric	 or	 occidentalist	 biases	 of	 much
western	historical	writing.	This	includes	the	theft	of	institutions,	the	theft	of	charity,	the	theft	of
ideas	that	do	not	belong	to	the	West,	taken	from	other	civilisations,	and	made	part	of	the	west
by	suppressing	their	origin.	A	great	deal	of	the	knowledge	as	we	know	it	today,	in	great	many
areas,	camouflages	 the	seminal	contributions	of	Asia	and	Africa	 to	 the	 flourishing	of	culture
and	arts,	science,	and	mathematics.

What	do	the	Dark	Ages	mean	to	us	in	Asia	and	Africa?	As	I	have	mentioned,	there	were
Greek,	Chinese,	 Indian,	and	Middle	Eastern/Persian	civilisations	 that	actually	balanced	each
other	during	this	period.	As	the	Greek	civilisation	collapsed,	knowledge	began	to	be	streamed
to	Baghdad.	 From	Baghdad	 it	 spread	 to	Cordova	 to	Toledo	 and	Seville,	 to	Granada	 and	 to
Cairo,	of	course.	In	those	days,	Cairo	and	Cordoba	had	hundreds	of	thousands	of	books	kept	in
several	major	libraries	as	compared	to	cities	like	Paris	that	had	a	few	thousand	books.	We	can
see	where	the	centres	of	knowledge	were	then,	and	where	modern	knowledge	comes	from.

These	centres	were	not	mere	passive	repositories	of	thought	as	some	people	would	want	us
to	 believe	 as,	 for	 example,	 the	 allegation	 that	 the	 Muslim	 civilisation	 or	 the	 Andalusian
civilisation	were	a	mere	passage	way	of	taking	the	works	of	the	Greeks	and	then	passing	them
on	to	the	Latins	without	any	interpretation,	without	any	addition,	or	without	any	synthesis	by	the
scholars	of	that	time.	On	the	contrary,	Muslim	scholars	added	a	lot	of	their	own	ideas,	norms,
and	civilisational	values	to	those	books	that	later	on	became	translated	into	Latin,	which	I	term
as	the	dawning	of	a	knowledge	era	in	the	West	in	particular.

It	is	no	wonder	that	when	the	Americans	invaded	Baghdad	in	2003,	one	of	the	places	they
bombed	 is	 the	Baitul-Hikma	 or	 House	 of	Wisdom	 that	 houses	 a	 lot	 of	 knowledge	 that	 the
previous	generation	of	 Iraqis	had	accumulated.	Another	 reason	why	knowledge	houses	were
bombed	was	 to	cut	off	 the	Iraqis	from	the	roots	of	 their	civilisation	 in	order	 to	make	them	a
non-entity.	Similarly,	in	the	Bosnian	war,	one	million	books	were	smuggled	out	when	the	Serbs
shelled	 another	 library	 in	 Bosnia.	 It	 is	 clear	 that	 the	 Western	 effort	 to	 make	 Asians	 and
Africans	 ignore	 the	origin	of	 their	knowledge	 is	an	attempt	 to	cut	 them	off	 from	 the	 roots	of
their	own	civilisation,	albeit	in	a	very	subtle	way.

Another	 important	 issue	 for	Asia	 and	Africa	 is	 copyright,	 patent,	 and	 trade	mark.	 In	 the
contemporary	world,	books	and	knowledge	are	sent	to	different	parts	of	the	world	on	payment
of	 royalty.	 But	 in	 earlier	 eras,	 knowledge	was	 taken	 and	 transmitted	 from	 our	 civilisations
almost	free	of	charge,	as	 if	we	were	an	‘open	source’.	Pope	Sylvester	II,	or	Silvester	II,	 (c.
946–May	12,	1003),	born	Gerbert	d’Aurillac,	was	one	of	the	beneficiaries	of	this	process.	A
prolific	scholar,	he	endorsed	and	promoted	the	knowledge	brought	by	the	Muslims	and	Arabs.
He	 (re)introduced	 them	 to	Europe	while	 reigning	 as	 a	 Pope.	Unfortunately,	 his	 environment
was	not	ready	to	appreciate	this,	and	due	to	his	association	with	science	and	intellectualism,	he



was	accused	of	being	a	sorcerer	in	cohort	with	the	devil!
Another	fact	not	well-known	is	 that	books	in	Arabic	were	often	translated	into	Latin	and

their	authors’	names	were	Latinised	to	conceal	their	Muslim	identity.
As	 the	 Greek	 civilisation	 collapsed,	 another	 civilisation	 reached	 it	 pinnacle	 beginning

from	the	7th	century	until	the	late	14th	century,	and	even	beyond.	This	coincides	with	the	so-
called	 Dark	 Ages	 of	 the	 West.	 The	 first	 university	 to	 be	 recognised	 in	 Europe	 was	 the
University	of	Bologna,	not	the	one	in	Córdoba,	nor	from	any	part	of	Andalusian	Spain	which
was	part	of	the	West	at	that	particular	time	due	to	the	reconquest	by	the	church.

A	look	at	a	tombstone	of	the	time	found	in	Sicily	shows	inscriptions	not	only	in	Greek	and
Latin,	but	Arabic	as	well	and	it	is	interesting	to	know	that	there	are	other	regions	in	Europe	that
have	a	different	civilisation,	which	is	non-European	in	essence.

A	map	of	Europe	in	1000	CE	clearly	showed	there	is	an	emirate	at	Sicily,	and	a	caliphate
at	Cordoba	which	 is	where	 Spain	 is	 now,	 among	 the	many	 kingdoms,	 empires,	 and	 duchies
then.	 These	 are	 the	 two	 places	 from	 where	 knowledge	 was	 transferred	 from	 Baghdad	 to
different	 parts	 of	 Europe	 thus	 enabling	 Europe	 to	 be	 reawakened	 in	 the	 form	 of	 the
Renaissance.	Yet	these	two	places	of	scintillating	knowledge	were	not	adequately	mentioned	in
the	Western	history	of	knowledge	even	though	they	deserved	to	be	regarded	as	vital	knowledge
‘gateways’	between	the	East	and	the	West,	linking	the	European	and	the	non-Europeans.

While	we	acknowledge	 that	during	 the	 last	 few	centuries	 there	 is	 impressive	advance	of
learning	in	the	West,	what	we	need	to	make	the	world	recognise	is	that	the	rise	of	the	West	may
not	 have	 been	 possible	 or	 may	 not	 be	 as	 rapid	 unless	 there	 was	 help	 from	 the	 older
civilisations	such	as	the	Indian,	the	Chinese,	and	the	Muslim.	The	West	has	failed	to	make	this
acknowledgment.	Admittedly,	as	much	as	the	Greco-Romans	interacted	with	the	Muslims	and
benefitted	from	them,	certainly	the	Muslim	civilisation	benefitted	from	the	Chinese	civilisation
in	matters	 such	 as	 paper-making	which	 allowed	books	 to	be	published	 and	 then	 taken	up	 to
other	 parts	 of	 the	 world.	 The	 Muslim	 civilisation	 also	 learnt	 mathematics	 from	 the	 Indian
civilisation,	 for	 example,	 in	 the	discovery	of	 the	zero.	 It	 is	 inconceivable	 that	 the	West	was
insulated	 from	 such	 intercultural	 exchanges	 and	 the	 distorted	 picture	 is	 that	 everything
wholesome	originated	in	the	west.

In	a	fresno	drawn	by	Raphael,	a	renaissance	artist	in	1511,	Ibn	Rushd	is	clearly	recognised
in	 the	same	way	Aristotle,	Plato,	Socrates,	and	Pythagoras	are	being	 recognised.	Maybe	 Ibn
Rushd	was	given	credit	because	he	was	the	Western	Averroes	and	not	an	‘eastern	personality’.

Yet	 another	 painting	 called	 ‘The	 Ambassador’	 by	 Hans	 Holbein	 the	 Younger	 in	 1533
provides	us	with	plenty	of	evidence	that	much	is	borrowed	from	the	East.	There	is	an	analysis
of	 this	painting	 indicating	 that	all	 the	 instruments	on	 the	 top	 table	are	 those	used	by	Eastern,
particularly	Muslim	scholars,	to	study	astronomy.	The	lute	(on	the	lower	shelf	of	the	table)	is
probably	Persian,	apart	from	a	Persian	carpet	used	as	a	table	runner	in	the	painting.	This	means
that	 there	was	 already	an	 active	 interaction	between	 the	East	 and	 the	West	 at	 that	 particular
time	which	was	never	acknowledged	in	the	books	dealing	with	developments	of	the	time.

A	classical	example,	of	course,	is	when	we	look	at	the	numeral	system	of	the	Greeks	and
the	Romans.	The	‘zero’	comes	from	the	Hindu-Arab	heritage,	and	later	formed	part	of	what	we
now	know	as	the	Arabic	numerals.	In	discussions	with	my	European	colleagues,	I	have	asked
whether	compensation	or	royalty	were	ever	paid	to	the	inventors	when	the	West	adopted	zero



in	the	present	day	numeral	system.	As	the	answer	is	in	the	negative,	it	is	difficult	to	appreciate
the	commercial	demands	when	 the	Europeans	 invent	 the	binary	 language	of	zero-and-one	for
various	ICT	software	applications.	Suddenly	the	game	has	changed,	 there	 is	 this	 thing	called
Intellectual	Property	Rights	(IPR)	where	knowledge	is	not	shared	anymore	the	way	it	used	to
be	 shared	 even	 though	 we	 are	 supposed	 to	 be	 a	 community	 of	 scholars.	 Quite	 clearly	 the
moment	knowledge	is	dominated	by	the	West,	the	rules	are	changed	to	make	others	subservient.
In	that	respect	I	agree	with	what	Professor	C.K.	Raju	who	says	that	we	are	always	being	put	in
a	kind	of	inferior	sort	of	mindset	so	that	we	do	not	surpass	the	western	civilisation	in	science
and	technology	per	se.

Mercator	and	his	world	map

Things	that	are	represented	to	us	over	time	permeate	our	minds.	The	world	map	is	one	of	them.
It	 is	 represented	 to	 us	 as	 something	 so	 natural	 and	 neutral	 that	 we	 teach	 our	 students,	 our
youngsters,	our	children,	that	this	is	the	map	that	we	need	to	look	at.	Unknown	to	us	this	map
has	a	lot	of	flaws	and	distortions	and	these	flaws	we	carry	in	our	mind	all	the	time,	because	we
have	learnt	to	accept	them.

The	map	is	presented	to	us	as	an	objective	truth.	In	fact	it	is	riddled	with	distortions.	First,
the	land	mass	in	the	northern	hemisphere	is	shown	as	equal	to	that	of	the	southern	hemisphere,
whereas	the	correct	situation	is	that	the	total	square	mileage	in	the	north	is	only	half	of	that	of
the	 south!	Obviously	many	 arguments	 can	 be	 framed	 on	 this	 constructed	 territorial	 equality.
Second,	Europe	 appears	 about	 to	be	 the	 same	 size	 as	South	America	whereas	 in	 actual	 fact
Europe	is	half	the	size	of	South	America!	Third,	Alaska	appears	to	be	three	times	larger	than
Mexico,	 while	 in	 actual	 fact	 they	 are	 almost	 the	 same	 size.	 Fourth,	 all	 of	 North	 America
appears	to	be	about	a	third	of	Africa,	again	you	find	that	is	not	true.	Fifth,	Scandinavia	appears
to	 be	 a	 little	 larger	 than	 India;	 again	 this	 is	 vastly	 untrue,	 it	 is	 three	 times	more.	Greenland
appears	to	be	at	least	double	the	size	of	India	and	China;	that	is	again	not	true.

At	another	level	one	can	ask	why	on	our	world	maps	is	the	North	placed	at	the	top	and	the
South	at	the	bottom?	Is	this	an	objective	or	a	constructed	reality?

It	is	submitted	that	the	existing	world	maps	convey	a	lot	of	falsehood	in	terms	of	facts	but
we	go	on	to	accept	them	because	we	know	no	better.	I	use	this	example	because	at	the	end	of
the	day,	 it	 is	actually	a	construct,	 just	a	projection	of	one	person	called	Mercator	who	drew
this	particular	map	which	we	have	all	now	accepted	all	over	the	world	to	be	the	gospel	truth
about	the	world	and	we	have	not	questioned	it.

Behind	 the	 cleverly	 constructed	world	map	 are	 implicit	world-views.	 It	was	 during	 the
period	of	colonialism	of	 the	East	by	 the	West	 that	many	undoubtedly	 reliable	previous	maps
were	deliberately	discarded	and	map-making	became	part	of	geopolitics.	We	may	be	unaware
of	the	modern	map’s	shortcomings	and	its	impact	on	us.	On	a	broader	canvas,	map-making	is
one	of	the	ways	of	shaping	the	world-view	of	a	vast	majority	of	the	world’s	population.

We	can	draw	the	same	analogy	for	the	education	system	that	the	colonisers	brought	to	us.
The	educational	approach	is	used	as	a	kind	of	platform	to	promote	hegemony	in	other	areas	and
to	propagate	the	superiority,	the	dynamism	and	comprehensiveness	of	western	civilisation.

We	think	that	the	system	is	the	best	because	in	our	enslaved	minds,	we	do	not	know	of	any



better.	In	our	world-view	we	feel	the	need	to	be	European	all	the	time	–	from	our	fundamental,
framework	assumptions	to	the	most	superficial	externalities	like	hair	and	skin	colour	(just	look
at	the	late	Michael	Jackson	and	how	much	he	strived	to	be	within	the	European	mindset).	This
has	been	 the	 case	 since	 the	 colonial	 times,	when	non-Europeans	were	 ‘Europeanised’	 in	 all
sorts	 of	 manners	 from	 their	 names	 to	 their	 features	 and	 thoughts!	 The	 tangible	 ways	 of
colonisation	were	visible	but	more	subtle	and	perfidious	were	 the	 intangible	ways	 in	which
our	education	system,	the	curricula,	and	our	mindsets	were	shaped	to	represent	the	hegemonic
European	 world-view	 and	 to	 promote	 Europe’s	 commercial	 and	 political	 interests	 and	 the
mirage	of	its	cultural	superiority.

A	new	construct	for	the	future

Is	there	any	value	to	Asian	and	African	education	if	it	is	conceptualised	and	presented	in	the
context	of	what	happened	in	a	very	provincial	place	called	western	Europe	and	then	imposed
upon	us?	Do	we	accept	this	type	of	education	or	do	we	rebel	against	it?	As	far	as	my	university
is	 concerned,	we	 think	 the	 time	has	 come	 to	question	 all	 assumptions	 that	we	once	 took	 for
granted.

Education	for	us	is	about	how	we	connect	the	dots	of	civilisational	history,	learning	from
various	civilisations,	building	upon	civilisations,	accumulating	knowledge	and	then	creating	a
kind	of	a	harmony	within	these	particular	civilisations	as	a	basis	of	knowledge	and	wisdom.

The	whole	idea	of	the	clash	of	civilisations	is	basically	a	Western	construct,	that	there	is
only	one	civilisation	that	counts	and	the	others	do	not	matter.	Samuel	Huntington	interestingly
added	a	religious	dimension	when	he	suggested	that	the	term	‘West’	is	now	universally	used	to
refer	to	what	used	to	be	called	Western	Christendom;	and	that	historically	Western	civilisation
is	 European	 civilisation.	He	 also	 admitted:	 ‘The	west	won	 the	world	 not	 by	 superiority	 of
ideas	or	values	or	religion	(to	which	few	members	of	the	other	civilizations	were	converted)
but	rather	by	its	superiority	 in	applying	organized	violence.	Westerners	often	forget	 this	fact;
non-Westerners	never	do.’

When	I	was	invited	to	give	a	similar	lecture	in	Krakow,	I	read	a	book,	Europe:	East	and
West	(2006)	written	by	Norman	Davies,	a	very	prominent	author	who	writes	about	Europe.	I
was	 trying	 to	 understand	 what	 eastern	 Europe	 is	 all	 about.	 Davies	 being	 a	 west	 European
spends	a	lot	of	time	in	eastern	Europe	doing	just	that	and	I	thought	he	was	the	best	person	to
write	about	this.

What	surprised	me	was	to	find	that	even	within	Europe	itself,	the	divide	between	East	and
West	 results	 from	 a	 construct	 not	 too	 different	 from	 the	 east	 and	 west	 in	 the	 global	 sense.
Davies	 says	 ‘the	 citizens	 of	 the	 former	 west	 continue	 to	 view	 the	 east	 with	 a	 mixture	 of
suspicion,	neglect	and	quizzical	 surprise.’	Whereas	people	 in	 the	east	European	countries	 in
this	particular	context	‘continue	to	believe	all	too	often	the	mythical	west	where	all	was	sweet
and	light.’	Bring	this	back	to	Malaysia,	bring	this	back	to	any	part	of	Asia	and	I	 think	this	is
almost	the	same,	when	we	talk	about	the	construct	that	is	almost	Western	in	nature	that	we	have
unquestioningly	accepted	as	the	basis	of	our	knowledge	and	education.

Davies	 shows	 that	 this	 conventional	 exclusion	 of	 central	 and	 eastern	 Europe	 –	 by	 not
accepting	 other	 civilisations	 or	 other	 existence	 –	 has	 led	 to	 serious	 shortcomings	 in	 our



understanding	of	European	history.
Similarly,	 studies	 conducted	 to	 check	 on	 Western	 civilisation	 for	 the	 accuracy	 of

information	concerning	individual	countries	of	eastern	Europe	discover	a	plethora	of	yawning
gaps,	 comical	 errors,	 basic	 misunderstanding,	 and	 insulting	 comments.	 We	 too	 are	 not
unfamiliar	with	 such	 humiliations.	A	 testimony	 to	 this	 is	 available	way	 back	 in	 1735	when
Carolus	 Linnaeus,	 a	 Swedish	 writer	 and	 very	 prominent	 scientist	 labelled	 Asians	 as
‘yellowish,	 melancholy,	 endowed	 with	 black	 hair	 and	 brown	 eyes’	 and	 ‘severe,	 conceited,
stingy,	 and	 governed	 by	 opinion,’	 whereas,	 white	 Europeans	 are	 ‘changeable,	 clever,	 and
inventive,	 governed	 by	 law.’	 You	 will	 be	 shocked	 to	 know	 that	 this	 is	 extracted	 from	 the
Britannica	Guide	to	‘The	Ideas	that	made	the	Modern	World.’

If	such	ideas	make	the	modern	world,	then	we	are	in	serious	trouble,	because	this	mindset
seems	 to	 linger	 despite	 what	 we	 call	 ‘progress’.	 It	 serves	 to	 convince	me	 that	 unless	 such
obtuse	 ‘ideas’	 are	 demolished,	 the	 ‘us	 versus	 them’	mentality	will	make	 the	world	 a	worse
place	than	it	is	today.

This	is	evident	from	two	editions	of	the	same	book,	When	China	Rules	the	World.	 In	 the
Western	edition,	the	book	is	subtitled	‘The	end	of	the	western	world	and	the	birth	of	the	new
global	order,’	whereas	in	the	Eastern	edition	it	appears	as	‘The	rise	of	the	middle	kingdom	and
the	end	of	the	western	world.’	The	different	perceptions	are	nicely	summed	up	by	the	author,
Martin	Jacques:	‘The	major	concern	is	not	China	getting	too	big	for	its	boots	–	at	least	in	the
short	term	–	but	with	the	growing	sense	of	American	frustration	that	its	boots	are	no	longer	as
big	as	they	were	or	should	be,	together	with	an	unwillingness	or	refusal	to	understand	China	or
anything	other	than	American	terms.’

We	can	easily	substitute	the	word	‘China’	with	‘Asia’	or	‘the	East’	and	will	probably	still
get	the	same	impact	as	far	as	the	statement	goes.

We	noted	somewhere	above	what	Martin	Jacques	said	about	how	the	West	is	habituated	to
the	 idea	 that	 the	world	 is	 its	world.	We	need	 to	purge	 the	West	of	 this	misconception	and	 to
help	 it	 to	discover,	 to	 its	acute	discomfort,	 that	 the	world	 is	no	 longer	Western.	We	are	 in	a
very	unique	situation,	a	unique	moment	in	history	for	us	to	raise	our	concerns	and	we	need	to
make	 our	 protests	 heard,	 if	 we	 are	 to	 make	 some	 changes	 in	 the	 kind	 of	 construct	 that	 is
prevailing	until	now.

So	what	is	the	new	construct?
The	new	construct	 is	about	 the	Eastern	knowledge	 landscape	 that	 should	give	 rise	 to	 the

modern	 landscape.	 Of	 course	 we	 have	 to	 recognise	 the	 contribution	 of	 the	 Greeks	 and	 the
Romans	at	 the	same	time	but	as	we	move	into	the	21st	century	I	am	hoping	that	we	can	now
make	 a	 case	 for	 the	 contribution	 of	 the	 non-westerners,	 the	 non-Europeans,	 the	 Eastern
civilisations	because	these	are	certainly	civilisations	which	are	great	and	far	superior	in	terms
of	time	and	contributions.

We	must	insist	on	the	construct	that	comes	from	the	Eastern	part	of	the	world	as	far	back	as
the	Sumerians	and	the	Egyptians,	even	to	the	days	of	Kemet,	the	ancient	name	for	Egypt,	which
means	‘black	(fertile)	land.’

In	the	same	way,	the	learning	from	the	Chinese,	Indians,	Persians,	Muslims	as	well	as	the
interplay	 among	 these	 civilisations	with	 that	 of	 the	Greco-Romans	must	 be	 fully	 understood
and	integrated	before	we	can	even	talk	about	the	Renaissance	and	whatever	comes	after	that.



How	do	we	do	this?	I	think	it	is	how	we	start	to	organise	knowledge	and	how	we	start	to
organise	our	universities.	 If	 the	university	still	goes	on	in	 the	old	‘colonised’	paradigm,	then
there	is	very	little	hope	for	this	to	happen.	The	cause	is	lost!

Instead	 when	 we	 start	 to	 open	 up	 and	 look	 at	 other	 civilisations,	 an	 understanding	 of
different	wisdoms	will	take	us	forward.	I	am	just	taking	one	wisdom	here	from	Confucius	more
than	1,500	years	ago:	‘Learning	is	about	being	and	not	about	having.’	What	we	have	today	from
my	point	of	view	is	 just	 the	opposite	–	 learning	 is	all	about	having	and	nothing	about	being.
The	state	of	the	world	today	is	a	clear	evidence	of	this.

Students	come	to	the	university,	take	the	easiest	course,	shortest	period	of	time	to	graduate,
so	long	as	they	can	go	and	earn.	The	word	now	is	earning	not	learning	and	they	start	to	build	up
their	own	nest	and	hence	we	find	that	 the	whole	global	community	falls	 into	neglect	because
we	are	so	focused	on	ourselves	(as	consumers)	that	the	society	around	us	does	not	matter	much
anymore.

Therefore	 it	 does	 not	 surprise	 us	 to	 read,	 for	 example,	 the	 World	 Health	 Organisation
report	that	says	that	every	40	seconds	one	person	will	commit	suicide	in	the	world,	every	60
seconds	one	person	is	murdered	in	the	world.	Still	this	grave	situation	does	not	come	into	our
radar	screen	as	far	as	learning	skills	are	concerned	at	the	university.	What	matters	is	what	we
can	commercialise	 and	actually	 sell,	 so	 that	we	can	 ‘have’	 (buy)	 some	more.	Knowledge	 is
now	the	tool	of	economic	utility	associated	with	the	concept	of	human	capital.

We	do	not	understand	anymore	the	philosophy	that	underlies	things,	we	do	not	understand
the	history	of	it,	and	the	human	values	associated	with	it:	as	long	as	we	can	create	something
and	sell	it,	we	become	successful.	Whether	what	we	sell	destroys	or	distracts	other	people	and
their	being,	we	do	not	care.	Hence,	weapons	are	the	most	sought	after	inventions	become	they
generate	material	(tangible)	wealth,	even	at	the	expense	of	spiritual	(intangible)	wealth.

To	 refer	 to	 the	wisdom	 of	Gandhi,	 he	 talks	 about	 the	 seven	 deadly	 sins	which	 seem	 to
characterise	 the	 world	 today,	 namely:	 ‘Wealth	 without	 work,	 pleasure	 without	 conscience,
science	without	humanity,	knowledge	without	character,	politics	without	principle,	commerce
without	 morality,	 worship	 without	 sacrifice.’	 If	 I	 may	 add	 one	 more:	 ‘Learning	 without
wisdom.’

It	is	the	wisdom	from	the	east	that	needs	to	be	infused	back	if	the	meaning	of	life	and	the
soul	 of	 the	 university	 is	 to	 be	 uncovered	 and	 (re)discovered.	We	 must	 do	 this	 without	 the
parochialism	of	the	East	or	of	the	West.

Last	 but	 not	 the	 least,	 let	 me	 quote	 Norman	 Davies	 on	 what	 he	 says	 about	 Western
civilisation.	He	says,	‘Western	civilisation	is	a	metaphysical	construct,	an	ideology,	a	conceit,
an	identity	game,	an	intellectual	invention	designed	to	promote	the	interests	of	its	inventors.’

He	says	that	if	one	wanted	to	be	mischievous,	western	civilisation	is	neither	western	nor
civilisation	because	western	civilisation	was	founded	on	the	different	civilisations	of	the	time.

Given	 all	 this,	 I	 think	 another	world-view	 is	 possible.	 The	world	map	we	 see	 so	 often
could	be	inverted	and	renamed	and	nothing	would	be	wrong	with	that.	Yet	the	perspective	that
we	create	would	be	vastly	different.

Australia	would	still	be	there,	the	United	States	would	still	be	there,	Malaysia	would	still
be	 there,	 India	 would	 still	 be	 there.	 The	 only	 difference	 is	 that	 we	 will	 have	 a	 different
perspective	of	the	world.



Why	has	north	got	to	be	up	and	the	south	got	to	be	down?	Why	should	the	United	States	be
up	and	bigger	than	anybody	else,	when	it	is	not	so,	as	we	has	seen	in	the	earlier	‘distorted’	map
of	Mercator?

I	think	we	need	to	remap	the	world,	we	need	to	remap	our	minds,	we	need	to	redraw	our
mindset	and	set	new	rules	and	standards	 for	 the	new	world	 to	come.	And	 if	 that	 is	possible
then	 I	 think	 we	 will	 see	 some	 glimpse	 of	 the	 future.	 Indeed	 maps	 drawn	 by	 celebrated
cartographers	 like	 al-Idrisi	 when	 he	 drew	 one	 for	 King	 Roger	 II	 of	 Sicily	 (remember	 the
emirate)	is	inverted.	He	drew	the	map	in	such	a	way	that	the	southern	hemisphere	is	at	the	top
and	the	northern	hemisphere	is	down.

Somewhere	along	 the	way	 it	was	changed	and	 reinverted	as	we	see	 today.	The	 time	has
come	to	reinvert	once	again,	at	least	mentally;	to	reignite	the	Dark	Ages	and	unearth	the	hidden
treasures	of	knowledge	and	wisdom	that	would	shape	the	world	of	the	future.

This	 view	may	 appear	 quite	 emotional,	 but	 this	 is	what	 the	 university	 is	 going	 through,
questioning	assumptions,	looking	at	possibilities,	and	hopefully	trying	to	create	a	paradigm	or
(re)construct	which	we	can	all	share	for	the	future.



THE	ASSAULT	ON	CULTURE	THROUGH	EDUCATION
Pavan	K.	Varma

Ambassador	of	India	to	Bhutan

Let	me	begin	by	 saying	 that	 I	 am	deeply	honoured	 to	have	 the	opportunity	 to	be	part	 of	 this
conference	 and,	 quite	 undeservedly,	 to	 make	 the	 keynote	 address,	 because	 I	 am	 neither	 an
academician	 nor	 a	 scholar.	 In	 fact,	 I	 feel	 quite	 an	 interloper	 at	 a	 conference	 where	 such
distinguished	 academics	 and	 researchers	 are	 assembled.	 But	 even	 though	 I	 may	 lack	 the
credentials,	there	are	some	thoughts	which	I	would	like	to	share	with	you.	Instead	of	a	keynote
address,	 I	 would	 like	 to	 think	 aloud	 with	 you	 on	 a	 subject	 which	 I	 believe	 is	 of	 great
importance.	 It	 is	 a	 subject	 that	must	 be	 looked	upon	not	with	 acrimony,	 not	with	 the	 aim	of
resurrecting	the	past	in	order	to	form	new	divides,	but	in	a	manner	which	allows	for	serious
introspection;	in	a	manner	that	allows	us	to	observe	and	above	all	to	create	that	consciousness
and	awareness	that	facilitates	change.

I	 say	 that	 this	 problem	 is	 important	 because	 the	 simple	 truth	 is	 that	 the	 cultural	 and
intellectual	consequences	of	colonialism	do	not	end	with	the	attainment	of	political	freedom.
The	reason	for	the	success	of	colonialism	is	not	only	physical	subjugation	but	the	colonisation
of	 the	 mind	 and	 that	 is	 the	 one	 consequence	 of	 colonialism	 that	 is	 analysed	 the	 least.
Conventional	wisdom	says	that	when	the	Union	Jack	comes	down	or	the	Indian	tri-colour	goes
up,	a	political	phase	ends.	There	is	an	analysis	of	that	political	rule.	There	has	been	a	lot	of
work	done	on	the	economic	consequences	of	colonialism,	but	its	continuing	impact,	in	spite	of
political	 freedom,	 in	 the	 arena	 of	 culture,	 ideas	 and	 education	 is	 a	 subject	 which	 is	 not
analysed	nor	observed	fully	in	the	lives	that	we	lead	subsequently.	This	therefore	needs	to	be
focused	upon	if	we	are	looking	at	true	independence	and	independent	thinking.

To	do	this,	it	is	first	important	to	understand	and	rigorously	analyse	the	particular	process
inherent	in	colonialism	that	resulted	in	the	colonisation	of	the	mind.	There	cannot	be	an	escape
from	it.	I	do	not	have	the	time	to	go	too	deep	into	it	here	but	I	have	a	book,	Becoming	Indian,
which	the	chairperson	mentioned	where	this	is	analysed	in	much	greater	detail,	but	I	am	going
to	 mention	 three	 things	 which	 were	 part	 of	 colonial	 strategy	 and	 which	 continue	 to	 have
enduring	consequences.

Derision	of	the	culture	of	the	ruled

The	first	feature	that	was	part	and	parcel	of	colonial	rule	was	the	dismissal	and	derision	of	the
culture	of	the	ruled.	The	reason	for	this	was	to	find	ideological	justification	for	colonisers	to
impose	 their	 own	 rule.	 Now	 this	 derision	 is	 not	 something	 which	 is	 immediately	 apparent
because	in	the	first	phase	when	the	British	came	to	India,	there	was	a	short	honeymoon	which
led	 to	 the	 formation	 of	 the	 Asia	 Society	 and	 to	William	 Jones	 and	 involved	 some	 form	 of
respect	 for	 the	culture	 that	was	being	 ruled.	But	 it	 soon	gave	way	 to	an	evangelical	 fervour
which	led	to	a	relentless	and	pervasive	devaluation	of	the	culture	of	the	ruled.	It	needs	study	to
understand	 how	 completely	 encompassing	 this	 was.	 It	 has	 been	 mentioned	 in	 the	 speeches
before,	but	 I	will	quote	random	examples	 that	are	not	 that	 random	after	all.	They	 illustrate	a



conscious	trend	and	are	not	made	as	if	it	were	in	passing.	These	are	examples	of	knowledge
being	 projected	 as	 fact	 and	 often	 put	 down	 in	 writing	 so	 that	 there	 is	 no	 ambivalence,	 no
reticence	in	that	critique.

What	Macaulay	wrote	 in	his	 ‘Minute’	was	not	a	passing	comment.	 It	came	as	a	 result	of
very	conscious	thought	by	a	man	who	himself	was	exceptionally	learned,	deeply	immersed	in
the	classics,	philosophy,	literature	and	thought	of	his	own	civilisation;	thus	when	he	came	and
said	 that	 India	 has	 medical	 doctrines	 which	 would	 disgrace	 an	 English	 farrier;	 astronomy
which	would	move	laughter	in	the	girls	at	an	English	boarding	school;	history	abounding	with
kings	30	ft	high	and	reigns	30,000	years	long;	and	geography	made	up	of	seas	of	treacle	and
butter,	and	when	he	said,	specially	about	the	Hindus,	that	they	were	full	of	knowledge	only	of
the	uses	of	Cusa	grass	and	all	the	mysteries	of	absorption	in	the	deity;	when	the	Hindus	studied
their	texts,	all	they	learnt	was	how	to	purify	themselves	after	touching	an	ass	or	what	text	of	the
Vedas	 they	 are	 to	 repeat	 to	 expiate	 them	 of	 the	 crime	 of	 killing	 a	 goat,	 he	was	 being	 very
serious	indeed.	I	quote	an	example,	but	it	is	not	random.

Macaulay	was	for	a	complete	dismissal	of	anything	that	belonged	to	Indian	culture.	But	he
was	not	alone	in	his	racist	critique.	George	Trevelyan,	his	brother-in-law,	shared	these	views
equally.	Trevelyan	was	talking	about	Indian	literature.	When	William	Jones	(during	that	short-
lived	 honeymoon	 of	 some	 kind	 of	 mutual	 respect)	 compared	 Kalidas	 to	 Shakespeare,
Trevelyan	countered	by	saying,	‘The	more	popular	forms	of	oriental	literature	are	marked	by
the	greatest	immorality	and	impurity.’

One	 of	 his	 contemporaries,	 the	 utilitarian	 James	 Mill,	 argued	 that	 the	 lyricism	 and
sentiment	in	Indian	drama	was	a	mark	‘of	a	self-indulgent	society,’	and	this	in	turn	was	again
‘the	 product	 of	 a	 despotic	 state.’	 Refined	 people	 would	 not,	 Mill	 argued,	 countenance	 the
vulgarity	in	Kalidas’s	work.	Trevelyan	was	emphatic	that	the	British	need	not	spend	any	money
to	publish	‘erotic	Sanskrit	dramas	teaching	treachery	in	its	most	seductive	forms.’	Perhaps	the
most	well-known	art	critic	of	his	time,	George	Birdwood,	while	talking	about	Indian	sculpture,
art	and	painting	(a	tradition	which	literally	goes	back	5,000	years)	once	compared	an	exquisite
Gupta	period	image	of	the	Buddha	‘to	a	boiled	sweet	pudding’	and	came	to	the	conclusion	that
in	78	years	of	the	study	of	art	he	had	not	come	across	anything	in	India	that	gave	the	expression
‘to	the	good,	the	beautiful	and	the	true.’	In	fact,	Birdwood	wrote	as	late	as	1910	that	‘sculpture
and	painting	are	unknown	as	fine	arts	in	India.’

And	then	of	course	there	is	 the	example	of	Mr.	Edwin	Lutyens	who	built	New	Delhi	and
before	whom	all	of	New	Delhi	and	Indians	in	general	genuflect.	Lutyens	was	a	complete	racist
in	his	personal	views	about	Indians	and	specially	their	abilities	in	the	field	of	architecture	and
he	 said	 (after	 doing	 a	 complete	 survey	 of	 India,	 after	 having	 seen	 the	 exquisite	 pieces	 of
architecture,	many	of	 them	a	product	of	 that	unimaginably	creative	 synthesis	of	 Indo-Muslim
architecture)	 that	 there	 is	 no	 architecture	worth	 its	 name	 in	 India,	 only	 ‘veneered	 joinery	 in
stone	concrete	and	marble	on	a	gigantic	scale	but	no	real	architecture	and	nothing	 is	built	 to
last,	not	even	the	Taj	Mahal.’	Of	course,	classical	Indian	dance	which	goes	back	literally	to	the
dawn	of	 time,	was	viewed	by	most	Britishers	as	nothing	more	 than	nautch	and	 looked	down
upon	with	great	derogation.

I	have	quoted	these	examples	in	order	to	make	the	point	that	this	denunciation	of	the	culture
of	the	ruled	has	continued	for	decades	and	has	in	turn	created	a	corpus	of	institutional	derision.



The	tragedy	was	that	it	was	internalised	in	some	form	or	the	other	by	the	ruled	because	it	was
something	which	was	 a	 part	 of	 prescribed	 academic	 texts.	 It	was	 something	which	 aspiring
clerks	 learnt	 to	mug	 up	 before	 they	 gave	 the	 exams.	And	 therefore	 it	 created	 two	 things:	 it
created	an	alienation	from	our	own	culture	and	second,	a	sense	of	awe,	if	not	respect,	for	the
culture	of	the	rulers.

A	colonial	education	system

The	 second	 instrument	 in	 the	 field	 of	 colonialism	 was	 to	 create	 an	 education	 system,
deliberately	and	consciously,	 for	 the	production	of	 competent	but	 submissive	clerks	because
that	was	the	need	of	the	colonial	rulers	at	that	time.	Once	again	it	was	that	great	seer	Macaulay
who	pronounced	the	intention	with	such	amazing	clarity	in	his	Minute,	which	was	then	adopted
by	the	supreme	council	of	the	then	East	India	Company:	‘We	must	at	present	do	our	best	to	form
a	class	who	may	be	 interpreters	between	us	and	 the	millions	we	govern,	 a	 class	of	persons
Indians	in	blood	and	colour,	but	English	in	taste	and	opinion,	in	morals	and	in	intellect.’	This
was	quoted	by	Mr.	S.M.	Mohamed	Idris	but	it	deserves	to	be	remembered	again.	‘This	class
would	in	time	become	by	degrees	fit	vehicles	for	conveying	our	knowledge	to	the	great	mass	of
the	population.’

To	recap,	 the	first	was	an	 institutional	devaluation	of	 the	culture	of	 the	ruled,	 the	second
was	 the	creation	of	an	education	system	suited	 to	 the	purpose	of	 the	colonisers.	Therefore	 it
created	 in	bulk	as	part	of	 standard	curricula,	 as	part	of	 the	aims	 set	 for	 education,	passable
draftsman,	but	not	policy	makers,	interpreters	of	policy	but	not	innovators.	It	created	the	‘cram
and	vomit’	kind	of	ethos	of	our	current	education	system,	the	emphasis	on	exams	and	of	course
no	independent	thinking.

Colonial	language

The	 third	 prong	 of	 this	 colonial	 strategy	 was	 language.	 I	 met	Wangari	 Maathai,	 the	 Nobel
Laureate	 from	Kenya	 in	New	Delhi	 and	 she	 said	 that	 colonisers	 instinctively	 knew	 the	 one
thing	that	was	most	precious	to	the	ruled	was	their	language,	therefore	the	first	thing	that	they
took	away	from	the	ruled	was	their	language.	That	is	why	the	Webster’s	dictionary	even	today
defines	a	‘babu,’	this	clerk	produced	by	the	educational	system,	‘as	a	native	clerk	who	writes
English.’	That	is	still	the	Webster	definition.	Now	this	was	an	arbitrary	imposition	and	I	want
to	 point	 out	 that	 before	 it	 was	 imposed	 by	Macaulay	 there	 was	 a	 debate	 within	 the	 rulers
themselves,	 an	 entire	 group	 of	 which	 for	 several	 years	 debated	 this	 topic	 with	 extreme
polarities,	who	were	appalled	at	 the	 idea	of	completely	sidelining	an	entire	 legacy,	heritage
and	history	of	linguistic	development	in	a	country	such	as	India	where	languages	go	back	2,500
years	with	their	own	script,	their	own	vocabulary,	their	own	idiom	and	their	own	literature,	to
be	supplanted	by	English.

But	Macaulay	prevailed	and	therefore	we	had	to	suffer	the	imposition	of	another	language
at	the	cost	of	our	own.	It	was	not	as	though	it	was	co-terminus	and	in	due	course	it	created	a
sense	of	inferiority	or	heentha	associated	with	our	own	language.	The	adoption	of	the	rulers’
language	came	to	be	viewed	as	a	status	symbol	and	the	only	avenue	left	for	promotion	within
the	 career	 chain	 established	 by	 the	 rulers.	 So	 that	 loss	 is	 something	 of	 great	 importance



because	language	is	not	just	a	means	of	communication,	language	is	a	window	to	your	culture,
it	is	a	window	to	your	folklore,	it	 is	a	window	to	your	parables,	to	your	proverbs,	to	all	the
stories	that	you	hear	at	birth	and	what	you	grow	up	with.	You	close	that	window	and	a	culture
goes	to	sleep.

Unless	you	have	language,	it	leads	to	complete	distortion	in	terms	of	your	own	rootedness
in	your	culture.	The	former	executive	director	of	UNESCO	who	came	from	West	Africa	said	to
me	once	in	India	that	in	West	Africa,	45	million	people	not	too	long	ago	spoke	Yoruba	and	he
said	the	number	is	now	reduced	to	a	few	thousand	because	everyone	is	speaking	French.	With
the	language	dying,	a	culture	too	has	died	and	it	is	too	late	to	resurrect	it,	so	there	is	a	loss.	It
must	be	understood	the	argument	is	not	anti-English	because	even	today	and	perhaps	as	a	result
of	that	colonialism	we	are	equipped	to	have	a	language	which	is	a	global	language,	it	has	its
utility,	 but	 it	 cannot	be	 a	 substitute	 for	 the	 respect	 for	our	own	 languages	because	 that	 is	 an
important	marker	of	culture-rootedness	and	identity	and	once	lost,	it	is	gone	forever.

In	 fact	 nowadays	 in	 India	 I	 see	 a	 new	 argument	 which	 is	 being	 perpetuated	 by	 certain
universities,	think	tanks	and	linguistic	schools	in	the	West.	There	is	a	numerical	argument	that
India	 has,	 technically	 speaking,	 the	 largest	 number	 of	 people	who	 have	 some	 knowledge	 of
English.	But	that	is	not	true,	because	we	cannot	become	a	nation	of	linguistic	half	castes,	we
cannot	 become	 a	 nation	where	 the	 national	 language	 becomes	 a	 badly	 spoken	 English.	 You
have	to	be	rooted	in	your	language	and	then	also	learn	English.	The	numerical	argument	is	a	not
so	subtle	attempt	by	those	to	whom	the	language	originally	belongs	to	perpetuate	its	hegemony.

The	argument	of	the	neo-linguistic	imperialist	runs	something	like	this:	we	took	away	your
language	 and	 imposed	 our	 own.	 You	 cannot	 speak	 and	 write	 it	 like	 us	 (perhaps	 there	 is	 a
minuscule	elite	that	can	but	most	cannot)	but	even	if	you	do	so	badly,	your	mutant	version	of
our	 language	 is	 still	 something	you	 can	 be	 proud	of	 and	we	 are	willing	 to	 legitimise	 it	 and
count	you	among	the	growing	number	of	English	speakers	in	the	world	and	nothing	pleases	us
more	 than	when	you	yourselves	 agree	with	 us.	 Strangely	 that	 argument	 is	 not	 applied	 to	 the
Russians,	 to	 the	French,	 to	 the	English	 themselves	and	 therefore	 it	 requires	deep	awareness,
introspection	and	meditation	on	the	issue	of	language.

And	as	always,	one	of	the	most	perceptive	people	who	spoke	on	this	–	because	rooted	in
his	 own	 culture	 he	 could	 understand	 –	 was	 Mahatma	 Gandhi.	 I	 want	 to	 quote	 him	 on	 the
English	language.	He	says:

Of	all	the	superstitions	that	affect	India,	none	is	so	great	as	that	a	knowledge	of	the	English	language	is	necessary
for	imbibing	ideas	of	liberty	and	developing	accuracy	of	thought.	It	should	be	remembered	that	there	has	been	only
one	system	of	education	before	the	country	for	the	past	50	years	and	only	one	medium	of	expression	forced	on	the
country.	We	have	therefore	no	data	before	us	as	to	what	we	would	have	been	but	for	the	education	in	the	existing
schools	and	colleges.	This	however	we	know,	that	India	is	poorer	than	50	years	ago.	The	system	of	education	is	its
most	 defective	 part,	 it	 was	 conceived	 and	 born	 in	 error,	 for	 the	 English	 rulers	 honestly	 believed	 the	 indigenous
system	to	be	worse	than	useless.	It	has	been	nurtured	in	sin	for	the	tendency	has	been	to	dwarf	the	Indian	mind,
body	and	soul.

And	therefore	when	you	now	analyse	some	of	the	institutional	aspects	of	colonialism,	you
begin	to	correlate	them	to	what	is	happening	in	our	countries	today.	In	the	field	of	education	the
state	 of	 our	 humanities	 department	 is	 in	 shambles.	 We	 have	 good	 doctors,	 engineers	 and
management	 graduates	 and	we	 are	 proud	 of	 them	but	 a	 civilisation	 like	 that	 of	 India	 cannot
sustain	or	accept	or	begin	to	believe	in	this	simplistic	viewpoint	that	what	we	need	are	good



doctors	and	engineers	to	the	exclusion	of	all	else.	Our	universities	are	particularly	noteworthy
for	 their	 absence	 of	 independent	 thinking,	 the	 absence	 of	 the	 spirit	 of	 critical	 enquiry,	 the
emphasis	on	rote,	 the	clearing	of	examinations,	 the	passive	acceptance	of	outdated	curricula,
the	 paucity	 of	 pedagogic	 talent	 and	 most	 importantly,	 the	 deference	 to	 western	 academics.
There	is	a	website	in	India	where	doctoral	theses	and	Ph.D.s	are	on	sale.	There	is	a	need	to
take	stock	because	this	was	not	what	it	was	in	the	past.

Gunnar	Myrdal	in	his	work	on	South	Asia	and	South	East	Asia	as	a	whole	said	in	his	book,
‘Every	western	 visitor	 to	 South	Asian	 universities	 is	 struck	 by	 the	 uncritical	 attitude	 of	 the
average	 student.	 He	 expects	 the	 professor	 and	 the	 text	 books	 to	 give	 only	 certain	 pages	 of
prescribed	reading	to	impart	to	him	the	knowledge	he	needs	and	accepts	what	is	offered	to	him
without	much	intellectual	effort	of	his	own.’	I	do	not	want	in	some	revisionist	manner	to	invoke
the	past,	but	then	India	had	Nalanda	which	in	its	time	was	the	Harvard	of	Asia.	It	had	10,000
students	and	2,000	 renowned	 teachers,	 excelled	 in	 the	areas	of	philosophy	and	metaphysics,
and	 was	 known	 for	 its	 intellectual	 debates.	 It	 was	 a	 university	 where	 students	 came	 from
places	as	far	as	away	as	Turkey	and	Japan.

Cultural	heritage

And	then	if	you	move	beyond	education	and	look	to	culture	(of	course	there	are	exceptions	and
pockets	 of	 excellence)	 but	 if	 the	 purpose	 of	 this	 conference	 is	 for	 us	 to	 be	 honest	 and	 not
blindly	critical,	then	we	must	make	that	honest	assessment	with	the	kind	of	cultural	heritage	that
India	 is	 heir	 to.	 I	 speak	 of	 India	 because	 I	 am	 most	 equipped	 to	 think	 of	 that,	 but	mutas
mutandis	 there	 are	 comparisons	 to	 be	 made	 in	 all	 our	 countries.	 Look	 at	 the	 state	 of	 our
museums!	With	 some	 of	 the	 finest	 pieces	 of	 sculpture	 and	 painting,	 our	museums	 today	 are
literally	symbols	of	a	shabbiness	and	weariness	that	can	only	be	subscribed	to	an	entire	nation
and	civilisation	which	has	internalised	the	colonial	critique	of	its	own	culture,	otherwise	this
pride	 would	 be	 reflected	 in	 institutional	 change.	 Look	 at	 some	 of	 our	 public	 libraries	 and
though	comparisons	are	odious,	look	at	the	neglect.

In	the	field	of	literature,	while	we	continue	of	course	to	pride	ourselves	on	our	knowledge
of	 English,	 Sheldon	 Pollock,	 the	 Ransford	 Professor	 of	 Sanskrit	 and	 Indian	 Studies	 at
Colombia	University	 in	New	York,	who	has	 also	edited	 the	Clay	Sanskrit	 library,	makes	an
anguished	appeal	when	he	points	to	what	is	being	lost	as	a	result	of	institutional	neglect	or	lack
of	 awareness	 or	 the	 absence	 of	 policy	making.	He	 says	 that	 until	 1947	 –	 and	 for	 centuries
before	 that	–	India	had	scholars	 in	philology	who	could	compare	with	 the	best	 in	 the	world.
These	scholars	produced	pioneering	works	in	Kannada,	Malayalam,	Tamil,	Telugu,	Assamese,
Bangla,	Braj	Bhasha,	Gujarati,	Marathi	Oriya,	Persian,	Prakrit,	Sanskrit	 and	Urdu	 that	were
invaluable	reference	works	and	constituted	a	window	to	the	roots	of	our	culture.

Unfortunately	 the	 last	 few	decades	have	seen	almost	no	work	on	 this	 literary	 treasure	so
much	 so	 that	 foreign	 universities	 (and	 Pollock	 cites	 the	 case	 of	 an	 important	 one	 in	 the	US
which	failed	to	get	a	professor	in	Telugu	who	had	a	command	over	the	entire	classical	Telugu
tradition)	 are	being	 forced	 to	close	down	 their	 specialities	 in	our	 languages.	Pollock	writes
‘today	in	neither	of	the	two	great	universities	in	the	capital	city	of	India	is	anyone	conducting
research	on	classical	Hindi	literature,	the	great	works	of	Keshav	Das	and	his	successors.’	He



compares	 it	 to	Paris	 in	2008	with	no	one	producing	scholarship	on	the	works	of	Racine	and
Moliere.	Not	coincidently,	a	vast	number	of	Braj	Bhasha	texts	lie	in	archives	unattended	and
unedited	 to	 this	 day;	 this	 is	 even	 truer	 of	 Indo-Persian	 literature.	 Large	 quantities	 of
manuscripts	including	diwans	of	some	of	the	great	poets	of	Mughal	India	remain	unpublished
and	unread.

On	the	subject	of	architecture	I	need	not	say	anything	more	as	my	book	has	two	chapters	on
Lutyens	and	Corbusier.	I	think	the	biggest	failure	of	modern	India	is	to	have	drifted	so	far	from
our	own	traditions	and	to	have	created	the	kitsch	that	now	goes	for	architecture.	What	it	finally
imbues	you	with	is	not	only	an	alienation	towards	your	own	culture	but	a	totally	unacceptable
mimicry.

The	Sunday	Times	correspondent	in	New	Delhi	once	told	me	that	he	and	his	wife	are	often
invited	to	the	leading	elite	public	schools	in	India	to	judge	children’s	events.	After	one	fancy
dress	 competition	 he	 asked	 me	 with	 genuine	 perplexity,	 genuine	 surprise,	 ‘Pavan,	 can	 you
explain	to	me	why	most	of	the	children	in	this	fancy	dress	competition	are	dressed	as	Noddy?’
Now	 Noddy	 is	 politically	 outdated	 even	 in	 the	 UK	 but	 these	 children	 of	 educated	 and
independent	 India	 come	 dressed	 as	Noddies	 and	 yet	 have	 no	 clue	 about	 something	 like	 the
Panchatantra.	So,	 therefore,	we	need	 to	create	 that	 appreciation	 in	educational	curricula	and
recall	 that	 this	 kind	 of	mimicry	 is	 not	 representative	 of	 our	way	 of	 life.	 Six-hundred	 years
before	 the	 birth	 of	 Christ,	 a	man	 called	 Bharata	 wrote	 a	 treatise	 called	 the	Natya	 Shastra
which	 has	 6,000	 slokhas	 and	 verses	 in	 Sanskrit,	 not	 on	 a	 description	 of	 the	 arts,	 but	 a
meditation	 on	 what	 constitutes	 aesthetics.	With	 this	 kind	 of	 civilisational	 backdrop,	 to	 find
children	 who	 are	 educated	 in	 the	 best	 schools	 dressing	 up	 like	 Noddies	 for	 a	 fancy	 dress
competition	with	no	idea	of	their	own	culture	is	something	we	need	to	seriously	think	about.

Students	today	do	not	know	the	difference	between	Bharatnatyam	and	Kathak.	When	there
is	 not	 a	 single	 channel	 on	 Indian	 FM	 radio	 which	 is	 devoted	 to	 Indian	 classical	 music,
distortion	can	be	the	only	answer.	When	people	are	not	rooted	in	their	culture,	there	is	in	the
context	 of	 this	 conference,	 what	 I	 call	 the	 loss	 of	 santoolan	 or	 balance,	 the	 ability	 for
independent	application	of	mind	and	the	absence	of	independent	appraisal,	resulting	in	a	swing
between	 two	 polarities:	 euphoria,	 at	 the	 slightest	 praise	 coming	 from	 the	 West,
disproportionate	indignation	at	the	slightest	criticism	coming	from	the	West	and	no	independent
application	of	mind	which	is	the	hallmark	of	our	civilisations.	I	give	you	two	examples	about	a
book	that	won	the	Booker	prize	and	a	film	which	won	the	Oscars.	When	it	was	announced	that
Aravind	Adiga’s	book	(The	White	Tiger)	had	won	the	Booker	prize,	the	news	made	headlines
in	every	Indian	newspaper.	There	was	complete	euphoria	on	every	television	channel	about	the
fact	 that	an	 Indian	has	won	 the	prize.	Not	a	 single	 review	of	 the	book	came	out	until	weeks
later.	There	was	no	appraisal.	There	was	just	euphoria	of	this	recognition	from	the	west.	Even
in	the	UK	I	can	cite	12	lengthy	and	learned	reviews	of	the	book,	prior	to	it	winning	the	Booker,
some	of	them	which	praised	the	book	and	others	that	were	dismissive,	even	some	that	were	a
mixture	of	both,	but	not	in	India.	Why	does	this	happen?

Or	 ‘Slum	Dog	Millionaire’.	 This	 film	 that	 won	 the	 Oscars,	 incidentally	 is	 not	 even	 an
Indian	film	as	it	was	produced	in	Britain	but	had	Indian	actors.	When	the	news	came	out	that	it
had	won	the	Bafta	awards	there	was	the	first	wave	of	euphoria,	then	when	it	won	the	Oscars
there	was	a	complete	wave	of	euphoria.	This	is	when	the	film	had	not	been	released	in	India



and	 no	 one	 had	 seen	 it	 yet.	 If	 a	 French	 film	wins	 an	Oscar,	 you	would	 imagine	 that	 people
would	have	seen	it,	commented	on	it,	judged	it	on	merit,	praised	it,	denounced	it	or	otherwise
assessed	it.	My	question	is	why	does	not	this	happen	in	India?	Is	it	enough	to	just	get	a	Western
certificate	of	approval?	We	all	nurture	and	sustain	an	attitude	of	condescension	that	comes	very
often	from	the	West	because	our	behaviour	is	worthy	of	that	kind	of	attitude.	When	nations	lose
their	ability	for	independent	application	of	mind	–	and	the	reasons	for	this	are	directly	related
in	part	to	the	legacy	of	colonialism	–	this	is	the	consequence.

I	would	like	to	end	by	touching	upon	what	I	consider	to	be	a	new	threat	or	challenge	we
face	is	 that	 in	the	context	of	aggressive	globalisation	especially	in	the	area	of	culture,	unless
we	are	vigilant,	the	subtext	is	that	of	co-option.	Unlike	the	colonialism	of	the	past	which	was
about	 direct	 military	 rule	 and	 direct	 subjugation,	 globalisation	 is	 an	 incipient,	 subtle	 but
pervasive	phenomenon	and	usually	as	a	result	of	that	the	victim	is	the	last	to	know.	And	those
who	are	not	rooted	in	 their	own	culture	 lose	a	very	 important	application,	 the	application	of
discrimination,	the	ability	to	understand	what	to	preserve	and	what	to	borrow,	because	if	you
lose	that,	then	one	is	faced	with	the	flip	side	of	colonialism,	i.e.,	globalisation.	I	will	give	you
a	very	small	anecdote.

I	was	in	a	shop	in	Delhi	during	Valentine’s	Day	and	there	were	these	young	boys	and	girls
who	were	buying	Valentine’s	Day	cards.	I	have	nothing	against	this	particular	ritual	and	do	not
have	strong	views	either	way	but	I	 just	asked	the	youngsters,	some	of	them	who	knew	me,	if
they	knew	anything	about	 the	 love	 lore,	 the	 folklore	of	Laila-Majnu	or	of	Heer-Ranjha	or	of
Sohni	Mahiwal	–	or	if	they	had	read	anything	of	the	beautiful	love	poetry	between	Radha	and
Krishna,	the	entire	literature	of	the	Shingar	period,	Chandidas,	Bihari,	if	they	knew	who	wrote
the	Kama	Sutra	and	who	was	Vatsyayana?	And	the	answer	was	‘no’.

When	people	are	so	completely	adrift	from	their	own	cultural	moorings,	their	potential	to
be	 co-opted	 becomes	 that	much	 greater	 and	 this	 is	 the	 challenge	 for	 all	 of	 us	 for	 the	 future
because	we	cannot	let	ourselves	become	caricatures.	After	so	many	years	of	independence,	we
cannot	become	photocopies;	we	need	to	once	again	invoke	for	ourselves	what	used	to	be	the
distinguishing	mark	of	our	civilisation,	maulik	soch,	 the	power	of	original	 thought	and	 if	we
lose	that	I	am	afraid	we	are	going	to	lose	the	challenge	of	the	future.	The	answer	to	that	is	not
to	swing	 to	 the	other	extreme	and	consider	as	negative	anything	 that	can	be	applied	or	 taken
from	the	West	in	order	to	enrich	our	own	systems.	The	hallmark	of	our	future	should	be	in	the
application	of	our	minds	because	I	have	no	doubt	this	future	deserves	to	be	great.
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Once	 after	 I	 had	 lectured	 to	 the	 student	 body	 at	Achimota,	 the	 famous	 school	 for	 leaders	 in
Accra,	 Ghana,	 a	 sixteen-year	 old	 female	 student	 rose	 to	 ask	me	 a	 question.	 She	 was	 quite
confident,	assertive,	and	direct	as	she	said,	‘Professor,	don’t	you	think	that	 if	whites	had	not
come	to	Africa	we	would	not	have	been	educated	and	would	have	nothing,	neither	art,	science,
society,	or	religion?’	I	struggled	to	remain	as	sure,	confident,	and	sturdy	as	she	had	been	when
she	asked	the	question.

To	be	honest	though,	I	was	unsettled	by	the	numerous	implications	of	such	a	question.	I	was
not	unprepared	 to	answer	her	question,	but	 I	was	not	prepared	 for	a	 student	at	 the	best	high
school	in	Ghana	asking	such	a	question.	What	could	this	student	have	learned	by	osmosis,	as	in
the	 very	 air	 of	 Achimota,	 or	 more	 concretely	 by	 the	 curriculum	 of	 study	 at	 her	 prestigious
school,	 that	would	have	 led	her	 to	such	a	question?	I	asked	myself,	 ‘Are	 the	 teachers	at	 this
school	embarrassed	by	this	question?’	I	said	to	her,	‘Young	daughter,	our	people	have	forgotten
more	 than	we	have	 been	 taught	 by	 the	whites.	 Furthermore,	 the	 origin	 of	 humanity	 is	 on	 the
continent	of	Africa	and	the	first	human	societies	where	humans	defined	good	and	evil,	justice
and	 injustice,	 named	 the	 days	 of	 the	week,	 calculated	 the	 seasons	 for	 planting	 and	 reaping,
elevated	the	ancestors,	counted	a	woman’s	time,	established	rules	for	relationships,	identified
the	 stars,	 practised	 restraint	 and	 good	 neighbourly	 behaviours,	 and	 named	 the	 divine,	 were
done	on	the	African	continent.’

There	was	a	sigh	of	relief	in	the	audience.	I	felt	the	wave	of	appreciation	waft	across	the
auditorium	 from	 the	 administrators	 of	 the	 school,	 then	 the	 teachers,	 and	 the	 students	 as	 they
leaped	to	their	feet	 in	applause.	I	 then	said	to	the	young	lady	–	who	was	so	brave	to	ask	the
question	that	the	others	had	wanted	to	ask	but	had	been	reluctant	to	do	–	‘See,	you	have	asked	a
question	that	many	of	us	ask	everyday.	Yet	when	you	ask	your	grandparents	they	will	tell	you
that	 before	 the	Europeans	 came	 to	Ghana	people	 could	 sleep	with	 their	 doors	unlocked	 and
their	 yards	 unfenced	 and	 unwalled.	 Now,	 since	 we	 have	 learned	 so	 much	 from	 the	 white
Western	world	we	have	to	protect	ourselves	from	ourselves.’	Needless	to	say,	I	was	a	success.

There	 are	 numerous	 ways	 by	 which	 societies	 socialise	 their	 young	 to	 succeed	 and	 to
maintain	 community	 as	 measures	 to	 protect	 the	 species	 from	 extinction.	 Sometimes	 these
measures	are	not	enough	to	prevent	the	disappearance	of	a	society	as	in	many	cases	in	North
America,	Asia,	Australia,	South	America,	and	Africa	where	we	have	confronted	wazungu.	Yet
we	know	that	modern	universities	have	been	established	in	all	of	these	places	as	vestiges	of
the	colonial	past;	their	presence	has	not	enriched	the	students	in	their	own	culture.	In	fact,	the
Europeans	created	the	institutions	to	wash	the	last	stains	of	culture	out	of	the	students’	souls.
The	fact	 that	Europeans	set	up	 these	schools	must	not	be	 taken	to	mean	that	we	did	not	have
methods	to	educate	our	own	people.	Actually	these	colonial	schools	were	first	established	to



educate	Europeans	who	were	far	away	from	their	mother	countries	and	felt	a	need	to	continue
to	pass	down	information	that	had	preserved	their	societies	in	their	original	European	habitat.
The	problem	is	often	that	when	they	left,	they	left	us	with	their	institutions	and	we	were	often
too	 afraid	 to	 change	 what	 we	 had	 been	 given.	 Indeed,	 we	 thought	 that	 the	 system,	 with	 its
monuments,	statues	and	rituals	of	curricula	and	examinations,	was	far	superior	to	anything	that
we	could	have	conceived,	and	we	forgot	everything	that	we	had	ever	conceived.

Failure	 to	 realise	 that	 the	 modern	 European	 university	 is	 a	 creation	 of	 Wilhelm	 von
Humboldt	 –	 one	 of	 Europe’s	 most	 authentic	 racists,	 who	 believed	 in	 the	 superiority	 of	 the
Aryan	and	Nordic	people	over	others	–	meant	that	we	could	not	anticipate	the	destruction	that
the	curricula	of	Europe	would	have	on	our	minds.	What	type	of	university	do	you	think	would
have	excited	von	Humboldt	who	taught	at	Göttingen?	It	was	von	Humboldt	who	came	up	with
the	idea	that	culture	meant	cultivation,	that	is,	 to	have	culture	one	must	cultivate	it,	hence	the
need	for	the	university.

This	conception	was	not	that	of	the	Europeans	such	as	Schelling,	Herder,	Schiller,	Fichte,
or	Hegel	who	actually	believed	in	the	notion	of	culture	as	the	spirit	of	the	people,	the	essence
of	the	nation,	the	soul	of	the	folk.	No	person	could	be	without	it	and	remain	within	the	group.
Culture	was	what	made	a	people	a	people	in	their	view.	They	also	formulated	hierarchies	of
culture	and	got	 the	world	 to	believe	 in	 them.	However,	 the	notion	of	cultivation	of	culture	–
one	aspect	of	 this	discourse	–	 led	 to	 the	creation	of	 institutions	 that	could	cultivate	 the	mind
and	 the	 feeling,	making	European	 students	more	Europeans	 and	Asian	 and	African	 students,
imitations	of	the	Europeans.

Hence,	the	European	university	was	born	as	a	modern	European	institution,	and	I	shall	add,
long	after	 the	 schools	of	 learning	 that	had	existed	 in	ancient	Africa	and	Asia.	 In	 the	African
context,	it	is	clear	that	education	was	a	part	of	the	religious	scheme	because	there	was	no	real
separation	between	one’s	way	of	life	and	one’s	way	of	learning.	The	great	Nile	Valley	Mystery
Schools	explored	all	sciences	and	arts.	Indeed,	to	a	great	degree,	the	purpose	of	a	university,
even	now,	ought	to	be	to	protect,	preserve,	and	promote	the	cultural	inheritance	of	a	society	in
order	to	transmit	it	as	strongly	as	possible	to	the	next	generation.	Even	here	many	of	us	have
failed	 because	 instead	 of	 transmitting	 our	 own	 knowledge	 and	 wisdom	 we	 have	 opted	 to
transmit	 the	philosophies,	values,	and	cultural	heritages	of	Europe	as	 if	 they	were	universal.
We	have	unwittingly	added	 to	our	own	dislocation	and	marginalisation.	A	Kenyan	professor
who	proclaims	a	European	philosopher	more	acceptable	than	an	African	philosopher,	or	who
may	not	be	able	to	name	an	African	philosopher,	has	fallen	into	the	trap	that	was	made	by	the
influence	of	Europe.

The	heart	of	culture	is	always	mythical	or	theological	because	it	is	only	in	these	arenas	that
we	have	divinities	or	ancestors	that	will	forge	the	many	wills,	imaginations,	and	opinions	into
a	single	one	and	demand	and	reward	the	sacrifices	on	which	strong	culture	depends.	While	the
community	must	see	itself	as	the	collective	belonging,	the	common	social	organism,	that	might
congregate	 at	 the	 shrine	 and	 rehearse	 and	 renew	 membership	 there	 in	 the	 community,	 the
projection	of	consciousness	that	comes	with	myth,	or	by	the	animation	of	the	world	by	myth,	is
at	the	core	of	clarification	of	the	natural	environment.	We	know	it	by	virtue	of	our	participation
in	the	ritual	of	performance	and	it	must	be	done	with	care	and	precision	because	without	the
precision	 we	 will	 have	 violated	 the	 sacredness	 of	 the	 ritual;	 in	 fact,	 the	 ritual	 becomes	 a



sacrilege	the	minute	we	make	an	innovation.	Our	ritual	must	be	carried	out	without	error.	I	can
know	that	you	are	not	a	member	of	this	society	if	you	violate	the	rituals.

This	is	where	the	ancestors	are	meaningful	to	us.	You	see,	ancestors	give	us	a	good	reason
for	sacrifice:	our	readiness	and	willingness	to	die	for	the	future	of	the	society	goes	in	tow	with
the	caring	for	the	young.	Perhaps	most	impieties	come	from	the	fact	that	someone	disrespects
the	dead.	The	deconsecration	of	the	dead	is	one	of	the	principal	calling	cards	of	a	dislocated
society.	Clearly	 this	 deep	 desacralisation	 of	 all	 things	African	 and	 the	making	 sacred	 of	 all
things	European	as	an	obvious	has	been	the	prevailing	attitude	of	white	research	about	Africa.
When	an	African	college	 is	dedicated	 to	 the	ancestors	–	 the	dead	–	 then	 information	 is	 laid
aside	for	the	future	generations.	As	I	will	demonstrate,	you	can	build	a	curriculum	on	what	the
ancestors	have	left	behind.	In	fact,	is	not	this	what	the	Europeans	have	done,	except	they	have
monopolised	the	information	heritage	of	the	world	as	if	it	belonged	to	them	alone?

If,	as	I	believe,	knowledge	appears	 in	 the	 three	ways:	knowledge	of	what,	knowledge	of
that,	and	knowledge	of	how,	then	we	ought	to	see	how	our	ancestors	dealt	with	these	aspects	of
knowing.	 Europe	 has	 another	 approach	 to	 life,	 a	 different	 one,	 not	 better	 or	 worse,	 but
different.	For	example,	the	Greeks	saw	tragedy	as	a	dramatisation	of	the	religious	experience
and	believed	 that	 tragedy	 represented	 the	central	 form	of	 the	 religious	cult,	 the	drama	of	 the
individual	who	falls	from	grace	by	some	fault	and	is	scorned,	sundered,	or	pounced	upon	by
his	 society.	They	would	exclaim,	 ‘Oh	what	 a	 tragedy!’	To	experience	 that	 emotion	one	must
believe	 in	something	called	 the	fall	 from	grace,	 that	 is,	 that	human	beings	carry	around	what
Augustine	called	‘original	sin’	that	comes	from	the	biblical	Garden	of	Eden.	While	this	is	an
interesting	 story,	 it	 is	 not	 an	African	 story.	 It	 is	 antithetical	 to	 the	African	 idea	of	 character.
This	is	precisely	why	I	say	that	one	has	to	know	what	is	to	be	known,	to	know	the	particular	of
that	which	is	to	be	known,	and	to	know	how	to	achieve	something.

Knowledge	of	what:	The	knowledge	of	what	lands	us	onto	the	platform	of	definitions,	the
meaning	 of	 things,	 and	 the	 special	 attributes	 of	 some	 piece	 of	 content.	 This	 is	 the	 venue	 of
inquiry.

Knowledge	of	 that:	 The	 knowledge	 of	 that	 is	 a	 particularistic	 awareness	 of	 information
that	might	be	used	to	establish	a	special	relationship	between	concepts,	shapes,	or	people.	It	is
at	the	base	relational.

Knowledge	of	how:	The	knowledge	of	how	is	the	creation	of	instruments,	 intellectual,	or
practical,	that	will	provide	a	person	with	the	ability	to	perform	at	a	certain	level	of	skill.

These	three	understandings,	as	I	prefer	to	call	them,	are	at	the	heart	of	any	real	discourse
on	African	universities.	We	have	used	religion	above	to	demonstrate	that	tragedy	is	at	the	core
of	much	European	 thought	 –	 just	 as	 someone	 has	 said	 that	 humor	 is	 at	 the	 core	 of	Africa’s
thought.	I	do	not	draw	such	sharp	lines	but	rather	say	that	the	issue	of	tragedy	and	comedy	are
not	African	questions.

Now	here	is	the	thing.	Since	writing	transforms	European	religion	it	means	that	a	canon	is
important	and	one	needs	to	have	a	book	or	books	that	claim	to	know	the	origins	of	human	sin.
This	 is	 the	 only	 path	 to	 discovering	 the	what.	What	 should	 be	 preserved?	Why	 should	 that
particular	 book	 be	 studied	 and	 preserved?	 You	 will	 need	 interpreters,	 those	 trained	 in
hermeneutics,	who	could	interpret	without	distracting	from	the	text.	From	this	perspective	it	is
clearly	seen	that	the	African	predicament	is	one	of	literary	crisis,	or	better	yet,	canonical	crisis



if	we	take	the	European	view.	If	students	are	given	texts	to	read,	then	there	must	be	agreement
on	what	those	texts	are	and	who	has	a	right	to	interpret	them.	If	any	text	is	proper	to	study,	then
why	study	any	of	them?	Why	is	there	a	need	for	a	canon?	Should	not	some	books	be	thought	of
as	contributing	to	the	culture,	in	a	deep	intellectual	sense?	How	are	we	able	to	function	without
a	sacred	text?	Is	 it	possible	to	draw	a	curriculum	on	the	basis	of	ancient	African	philosophy
and	 other	 ideas?	 Could	 not	 a	 major	 part	 of	 the	 curriculum	 be	 recording	 and	 texting	 the
accumulated	knowledge	of	our	cultures?

European	authors	are	fond	of	the	Enlightenment	–	the	18th	century	erstwhile	Age	of	Reason
–	 but	 it	was	 the	 time	 in	Europe	when	Africa	was	most	 at	 risk.	 The	Enlightenment	was	 that
period	 when	 current	 European	 values	 were	 enshrined	 in	 their	 literature.	 It	 is	 clear	 that
European	 writers	 see	 that	 movement	 as	 the	 time	 when	 they	 assaulted	 authority,	 asserted
individual	freedom,	and	enthroned	reason	in	their	societies.

Yet,	 as	 we	 Africans	 know,	 this	 was	 also	 the	 time	 of	 profound	 racist	 sentiments	 and
philosophical	 justifications	 for	 European	 aggression	 against	 African	 and	 Asian	 cultures.
Therefore,	 the	Enlightenment	was	a	selective	seeing	of	 the	human	condition	because	–	at	 the
very	 time	 the	 Europeans	 were	 confronting	 and	 overthrowing	 their	 authorities	 –	 they	 were
enslaving	 and	 colonising	 Africans	 and	 Asians,	 brutalising	 women,	 and	 working	 children	 to
death	in	labour	camps.

I	do	not	offer	these	contradictions	to	deny	that	there	was	some	incremental	advancement	for
Europe	 but	 rather	 to	 contend	 that	 things	 were	 far	 worse	 than	 the	 benign	 picture	 of	 the
Enlightenment	might	suggest	to	some.	In	my	judgement,	it	was	this	period	of	European	history
that	sanctioned	all	manner	of	perverted	importance	of	the	individual	white	man	and	caused	that
person	 to	 lay	 claim	 to	 a	 universalism	 that	 was	 non-existent.	 If	 anything,	 even	 as	 the	 racist
Immanuel	Kant	wanted,	the	specific	and	local	loyalties	of	Europeans	were	to	be	moulded	into
one	massive	European	universal	 jurisdiction.	This	 idea	 for	Europe	would	be	 taken	 after	 the
French	Revolution	as	 including	the	movement	of	 this	 idea	for	everyone	else,	not	as	partners,
but	 as	 defeated	 people,	 marginal	 objects.	 Now	 imagine	 an	 African	 university	 hailing	 the
Enlightenment	movement	 as	 a	 beautiful	 time	 of	 human	 achievement.	 This	 is	 like	 an	African
American	considering	President	George	Washington	–	a	large	slave-holder	–	a	most	wise	and
intelligent	human	being!	These	contradictions	exist	because	those	of	us	who	do	not	critically
examine	the	gifts	of	Europe	are	bound	to	hold	dear	 those	very	 ideas	 that	will	undermine	our
own	dignity	and	mental	health.	I	seek	neither	fetters	nor	shutters	on	my	mind	or	yours,	but	as	a
rational	thinking	person	I	recognise	that	everything	written	is	not	necessarily	true	or	essential
for	our	curriculum.

My	immediate	concern	is	that	our	African	universities	are	the	repositories	and	dispensers
not	 of	 our	 ancestral	 knowledge	 and	 philosophy	 but	 of	 Europe’s.	 The	 fact	 that	 European
knowledge	is	in	the	system	is	not	the	problem,	but	that	such	knowledge	is	at	the	center	of	most
African	 curricula	 is	 an	 immediate	 danger	 that	 privileges	white	 scholars	 in	 those	 institutions
and	 marginalises	 Africans	 and	 African	 knowledge.	 Our	 colleagues,	 even	 without	 European
compatriots	present,	still	carry	on	that	tradition	as	if	it	is	universal,	thereby	spreading	the	same
leaflets	of	European	supremacy	as	the	European	colonisers	and	enslavers	disseminated.

Take	the	actions	of	President	Paul	Kagame	of	Rwanda	who	has	essentially	subscribed	to
the	idea	that	the	only	advance	for	Africa	is	through	the	methods	and	means	of	the	Europeans.



This	 is	 backward	 thinking,	 but	 it	 is	 understandable	 given	 the	 history	 of	 France,	 Belgium,
England,	 and	 the	 United	 States	 in	 that	 part	 of	 the	 world.	 What	 is	 horrendous	 is	 that	 Paul
Kagame	has	never	interrogated	his	own	ancient	cultures	or	consulted	with	the	eminent	African
scholars	in	history	or	philosophy	who	could	help	him	discover	knowledge	prior	to	the	arrival
of	 the	 Europeans.	 Indeed,	 it	 is	 as	 if	 Europe	 had	 wiped	 clean	 any	 African	 ideas	 and	 then
reinvented	 the	 African	 intellectual	 and	 politician	 as	 an	 imitator	 of	 the	 oppressor.	 The
oppressed	–	even	now,	I	say	oppressed	–	because	the	mere	following	in-line	of	the	curricula	of
Europe	 or	 America,	 renders	 more	 oppression	 and	 one	 can	 never	 see	 clearly	 through	 the
goggles	of	oppression.

Eurocentrism	 is	 not	 simply	 racism;	 it	 is	 a	 superstructure	 that	 seeks	 to	 impose	 European
consciousness	onto	other	people’s	consciousness.	Ama	Mazama	has	written:	‘The	worst	crime
of	Eurocentrism	may	not	have	been...	the	construction	of	a	debased	image	of	Africa	as	much	as
it	 has	 been	 the	 imposition	 of	 that	 image	 of	Africa	 on	African	 themselves’	 (2011:	 849).	The
acceptance	of	European	epistemological	categories	such	as	‘Third	World,’	‘underdeveloped,’
and	‘underprivileged’	is	sure	death	to	the	African	academic.	Thus,	as	Mazama	(2011)	claims,
‘it	 is	 not	 enough	 to	 challenge	 Europe’s	 discursive	 racism,	 but	 we	must	 challenge	 Europe’s
attempt	to	impose	itself	on	the	mental	space	of	others.’

Who	 is	 to	 say	 that	 Shakespeare	 is	 the	 world’s	 greatest	 writer	 if	 you	 have	 not	 read
outstanding	 African	 and	 Asian	 authors?	 How	many	 of	 us	 even	 know	Amadu	 Bamba	 or	 the
India’s	great	epic	writers?	Who	does	the	saying,	that	is,	who	has	the	ability	to	force	others	to
accept	the	parade?	But	what	if	you	accept	the	knowledge	construction	that	was	used	to	impose
self-hatred	and	subservience?

Now	I	want	to	draw	your	attention	without	too	much	historical	background	to	the	reasons
for	 this	 anomaly	 in	 our	 education	 in	 Africa.	 Unfortunately	 most	 African	 universities	 were
established	by	Europeans	to	support	 the	colonisation	of	Africa,	 the	corporate	 interests	of	 the
Western	world,	and	to	make	Africans	replicas	of	Europe	who	would	serve,	not	the	interests	of
their	own	people,	but	those	of	Europeans.	The	great	tragedy	is	that	since	the	independence	era
of	more	than	fifty	years	ago	we	have	not	created	one	Afrocentric	university.

Let	me	put	it	another	way:	there	is	not	one	African	university	that	has	accepted	the	premise
that	 it	 can	 be	 great	 by	 appealing	 to	 the	 traditions	 of	Africa	 as	 the	 basis	 for	 its	 outreach	 to
Europe,	Asia	and	the	rest	of	the	world.	Now	the	problem	with	this	for	Africa	is	that	prior	to
colonisation	there	had	been	outstanding	places	of	learning	such	as	the	Per	Ankhs,	the	Houses	of
Life,	at	the	temples	of	learning	in	Nubia	and	Kemet	(the	African	name	for	ancient	Egypt).	Even
during	the	African	Middle	Ages	there	had	been	centres	of	learning	at	Jenne,	Gao,	Niani,	and
Timbuktu.	These	were	not	fantasy	universities	or	institutions	of	learning,	but	actual	centres	of
the	best	 information	on	 scores	of	 subjects	 like	 rhetoric,	 logic,	medicine,	 and	astronomy.	Yet
few	African	universities	have	sought	to	re-establish	the	sources	of	that	knowledge.	We	know
bits	and	pieces	of	the	narrative	like	the	Dogon’s	calculation	of	the	star,	Sirius	B,	or	the	creation
of	the	Eredo	Trench	by	the	Yoruba	kingdom.	Yes,	it	is	true	that	we	can	cite	the	presence	of	the
Lobombo	Bone	Calculator	discovered	in	Swaziland	that	was	more	than	28,000	years	old	or	the
Ishango	Bone	Calculator	 –	 nearly	 20,000	 years	 old	 –	 found	 in	 the	Democratic	 Republic	 of
Congo.	However,	using	that	information,	or	exploring	it	further,	would	mean	reshaping	the	way
we	see	numbers	and	arithmetic.



Colonisation

European	 colonisation	 –	 the	 aggressive	 enterprise	 of	 settling	 other	 people’s	 countries	 and
lands	–	was	not	simply	about	physical	territory,	but	intellectual	territory	as	well.	The	purpose
of	the	physical	aggression	and	exploitation	may	have	been	greed	but	the	subtext	was	always	to
spread	 European	 ideology	 whether	 in	 religion,	 philosophy,	 art,	 or	 law.	 The	 idea	 that	 free
choice	 –	 a	 favourite	 term	 of	 the	 Enlightenment	 –	 was	 central	 to	 accepted	 governance	 was
applied	 only	 to	 Europeans.	 The	 dispossession	 and	 slaughter	 of	 the	 Native	 Americans,	 the
enslavement	of	Africans,	and	the	dislocation	and	abuse	of	Asian	lands	and	people	meant	that
the	terminology	of	free	choice	was	loose	talk,	simply	hinged	to	European	ideas	of	racial	and
cultural	supremacy.	In	some	ways	this	was	unfortunate	because	Europe	may	have	been	able	to
assert	a	congregation	of	universalisms	at	the	time	that	would	have	opened	the	floodgate	for	a
revitalised	world	 thought.	 Instead,	 it	suffered	 through	the	 long	ordeal	of	 trying	 to	force	other
people	 –	 either	 through	 law	 or	 terror	 –	 to	 accept	 European	 domination	 of	 culture,	 art,
philosophy,	and	religion.

Perhaps	Europe	is	not	the	only	society	to	have	done	this,	but	it	 is	the	most	projected,	the
most	 seriously	 criminalised	 in	 the	 process	 of	 advancing	 an	 ideology	 of	 particularistic
domination.	Thus,	we	see	that	Rousseau’s	search	for	‘the	noble	savage’	was	ultimately	a	quest
for	the	natural	white	man	since	this	ideal,	universal	‘man’	had	been	corrupted	by	society.

The	one	contribution	that	I	 think	helps	us	now	is	the	value	of	seeking	alternative	ways	to
solve	problems.	I	take	this	away	from	the	lessons	of	the	Enlightenment	and	believe	that	we	can
now	consider	the	university	curricula	we	have	inherited	in	the	once-colonised	world	ready	for
revision.	No	curriculum	should	ever	be	seen	as	static	or	permanent	just	because	it	exists.	No
institution	can	have	permanence	simply	by	existence;	we	must	work	to	make	the	ideas	living,	to
outfit	 the	 institutions	 with	 useful	 texts,	 written	 or	 recorded,	 from	 the	 best	 examples	 of	 our
moral,	social,	and	scientific	thinkers.	Every	idea	must	be	questioned,	examined,	and	amended
to	comply	with	the	standards	of	a	university	firmly	committed	to	excellence;	which	in	reality	is
the	received	measure	inherited	from	the	ancestors.

One	more	complication

Permit	me	to	add	one	more	complication	to	the	argument	that	I	am	drafting	as	a	foundation	for
curriculum	creation.

Europe	must	not	be	seen	simply	in	terms	of	the	universalist	movement	of	the	Enlightenment
or	 the	neo-universalism	of	Karl	Marx;	 it	must	also	be	understood	 in	 the	context	of	 the	racist
nationalism	and	demagoguery	of	Hitler	and	Fichte	as	well.	The	notions	of	 the	Enlightenment
also	influenced	Hegel,	alongside	Marx,	Europe’s	greatest	thinker.

I	believe	it	is	necessary	that	I	explain	that	Marx’s	views	were	revolutionary	responses	to
the	 Enlightenment;	 he	 gave	 the	 most	 popular	 expression	 to	 this	 idea,	 although	 it	 has
reverberated	 in	 the	 most	 extreme	 cases	 of	 European	 nationalism.	 For	 Marx	 the	 triumph	 of
reason	over	superstition	–	a	cornerstone	of	 the	Enlightenment	–	missed	the	mark	because	the
real	 victory	 for	 him	 was	 in	 the	 arena	 of	 economics.	 What	 he	 added	 to	 the	 Enlightenment
formulation	was	 the	notion	 that	 the	 feudal	 relations	which	 tied	 labourers	 to	 the	 land	and	 the
consumers	to	the	court	had	been	destroyed	when	the	European	kings	literally	lost	their	heads



and	 the	 bourgeois	 economy,	 based	on	 the	wage	 contract,	 the	 division	 of	 labour,	 and	 private
capital,	 became	 the	 real	 challenge	 to	 the	 old	 era.	 Culture,	 to	 Marx,	 was	 a	 by-product	 of
material	 conditions.	 In	 effect,	 Marx’s	 contribution	 to	 the	 discourse	 on	 culture	 was	 the
debunking	 of	 culture,	 particularly	 the	 destruction	 of	 African	 or	 Asian	 cultural	 values	 by
asserting	that	they	really	masked	the	reality	of	power	that	was	based	in	the	structure	of	society.

This	 new	 approach	 became	 the	 new	 European	 culture	 and	 spawned	 various	 liberation
theories	 that	 had	 the	 effect	 of	 masking	 the	 new	 domination	 of	 Europe.	 The	 New	 World
Information	Order,	 the	New	World	 Economic	Order,	 and	 other	 pan-European	 ideas	 such	 as
globalisation,	and	good	governance,	parade	as	universal	 ideas	when	actually	 they	have	been
proposed	by	the	same	cultural	particularistic	cadre	as	other	such	Western	ideas.	They	come	to
us	with	the	baggage	of	the	Greco-Latin-Hebraic-Germanic	world-view.	Therefore,	I	think	that
Marxists	and	neo-liberals	who	seek	to	limit	cultural	assertion	do	so	because	they	mistakenly
believe	that	culture	linked	to	values,	to	religion,	to	morality,	to	politics,	and	to	some	general
superstructure	of	understanding	reality	might	interfere	with	the	idea	of	their	particular	rational
approaches	to	human	society.

The	task	of	the	university

The	 task	 of	 a	 university	 is	 to	 explain	what	 it	 is	 that	we	 understand	 about	 ourselves	 and	 in
African	 terms	 this	means	 to	assist	 students	 in	processing	 information.	People	can	understand
things	 that	 they	 cannot	 explain;	 it	 is	 through	 reason	 that	 we	 seek	 methods	 to	 interpret	 the
legacies	of	our	ancestors.	All	societies	have	this	facility	and	one	cannot,	as	Europe	wanted	to,
claim	 it	 for	 one	 people.	 The	 great	 error	 of	 the	 African	 philosopher	 and	 late	 President	 of
Senegal,	Leopold	Senghor	 is	 that	 he	wrote,	 ‘La	 raison	 est	Hellene;	 l’emotion	 est	 negre.’	Of
course,	Senghor	was	wrong,	badly	so,	and	was	simply	conveying	the	propaganda	of	Europe	as
it	had	been	received	by	colonised	Africans.

Loss	of	memory

Senghor	 and	 other	 African	 thinkers	 influenced	 by	 Europe	 caused	 a	 loss	 of	 memory	 among
Africans	 that	 had	 to	 be	 reversed	 by	 a	 new	 generation	 of	 Afrocentrists	 who	 believed	 that
African	agency	was	essential	 to	 rewriting	 the	collective	 text	of	African	history.	 It	 is	 false	 to
believe	that	decolonisation	could	bring	the	regaining	memory.	It	would	take	an	entire	army	of
radical	anti-colonialists	and	anti-racist	thinkers	to	assert	a	new	reality	for	the	African	world.
They	would	 be	 the	 vanguard	 for	 the	 curriculum	 of	 transformation	 and	 the	 harbingers	 of	 the
awaited	reconstruction	based	on	African	values.

The	curriculum	idea	for	African	universities

An	African	university,	as	Cheikh	Anta	Diop	knew,	had	 to	question	 the	 inherited	myths	of	 the
colonising	west	if	it	were	to	stand	for	true	liberation	and	freedom	of	the	African	people.	What
would	 such	 a	 curriculum	 include	 and	 how	would	 it	 approach	 the	major	 questions	 of	 human
life?	For	 starters	 it	would	have	 to	be	based	on	 those	values	 and	virtues	 that	 have	 sustained
African	societies	through	the	ages.	Character	would	be	more	important	than	love.	Respect	for



the	 wisdom	 that	 comes	 with	 age	 would	 be	 more	 important	 than	 the	 cleverness	 of	 youth.
Relationships	with	other	human	beings	would	be	more	important	than	making	money.	Thus	the
university	objectives	should	include:

Creating	 and	 sustaining	 an	 environment	 of	 academic	 inquiry	 in	 all	 fields	 of	 human
endeavour.
Reorienting	the	thinking	and	behaviour	of	ordinary	citizens	in	an	effort	to	transform	their
lives.
Coordinating	the	research	interests	and	activities	of	large	groups	of	scholars	in	order	to
advance	human	dignity	and	consciousness	of	self-sufficiency.
Developing	 a	 discourse	 on	 managing	 and	 directing	 narratives	 of	 discipline	 and
excellence	in	every	aspect	of	African	life.
Designing	and	creating	courses	and	research	activities	that	undergird	a	healthy,	positive,
and	Maatic	society.

Given	 these	 types	 of	 objectives	 I	 think	 that	 the	 structure	 of	 an	 Afrocentric	 curriculum,
based	in	African	agency	and	values	could	have	classical	studies,	narratives,	family	sciences,
philosophy,	 law,	 sakhu,	 Africology,	 earth	 sciences,	 culture,	 communication,	 astronomy,
engineering,	and	technology.	These	would	be	the	broad	fields	under	which	there	might	be	more
specific	orientations	and	studies.

Classical	studies	would	include	examinations	of	the	origins	of	humanity	and	the	origins	of
civilisation,	 with	 special	 attention	 to	 the	 African	 Riverine	 Complexes,	 including	 the	 Nile
Valley	 Complex,	 the	 Niger	 River	 Basin,	 the	 Congo	 River	 Basin,	 and	 the	 Limpopo	 Valley.
Without	 a	 clear	 understanding	 of	 the	 classical	 foundation	 of	 African	 system	 of	 thought,	 the
nature	of	African	construction	patterns,	the	meaning	of	arts	and	aesthetic	sensibilities	based	in
function,	and	 the	communal	 ideal	developed	and	sustained	 in	 the	 rules	and	 rituals	of	ancient
societies,	students	will	never	be	able	to	innovate	on	the	basis	of	those	values	and	ideas.

Narratives	would	include	grand	histories	of	men	and	women	who	demonstrated	the	highest
values	of	society.	These	would	have	to	be	orature	or	literature	pieces	that	have	withstood	the
test	 of	 longevity	 as	 guides	 for	 good	 human	 relationships.	 These	 narratives	 might	 be	 of	 the
origin	 of	 agriculture,	 iron-making,	 fishing,	 husbandry,	 and	medicine.	 Other	 narratives	 might
derive	 from	humans’	 engagement	with	nature	 in	 efforts	 to	 explain	how	 thunder	 and	 lightning
work,	the	nature	of	fire	and	the	attributes	of	various	types	of	water,	and	so	forth.	Such	epics	as
Mwindo,	 Woyengi,	 and	 Sundiata	 among	 others	 might	 be	 plumbed	 for	 information,	 human
questions,	and	rational	solutions.

Family	 sciences	 as	 an	 area	 of	 study	 would	 include	 kinship,	 the	 peculiarities	 of
genealogical	 studies,	 the	 characteristics	 of	 child-rearing	 and	 training,	 ancestral	 legacies	 in
rituals	of	birth,	puberty,	marriage,	and	death,	and	 the	corresponding	sciences	 that	 secure	our
understanding	of	each	of	these	experiences.

Philosophy	 would	 include	 the	 study	 of	 what	 humans	 have	 said	 about	 time,	 space,
environments,	 food	 production,	 virtue,	 the	meaning	 of	 life,	 and	 the	 nature	 of	 language	 as	 it
constructs	meaning	 for	 human	 beings.	 In	 this	 area	 the	 student	 of	 philosophy	will	master	 the
proverb	 knowledge	 of	 a	 society	 demonstrating	 that	 he	 or	 she	 had	 sufficiently	 learned	 the



meaning	of	life	as	taught	by	the	ancient	ones.
Law	 would	 be	 the	 area	 where	 the	 student	 was	 introduced	 to	 the	 reason	 for	 rules	 and

regulations,	their	origins	in	some	critical	juncture	in	society,	and	their	use	to	regulate	behavior
in	a	way	that	preserves	society.

Sakhu	 involves	 the	 study	 of	 the	 human	mind.	 It	 is	 not	 simply	 a	 field	 that	 deals	with	 the
brain	as	an	organism,	but	with	the	mind	as	an	expression	of	self	consciousness	and	awareness
of	the	physical	universe	that	surrounds	humanity.	Using	Maat	as	the	cornerstone	of	the	area	of
study	the	field	will	grow	by	the	variety	of	interests	that	will	generate	new	approaches	to	the
study	of	the	mind.

George	G.M.	James	–	the	Guyanese	scholar	who	wrote	Stolen	Legacy	–	claimed	 that	 the
ancient	African	system	of	education	emphasized	 that	a	student	had	 to	have	control,	devotion,
faith,	 freedom,	 and	 ability	 (1996:	 18).	He	 identifies	 these	 important	 attributes	 of	 a	 person’s
sakhu	or	psychology	as:

Control	of	thought
Control	of	action
Devotion	of	purpose
Faith	in	the	teacher’s	ability	to	teach	the	truth
Faith	in	one’s	ability	to	assimilate	the	truth
Faith	in	one’s	ability	to	use	the	truth
Freedom	from	resentment	under	oppression
Freedom	from	resentment	under	wrong
Ability	to	distinguish	right	from	wrong

With	the	ten	virtues,	James	says	that	the	ancient	Africans	in	Kemet	were	fortified	enough	to
confront	any	eventuality.

Africology	 is	 the	Afrocentric	 study	 of	African	 phenomena	where	 the	 agency	 and	 subject
place	of	Africans	are	reasons	to	rebuild	the	African	view	of	the	world.	This	leads	to	a	more
favourable	conversation	about	the	various	theories	of	human	nature	than	would	have	occurred
naturally.	Students	would	spend	considerable	time	processing	and	de-processing	the	historical
and	political	experiences	of	the	African	world	in	Africa,	North	America,	South	America,	the
Caribbean,	Europe,	and	Asia	 in	order	 to	devise	useful	 theories	 for	centering	and	re-centring
African	people.

Earth	 sciences	 would	 include	 most	 of	 what	 Europe	 sees	 as	 the	 science	 background	 to
knowledge.	Thus,	physiology,	botany,	biology,	zoology,	and	so	forth,	would	be	within	a	school
simply	referred	to	as	the	earth	sciences,	meaning	all	of	those	studies	necessary	for	humans	to
understand	the	nature	of	themselves	and	their	environments.

Culture	refers	to	that	area	of	study	where	humans	learn	to	appreciate	each	other’s	talents,
creative	force,	aesthetic	imagination,	and	properly	constructed	vision	of	what	the	world	could
be	 in	 the	 future.	 It	 would	 be	 in	 this	 area	 that	 humans	 would	 have	 to	 confront	 their	 own
prejudices,	elevate	their	music	and	art,	and	argue	for	the	most	effective	way	of	delivering	to
full	audiences	the	extent	of	the	idea	of	culture.

Communication	 involves	 training	 students	 in	 the	 ancient	 African	 skills	 of	 speaking,



writing,	and	self-expression.	Thus,	this	area	of	the	curriculum	would	be	open	to	explorations
of	eloquence,	proverb,	or	sebayet	speaking,	use	of	language	for	writing	documents,	maximising
social	media	networks,	and	personal	correspondence.	The	theories,	procedures,	and	practices
will	be	established	by	scholars.

Astronomy	is	one	of	the	oldest	African	sciences	and	it	deals	with	celestial	objects	outside
of	 the	earth’s	atmosphere.	Thus,	 the	study	of	 the	moon,	 the	sun,	planets,	comets,	and	meteors
would	encompass	the	study	of	astronomy.	Since	the	modern	Western	calendar	that	is	now	used
in	all	parts	of	the	world	either	as	a	primary	or	secondary	calendar	was	an	African	invention,
meaning	 that	 the	 365-day	 calendar	 originated	 with	 the	 Africans	 who	were	 able	 to	 start	 the
beginning	of	the	year	from	the	annual	coordination	of	the	inundation	of	the	Nile	River	with	the
rise	 of	 the	 star	 Sirius	 (Sopdek)	 created	 the	 30-day	month,	 10-day	week,	 and	 three	 seasons
calendar.	But	where	is	this	calendar	studied	as	a	matter	of	course	in	any	African	university?

Engineering	is	the	ability	to	design	and	realise	abstract	concepts.	No	engineering	feat	is	as
significant	as	the	building	of	the	pyramids	in	ancient	Africa.

Technology	 refers	 to	 that	 art	 or	 skill	 of	 making	 tools	 that	 create	 human	 comfort	 and
convenience.	 Although	 in	 English	 the	 word	 is	 derived	 from	 the	 Greek	 τεχνολογία	 f
(technología),	there	are	other	terms	in	other	languages	that	carry	similar	meanings.	In	fact,	the
ancient	Africa	seba	could	include	both	knowledge	and	know-how,	or	technology.

Controlling	one’s	resources

Such	 a	 curriculum	 structured	 on	 the	 basis	 of	 the	 best	 practices	 of	 African	 philosophy	 will
change	 the	 reality	of	 education.	At	 the	present	 time	 the	bundle	of	negative	 issues	 associated
with	Africa	are	so	numerous	that	it	is	reported	that	nearly	75%	of	Africans	have	no	access	to
enough	food,	water,	healthcare,	and	shelter	 to	be	considered	healthy.	 In	effect,	Africa	 is	still
threatened	by	mass	poverty,	making	it	the	number	one	killer	of	Africans,	outranking	AIDS	and
smoking	as	the	leading	cause	of	death	on	the	continent.	Yet	we	know	now	that	 these	troubles
are	inextricably	linked	to	poverty	and	that	poverty	is	linked	to	the	dislocation	of	resources	and
the	 oppressive	 nature	 of	 the	 economic	 decisions	 that	 have	 been	 made	 without	 African
participation.	 One	 only	 has	 to	 examine	 the	 riches	 of	 Africa	 to	 see	 that	 the	 wealth-poverty
paradox	explored	more	than	twenty	years	ago	remains	the	same	even	now.

For	example,	it	was	reported	in	1999	that	African	mines	produced	more	than	80%	percent
of	the	world’s	platinum,	55%	of	the	chrome,	55%	of	diamonds,	and	49%	of	palladium.	Africa
also	produced	48%	of	 the	world’s	vermicultie,	 46%	of	 its	 aluminum,	45%	of	 its	 vanadium,
36%	of	its	cobalt,	32%	of	manganese,	28%	of	its	fluorspar,	24%	of	its	gold,	and	23%	of	the
world’s	titanium.	Geological	surveys	have	shown	that	the	mineral	potential	of	Africa	is	really
untapped	 despite	 the	 rampant	 exploitation	 of	 the	 continent.	 Nearly	 12%	 of	 global	 oil
production	 is	 from	 Africa	 and	 the	 continent	 has	 nearly	 10%	 of	 the	 known	 reserves.	While
Nigeria,	Libya,	Algeria,	Egypt,	and	Angola	might	be	called	the	Big	Five	of	the	oil	producing
nations,	 other	 nations	 with	 significant	 output	 include	 Gabon,	 Congo,	 Tunisia,	 Cameroon,
Equatorial	Guinea,	Democratic	Republic	 of	Congo,	Cote	 d’Ivoire,	 and	Ghana.	Gas	 is	 being
produced	 in	 Uganda,	 Kenya,	 Tanzania,	 Chad,	 Sudan,	 Niger,	 Namibia,	 South	 Africa,
Madagascar,	and	Mozambique.



Europe	and	North	America,	the	United	States	and	Canada,	are	pumping	gas	out	of	Africa
directly	into	the	American	gas	pipeline.	Africa,	because	it	does	not	use	much	energy,	has	been
eager	to	sell	off	 its	mineral	resources,	but	 in	some	cases	 the	people	appear	 to	be	poorer	 the
more	they	sell.	Take	the	case	of	Angola,	for	example,	where	a	rich	country	with	lots	of	oil	is
near	the	bottom	of	the	scale	of	human	comfort.	The	country	sends	more	than	a	million	barrels	of
oil	a	day	out	of	 the	country	and	 the	United	States	now	imports	more	oil	 from	Angola	 than	 it
does	from	Kuwait.	Yet	70%	of	Angolans	live	below	the	poverty	line.	Nearly	80%	do	not	have
any	access	to	basic	medical	care.	Life	expectancy	is	only	40	years.

Conclusion

Clearly	 this	 situation	 calls	 for	Afrocentric	 education	 that	 can	 transform	 the	 lives	 of	African
people.	 A	 revolution	 in	 the	 educational	 system	 will	 mean	 that	 from	 kindergarten	 through
graduate	 school	 the	 institutions	 of	 Africa	 must	 be	 changed	 to	 conform	 to	 the	 interests	 and
necessities	of	the	African	condition.	This	can	be	done	but	it	will	not	be	done	until	educators
are	 determined	 to	 control	 their	 own	 destinies.	 Societies	 organise	 themselves	 in	 ways	 that
preserve	them.	Universities	in	Africa	must	organise	themselves	in	ways	that	preserve	the	best
of	the	African	ancestral	traditions	while	opening	the	door	to	ideas	from	the	rest	of	the	world.
This	 is	 the	 victory	 of	 freedom	 over	 oppression	 and	 the	 release	 of	 pent-up	 brilliance	 in	 the
millions	of	children	 in	Africa	who	have	been	divested	of	 the	knowledge	 that	 their	ancestors
have	mastered	for	thousands	of	years.	It	is	this	intellectual	plinth	that	will	provide	the	base	for
a	new	construction	toward	a	real	African	renaissance.
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THE	CHANGING	FACE	OF	THE	UNIVERSITY
AND	KNOWLEDGE

Yusef	Progler
Professor,	Ritsumeikan	Asia	Pacific	University,	Japan

If	we	are	honest	with	ourselves	about	universities	today,	I	think	we	will	find	that	many,	if	not
most,	of	our	students	are	in	universities	to	find	jobs	or	for	lack	of	something	better	to	do.	I	was
one	 such	 student	 from	a	working	 class	background,	with	no	 real	 aspirations	 to	becoming	an
intellectual.	The	university	to	me	at	the	time	was	already	linked	to	hopes	for	employment	and
upward	mobility	at	best,	or	as	a	sort	of	moratorium	between	high	school	and	the	world	of	work
at	worst.	But	something	unexpected	happened	in	my	university	years.

I	had	been	taking	courses	in	American	Studies	and	one	of	my	teachers	was	John	Mohawk,	a
Native	American	who	lived	on	the	nearby	reservation	but	who	also	taught	at	the	university.	At
that	time,	in	the	early	to	mid-1990s,	John	was	doing	what	Multiversity	says	needs	to	be	done
now:	 decolonising	 the	 curriculum.	 He	 was	 teaching	 American	 history	 from	 an	 aboriginal
perspective,	his	courses	on	philosophy	prioritised	what	he	referred	to	as	‘thinking	in	Indian,’
and	his	credibility	as	a	professor	was	not	gained	through	the	usual	mechanisms	of	 the	Ph.D.,
refereed	journal	articles,	indices,	impact	factors	and	hefty	research	grants.	Mohawk’s	presence
in	 the	 academy	 embodied	 what	 Ward	 Churchill	 recommended	 as	 a	 way	 to	 resist	 ‘White
studies.’	 And	 Mohawk’s	 life	 beyond	 the	 academy	 embodied	 many	 of	 the	 ideals	 we	 are
promoting	 today.	 In	addition	 to	 teaching	within	 the	university,	he	was	seriously	active	 in	 the
local	and	global	scene	outside	of	the	university.

The	global	dimension	of	Mohawk’s	work	was	particularly	captivating	to	me	at	the	time.	He
was	 an	 important	 regional	 player	 in	 the	 burgeoning	 anti-globalisation	 movement	 that	 was
gaining	momentum	throughout	the	early	1990s,	and	he	was	intimately	involved	in	the	internet
activism	 that	 linked	 the	Zapatistas	movement	 in	Chiapas	with	 supporters	outside	of	Mexico,
long	before	most	people	(including	the	Mexican	government)	knew	anything	about	the	internet.
John	Mohawk	 was	 also	 a	 master	 orator.	While	 it	 is	 fashionable	 to	 denigrate	 lectures	 as	 a
vestige	of	colonialism,	he	proved	that	in	the	right	time	and	place,	lectures	are	a	crucial	tool	to
make	an	impact	and	provide	exposure.	I	still	recall	him	literally	blowing	the	roof	off	a	large
lecture	 hall	 in	 New	 York	 City,	 regaling	 the	 several	 thousand	 attendees	 with	 his	 view	 of
indigeneity	 and	 insisting	 that	 in	 the	world	 of	 globalisation	 and	 neo-liberalism	 ‘we	 have	 all
become	indigenous	people.’	On	the	local	level,	Mohawk	was	an	organic	farmer	on	his	small
plot	of	land	on	the	Indian	reservation	near	the	university,	and	his	Daybreak	Farming	and	Food
Project	was	forging	economic	links	between	organic	growers	and	grocers	in	the	region.

But	it	was	in	the	classroom	that	John	had	the	greatest	impact.	I	would	never	again	be	able
to	 see	 the	 USA	 in	 the	 usual	 patriotic,	 self-righteous	 light;	 he	 systematically	 shattered	 the
chauvinistic	 view	 inculcated	 in	 American	 students	 through	 their	 years	 of	 primary	 and
secondary	schooling.	When	he	characterised	the	Puritans	as	racists,	murderers,	grave	robbers
and	cannibals,	I	flashed	back	to	my	schoolboy	days	merrily	skipping	home	after	a	Thanksgiving
season	 pageant	 wearing	my	 construction-paper	 Pilgrim	 hat	 with	 candy	 corn	 in	 hand,	 –	 and
became	sick	to	my	stomach.	His	detailing	of	the	theft,	treachery	and	gross	injustices	wrought	by



Europeans	on	aboriginal	peoples	of	the	Americas	left	me	feeling	simultaneously	betrayed	and
awakened.	In	fact,	it	was	this	rude	awakening	that	ignited	my	writing	over	the	next	decade,	and
it	was	 that	writing	which	 eventually	 led	 to	 the	 2002	 invitation	 from	S.M.	 Idris	 and	Claude
Alvares	to	participate	in	the	founding	of	Multiversity.	To	me,	John	Mohawk	epitomises	what
we	ought	to	be	supporting	in	our	work	with	universities.

This	 story	has	a	 rather	 sad	ending.	Soon	after	 finishing	my	degree,	 the	American	studies
department	 –	 a	 democratically	 governed	 coalition	 of	 Native	 Americans,	 feminists,	 Afro-
centrists,	 Latinos	 and	 working	 class	 people	 –	 was	 decimated.	 A	 new	 breed	 of	 university
administrators,	 emboldened	 by	 the	 then-ascendant	 neo-liberal	 economic	 and	 cultural
ideologies	and	brandishing	the	books	of	Martha	Nussbaum,	mounted	a	serious	challenge	for	the
department	 to	 justify	 its	 existence	 in	 terms	 of	 enrolment	 and	 retention	 figures,	 budgets	 and
‘measurable	deliverables,’	and	to	conform	to	officially	imposed	standards	and	respond	to	calls
for	 accountability.	 As	 I	 would	 soon	 learn,	 this	was	 part	 of	 a	 tsunami	 of	 similar	 challenges
sweeping	 through	American	 higher	 education	 in	 the	mid-1990s	 that	 carved	 vast	 swathes	 of
destruction	in	its	wake.	Some	of	the	apparently	more	self-evident	academic	departments	were
exempt,	 especially	 those	 that	 had	 the	 highest	 marketability	 value	 or	 those	 that	 brought	 in
boatloads	of	cash	in	the	form	of	research	grants	and	corporate	patents.	But	American	studies
had	nothing	 to	sell	except	 the	 truth.	For	 reasons	 that	were	never	quite	made	clear	 to	me,	 the
department	was	 either	 unwilling	 or	 unable	 to	meet	 the	 challenge	 of	 the	 emerging	 corporate
university	and	it	was	soon	downsized,	structurally	adjusted	and	stripped	of	its	charter	to	award
degrees.

If	we	want	to	talk	about	‘decolonising	our	universities,’	perhaps	we	have	to	first	identify
what	has	colonised	our	universities.	In	some	sense,	the	university	itself	is	a	colonised	space	in
terms	of	curriculum	being	oriented	towards	White	studies	at	the	expense	of	other	knowledges.
While	 this	 is	well-known	and	efforts	 are	 afoot	 to	 redress	 this	 curricular	 imbalance,	 there	 is
another	way	that	universities	are	colonised	that	is	not	discussed	as	often.	Nearly	40	years	ago,
Martin	Carnoy	spoke	of	‘colonised	knowledge,’	by	which	he	meant	not	the	specific	details	of
curriculum	 or	 Eurocentric	 theories	 or	 textbooks	 and	 such,	 but	 that	 the	 overall	 knowledge
system	developed	 in	modern	universities	perpetuates	a	hierarchy	of	social	class	and	 that	 the
purpose	 of	 education,	 given	 that	 hierarchy,	 was	 to	 provide	 a	 limited	 channel	 for	 upward
mobility	within	the	structure	without	ever	questioning	it.	On	a	more	fundamental	level	than	that
of	 curriculum,	 textbooks,	 methods	 and	 theories,	 we	 need	 to	 focus	 on	 the	 university	 as	 a
colonised	space	in	terms	of	its	mission	and	purpose.

Of	 course,	 this	 sense	 of	 colonised	 knowledge	 has	 connections	 to	 the	 more	 direct	 and
clearly	 recognisable	 forms	 of	 colonisation.	 One	 of	 these	 connections	 is	 in	 the	 ideology	 of
elitism	 bolstered	 by	 notions	 of	 supremacy,	 in	which	 the	 university	 becomes	 a	 space	 for	 the
upper	social	classes	to	reproduce	themselves	and	that	the	knowledge	acquired	in	this	way	is
thought	 to	 be	 inherently	 better	 than	 the	 knowledge	 outside	 the	 university;	 that	managers	 and
researchers	 are	 somehow	 smarter	 or	more	 worthy	 of	 praise	 than	 other	 people.	We	 need	 to
resist	 this	 elite	 university-based	 knowledge	 system	 and	 the	 notion	 that	 it	 is	 better	 than	 the
knowledge	found	in	communities,	or	among	farmers	and	factory	workers,	or	as	developed	in
the	handicrafts	or	a	host	of	other	fields	of	expertise	and	experience	outside	the	academy.

Despite	 some	 limited	 connections	 to	 pre-modern	 institutions	 of	 learning,	 most	 modern



universities	were	established	and	developed	according	to	the	needs	of	the	former	colonialist
world	system	and	the	allegedly	independent	nation	state	system	that	emerged	upon	the	demise
and	destruction	of	direct	colonialism.	The	main	purpose	carried	over	from	the	colonial	system
to	 the	 nation	 state	 system	 has	 been	 the	 creation,	 training	 and	maintenance	 of	 an	 elite	 social
class	tasked	with	managing	their	own	societies	and	thinking	on	behalf	of	the	public.	The	elitist
ideology	behind	this	system	involves	expenditures	of	public	funds	on	higher	education	in	order
to	 produce	 each	 new	 generation	 of	 elite	 thinkers,	 engineers,	 doctors	 and	 politicians,	 in	 the
belief	that	subsidising	this	social	class	would	provide	benefits	for	the	entire	society.	Despite
its	 origins	 in	 colonialism,	 this	 class-based	 system	 has	 more	 or	 less	 thrived	 over	 the	 past
century	in	the	Global	South.

While	 the	 odour	 of	 direct	 forms	 of	 colonisation	 remains	 in	 the	 form	 of	 elitism	 and
supremacy,	they	have	been	reconfigured	in	some	cases	from	the	national	to	the	transnational	in
that	the	university	is	now	becoming	subservient	to	the	dictates	of	the	market.	This	is	because
we	are	 in	a	situation	now	where	 the	demand	for	a	university	education	 is	greater	 than	 it	has
ever	been.	In	fact,	whatever	we	might	say	are	the	failures	of	the	university,	in	this	sense	it	has
been	 phenomenally	 successful	 in	 convincing	 ever	 increasing	 segments	 of	 humanity	 that	 a
university	 education	 is	 both	 desirable	 and	 valuable.	 But	 with	 this	 increased	 demand
governments	are	retracting	funding	or,	where	there	is	still	state-subsidised	education,	tightening
up	access	by	way	of	ever	more	difficult	entrance	exams	and	other	sorting	mechanisms.	During
the	 decades	 that	 universities	 have	 been	 run	with	 the	 elitist	 ideology,	 the	multitude	 has	 been
convinced	that	higher	education	is	 the	key	to	success,	usually	defined	as	access	to	well-paid
jobs	and	the	accompanying	social	status.	This	 is	fused	with	a	general	belief	 that	a	university
education	brings	upward	mobility.	While	this	might	be	true	in	some	limited	sense,	the	upward
mobility	of	 the	few	has	resulted	in	the	increased	marginalisation	of	 the	many	who	have	gone
through	the	same	lengthy	and	very	costly	process	only	to	realise	that	the	rewards	at	the	end	are
often	few	and	far	between.

Nevertheless,	 the	 hope	 for	 success	 and	 mobility	 continues	 to	 swell	 the	 demand	 for	 a
university	 education,	 although	 that	 hope	 is	 blind	 to	 the	 fact	 that	 there	 is	 no	 similar	 rise	 in
demand	for	the	impending	increase	of	graduates.	Therefore,	higher	education	has	in	many	cases
simply	perpetuated	the	problem	of	K	through	12	national	schooling,	 leaving	in	its	wake	ever
more	of	the	‘walking	wounded’	who	are	graduated	into	a	society	that	has	no	need	or	place	for
them,	and	 increasingly	 sees	 them	as	over-educated	parasites.	At	 the	 same	 time,	communities
and	families	acting	on	 the	hope	of	upward	mobility	and	access	 to	wealth	and	power	 through
obtaining	a	university	degree	are	coming	under	a	greater	burden	from	paying	for	the	education
of	 their	 children,	 even	 while	 the	 prospect	 is	 often	 bleak	 of	 securing	 a	 job	 that	 leads	 to	 a
satisfying	position	and	which	can	provide	enough	income	capable	of	paying	back	such	a	large
investment.

One	tangible	outcome	of	this	increase	in	demand	for	higher	education	has	been	felt	in	the
financial	 policies	 impacting	 universities,	 which	 have	 been	 emboldened	 by	 the	 neoliberal
ideology	coupled	with	the	belief	that	higher	education	is	no	longer	in	need	of	public	funds	that
can	 now	 be	 retracted	 or	 spent	 elsewhere.	 This	 has	 led	 to	 sharp	 budget	 cuts	 for	 higher
education,	which	has	in	turn	pushed	many	universities	toward	being	run	more	like	corporations
in	 that	 financial	 accounting	 and	 business	 sloganeering	 are	 beginning	 to	 replace	 traditional



mission	statements.	What	matters	now,	in	its	crudest	economic	sense,	is	survival	of	the	fittest,
meaning	 those	 that	 can	 raise	 their	 own	 funds.	 In	 other	words,	 in	many	 places	 the	 corporate
university	 is	 steadily	 replacing	 the	 traditional	 national	 university.	The	university	 has	 lost	 its
encounter	 with	 culture,	 which	 was	 its	 main	 mission	 in	 the	 age	 of	 the	 national	 research
institution,	 and	 has	 been	 increasingly	 embracing	 an	 ethos	 of	 entrepreneurialism,	 with	 many
universities	adopting	the	structure	and	outlook	of	a	corporation	replete	with	CEOs.

In	light	of	this	brief	outline	of	the	shift	from	the	national	to	the	corporate	university,	what
remains	is	a	consideration	of	what	it	now	means	to	be	a	university	student	or	to	work	in	higher
education	 as	 a	 teacher,	 researcher	 or	 administrator.	What	 are	we	 doing	 in	 the	 roles	we	 are
playing?	 What	 are	 our	 expectations	 and	 those	 of	 students,	 families	 and	 other	 concerned
parties?	Considering	our	personal	limitations	as	well	as	the	unfolding	situation,	what	options
are	there	to	effect	an	active	and	constructive	role	in	this	situation?	Shall	we	envision	a	future
system	of	higher	education	and	work	 towards	 that?	Or	do	we	want	 to	 revive	 the	way	 things
were	in	the	past?	Or	perhaps	preserve	the	structure	while	changing	the	content	and	curriculum?

As	 noted	 in	 the	 case	 of	 the	 American	 studies	 department	 above,	 many	 university
departments	 and	 indeed	 entire	 institutions	 have	 been	 slow	 to	 respond	 to	 the	 unpredictable
world	of	hypermodernity.	By	the	 time	graduates	finish	a	degree,	what	 they	have	learned	may
already	be	obsolete.	While	many	19th	and	20th	centuries	traditions	used	to	be	coveted	assets
for	creating	meaning	and	relevance	in	the	research	university,	in	the	corporate	university	they
are	 becoming	 liabilities	 unless	 they	 can	 contribute	 to	 money	 and	 marketability.	 Perhaps
universities	 might	 reclaim	 some	 elements	 of	 their	 encounter	 with	 culture	 and	 develop
responses	to	this	emerging	global	disorder,	and	perhaps	even	maintain	a	sense	of	meaning	and
purpose	 by	 developing	 a	 diversity	 of	 opinions,	 methodologies	 and	 curricula	 as	 necessary
survival	 features,	 but	 the	 inherent	 elitism	 of	 these	 endeavours	 of	 the	 19th	 century	 national
university	is	outdated	today.

With	corporate	universities	adopting	a	‘student	as	customer’	approach	to	solving	financial
problems,	 class	 sizes	 and	 teaching	 loads	 are	 expanding.	 This	 has	 given	 rise	 to	 various
strategies	employed	by	university	professors	tasked	with	teaching	large,	lecture-based	courses
that	 have	 become	 the	 bread	 and	 butter	 of	 many	 universities	 today.	 These	 strategies	 can	 be
illustrated	through	a	brief	tale	of	two	teachers.

Our	first	teacher	forces	artificial	scarcity	by	intimidating	students	in	order	to	reduce	class
size	and	 then	guiding	 the	remaining	small	and	elite	body	toward	graduate	programmes	in	 the
Global	North,	revelling	in	the	ability	to	gain	access	for	a	limited	number	of	students	in	these
exclusive	institutions	while	at	the	same	time	surreptitiously	maintaining	small	class	sizes	at	the
expense	of	his	colleagues	who	end	up	 taking	up	 the	slack.	This	 teacher	 justifies	 this	strategy
through	recourse	to	the	quality	argument.

Unlike	 this	 elitist	 colleague,	 our	 second	 teacher	 accepts	 the	 duty	 to	 teach	 hundreds	 of
students	in	a	single	lecture,	bowing	to	the	quantity	demands	of	the	corporate	university,	but	then
gives	students	an	easy	ride	by	using	exams	that	everybody,	regardless	of	the	course	content,	can
easily	pass,	providing	questions	in	advance,	practicing	social	promotion,	and	creating	a	new
social	 contract	 based	 on	 mutual	 agreement	 to	 not	 make	 any	 waves	 or	 expect	 much	 of	 one
another.

Despite	teaching	being	one	of	the	main	tasks	of	a	university	professor	today,	owing	to	the



financial	 crisis	 noted	 above,	 each	of	 our	 teachers	 provides	 relief	 from	 teaching	one	way	or
another;	 perhaps	 we	 can	 say	 that	 the	 latter	 is	 a	 populist	 response	 and	 the	 former	 an	 elitist
response.	As	a	result,	both	teachers	gain	more	time	for	doing	what	they	really	want,	which	is
developing	research	interests	and	pursuing	grants.

But	actually,	with	the	creeping	monetisation	of	research	in	the	corporate	university,	grants
hide	the	more	insidious	feature	of	inculcating	researchers	into	the	competitive	money-grubbing
culture	of	the	neoliberal	corporation,	even	if	the	grant	funds	are	gratuitous	or	misspent.	Perhaps
more	 importantly,	both	positions	are	 responses	 to	an	emerging	 trend	 in	higher	education	 that
give	 pause	 for	 reflection	 on	 our	 roles	 in	 the	 academy.	 Our	 first	 teacher	 laments	 the	 ‘low
quality’	of	students	and	seeks	to	retrench	the	elitism	of	the	colonised	academy	but	which	may
ignore	or	undermine	 the	hard	won	gains	by	women,	people	of	colour	and	ethnic	or	 religious
minorities,	 or	 the	 struggles	 of	 the	 poor	 and	 marginalised,	 that	 have	 opened	 doors	 of	 the
academy	 to	 a	broader	 cross	 section	of	humanity	 than	ever	before	 in	history.	These	 struggles
could	in	fact	be	seen	as	a	victory	against	the	exclusivity	of	the	colonised	academy,	unless	the
curricular	 issues	 noted	 above	 mean	 retrenching	 the	 elitist	 impulse	 through	 demands	 for
inculcating	one	or	another	chauvinist	canon.

Some	 administrators	 and	 professors	 may	 suggest	 a	 way	 to	 solve	 many	 of	 the	 financial
problems	 of	 the	 academy	 by	 closing	 a	 requisite	 percentage	 of	 universities	 to	 rebalance	 the
scarcity	question	 and	 retrench	 the	 elitist	 impulse.	But	 that	would	 just	 feed	back	 into	 the	old
forms	of	direct	colonisation.	As	an	alternative	to	slamming	the	doors	of	the	academy	shut	in	the
face	 of	 the	 disenfranchised	 (since	 the	 rich	will	 always	 be	 able	 to	 buy	 their	way	 in)	 others
suggest	 heading	 in	 another	 direction	 by	 opening	 up	 the	 academy	 completely	 to	 anybody	 and
everybody,	which	would	 solve	 the	 quantity	 problem	 at	 the	 expense	 of	 the	 quality	 issue.	Or,
perhaps	rather	 than	dichotomising,	 there	needs	 to	be	ongoing	dialogue	between	civil	society,
NGOs,	 the	 world	 of	 work,	 families	 and	 other	 institutions	 and	 the	 university,	 so	 that	 the
university	could	become	more	aligned	with	those	sectors	of	society.

Actually,	 this	 resembles	what	Clark	Kerr	proposed	 in	his	 idea	of	 the	Multiversity	 in	 the
1960s,	 a	 proposal	 that	was	 roundly	despised	by	university	 academics	of	 the	day	 and	which
remains	severely	criticised	even	50	years	later.	Why?	I	think	it	is	because	a	lot	of	university
academics	are	still	operating	deeply	in	the	elitist	model.	Perhaps	one	valid	criticism	of	Kerr’s
proposal	 for	 a	Multiversity	 is	 that	 he	 seemed	 to	be	 advocating	 a	proto-	or	 crypto-corporate
university	primarily	intended	to	serve	business	interests.	But	if	we	broaden	that	vision	of	the
university	 being	 accountable	 not	 just	 to	 moneyed	 corporations	 but	 to	 civil	 society,	 NGOs,
families,	 communities	 and	 employers,	 then	 perhaps	 we	 can	 redeem	 that	 initial	 idea	 of	 the
Multiversity	 as	 responsible	 to	 society.	 That	 could	 be	 overlaid	 with	 our	 idea	 of	 the
Multiversity,	 especially	with	 regard	 to	 re-introducing	marginalised	voices	 into	 the	 academy,
thereby	redressing	the	structural	as	well	as	the	curricular	imbalances	in	higher	education	today.

Many	academics	are	more	inclined	towards	research	than	teaching	and	would	be	happy	to
be	 in	 a	 position	 to	 teach	 only	 future	 clones	 of	 themselves,	 meaning	 the	 next	 elite	 class	 of
researchers	 and	 managers,	 as	 noted	 in	 the	 above	 tale	 of	 the	 two	 teachers.	 But	 this	 seems
unlikely,	given	the	strong	public	belief	that	a	university	education	can	open	doors	for	economic
and	 political	 opportunities	 and	 provide	 some	 chances	 for	 upward	 mobility,	 which	 in	 turn
supports	 the	 governmental	 agendas	 to	 force	 universities	 to	 sustain	 themselves	 with	 tuition.



Beyond	these	financial	issues,	universities	remain	one	of	the	few	semi-public	spaces	dedicated
to	learning,	for	better	or	worse,	so	to	close	them	down	or	turn	them	over	to	the	rich	might	strike
many	of	us	as	immoral.

Another	 option	 would	 be	 to	 make	 universities	 more	 competitive	 through	 increasingly
difficult	 placement	 exams	 and	 more	 stringent	 entrance	 requirements,	 but	 the	 resulting
downside,	 given	 the	 demand	 for	 a	 university	 education,	 is	 likely	 to	 create	 more	 walking
wounded.	Subsidising	universities,	still	done	in	many	parts	of	the	Global	South,	may	seem	like
an	option	but	this	gets	complicated	by	the	ever-present	threat	of	brain	drain,	with	the	struggling
corporate	universities	of	 the	Global	North	supplementing	their	own	dwindling	enrolments	by
enticing	 the	 subsidised	 elite	of	 the	Global	South,	 or	 attracting	workers	 for	 their	 own	ageing
societies	 to	keep	 their	 social	 security	 systems	afloat.	 In	many	cases,	 this	amounts	 to	 treating
international	students	as	‘cash	cows.’	In	fact,	this	is	becoming	a	matter	of	policy	in	the	Global
North,	as	evidenced	by	recent	statements	from	the	US	House	Republican	Technology	Working
Group	on	Ensuring	American	Access	to	the	Best	Workers:	‘We	will	examine	current	education
programs	 to	make	sure	 they	are	operating	efficiently.	We	will	also	examine	current	visa	and
immigration	laws	to	make	sure	we	attract	and	retain	the	best	and	brightest	minds	from	around
the	world.’

Finally,	there	is	the	option	to	accept	all	these	structural	changes	in	the	system	and	learn	to
make	them	work	on	behalf	of	the	faculty	so	as	to	focus	more	time	and	attention	on	research	and
grant	writing,	which	in	most	cases	amounts	to	a	retrenchment	of	elitism.

Although	this	is	an	ongoing	story	and	there	are	variations	on	these	themes,	all	appear	to	be
asking	 the	 same	 two	 basic	 questions:	 ‘Who	 should	 go	 to	 university	 and	 what	 should	 they
learn?’	These	questions	consistently	receive	a	great	deal	of	attention	in	the	literature	on	higher
education	 in	 the	Global	North	 and	 increasingly	 in	 the	Global	 South,	 although	 in	 both	 cases
there	is	a	tendency	to	dichotomise	the	debate	along	rather	rigid	academic	and	vocational	lines.
A	problem	with	this	dichotomy	arises,	however,	when	we	factor	in	the	question	of	quality	and
quantity.	With	 declines	 in	 state	 funding	 for	 universities,	 higher	 education	has	 had	 to	 grapple
with	 the	 question	 of	 funding.	 Bracketing	 off	 the	 ultra	 elite	 institutions	 that	 can	 survive	 on
endowments	and	donations,	this	need	for	funding	has	made	the	corporate	discourse	appealing
to	many	university	managers	who	are	concerned	with	survival	of	their	institutions.	Where	the
option	 of	 downsizing	 universities	 to	 balance	 their	 books	 seems	 unpalatable,	 issues	 of
recruitment	and	retention	are	taking	precedence	over	closure,	proceeding	from	the	belief	 that
more	‘customers’	are	needed	 to	balance	 the	books,	which	 in	 turn	has	 led	 in	some	cases	 to	a
lowering	of	standards	to	enrol	and	retain	more	students.

University	 faculty,	 especially	 those	who	see	 the	 task	of	 the	university	as	being	primarily
research-oriented,	often	feel	threatened	by	a	management	apparatus	and	culture	of	auditing	that
is	 willing	 to	 compromise	 on	 ‘standards’	 to	 attract	 more	 ‘lower	 quality’	 students	 so	 as	 to
increase	 revenue.	Perhaps	a	middle	way	would	be	 to	meet	 the	 fiscal	needs	of	 the	corporate
university	 by	 allowing	 in	 more	 students	 and	 then	 modifying	 the	 more	 or	 less	 elite	 and
conservative	 values	 of	 the	 academic	 disciplines	 through	 developing	 curricula	 that	 are	 not
geared	 solely	 towards	 reproducing	 the	 next	 generation	 of	 researchers	 but	which	would	 also
take	seriously	the	question	of	work	related	skills,	not	as	vocational	training	in	the	traditional
sense	 but	 as	 equally	 valuable	 and	 with	 the	 overall	 intention	 of	 developing	 reflective



practitioners	who	can	approach	their	work	and	other	aspects	of	daily	life	as	practical	research
projects.

With	 this	 in	 mind,	 I	 want	 to	 briefly	 examine	 the	 discourse	 of	 ‘transferable	 skills’	 by
disassociating	 it	 from	 the	 polarising	 debate	 on	 the	 value	 of	 academic	 versus	 vocational
knowledge.	 In	other	words,	 the	question	 that	 I	would	 like	 to	 address	here	 is	whether	or	not
there	 is	 any	 value	 to	 the	 skills	 discourse	 in	 and	 of	 itself,	 not	 only	 in	 terms	 of	 preparing	 a
reflective	 labour	 force,	 and	 if	 there	 are	 ways	 to	 find	 a	 workable	 compromise	 between	 the
academic	disciplines	and	transferable	skills.

On	the	surface,	the	discourse	of	transferable	skills	has	some	intriguing	parallels	with	ideas
put	forth	by	Third	World	thinkers	in	the	age	of	national	liberation	movements.	For	example,	a
common	 item	 on	 lists	 of	 transferable	 skills	 proposed	 by	 corporate	 executives	 is	 ‘problem-
posing’	skills,	which	now	accompanies	the	old	notion	of	‘problem-solving.’	Paulo	Freire	long
ago	 advocated	 problem-posing	 skills	 as	 a	 necessary	 step	 toward	 developing	 critical
consciousness	and	for	a	pedagogy	of	the	oppressed.	He	would	be	spinning	in	his	grave	if	he
knew	his	observations	were	now	being	bantered	about	in	corporate	boardrooms;	perhaps	the
executives	mean	something	different.	Or,	perhaps	there	is	an	opportunity	here	to	infuse	Freire’s
vision	more	broadly	 into	 the	 academy.	 In	 fact,	Freire’s	prospectus	has	 already	 taken	 root	 in
many	education	departments	and	 teacher	 training	programmes,	which	have	 traditionally	been
closer	 to	vocational-oriented	 learning.	As	presently	 conceived,	 the	discourse	of	 transferable
skills	also	values	language	proficiency,	cybernetic	literacy,	global	awareness,	and	other	skills
thought	to	be	more	universally	useful	within	and	transferable	throughout	the	world	of	work	in
the	 many	 societies	 that	 are	 today	 facing	 industrialisation,	 globalisation	 and	 concurrent
migrations.	As	an	example,	Proyecto	Andino	de	Tecnologias	Campesinas	(PRATEC)	in	Peru
has	 been	 supportive	 of	 communities	 that	 are	 demanding	 iskay	 yachay	 (two	 kinds	 of
knowledge),	wherein	students	would	learn	both	the	local	skills	for	the	agrocentric	lifestyle	of
their	communities	as	well	as	the	global	skills	needed	should	they	choose	to	migrate	to	the	city
centres.	In	the	viewpoint	of	these	communities	and	PRATEC,	the	two	forms	of	knowledge	are
not	mutually	exclusive.

In	the	wake	of	decolonisation	and	national	liberation	movements,	state	subsidised	or	even
free	 higher	 education	 served	 a	 primary	 purpose	 in	 the	 national	 development	 agenda	 of
providing	a	 locally	educated	elite	 for	 technical	 and	managerial	positions.	However,	with	an
increasing	 demand	 for	 higher	 education	 among	 a	 broader	 spectrum	 of	 society	 being	 largely
unmet	by	a	similar	 increase	 in	 job	opportunities	 for	degree	holders,	a	system	has	developed
throughout	the	Global	South	that	rewards	the	few	at	the	expense	of	the	many.	This	problem	is
further	 exacerbated	 when	 increasing	 numbers	 of	 graduates	 leave	 their	 home	 countries	 with
their	 subsidised	educations	 to	 seek	employment	or	other	opportunities	abroad	 (the	persistent
problem	of	brain	drain),	calling	into	question	financial	policies	based	on	subsidised	education.

Several	 ways	 to	 address	 this	 problem	 were	 noted	 above,	 such	 as	 making	 entry
examinations	more	stringent,	to	which	we	can	add	requiring	graduates	to	remain	in	their	home
countries	 as	 a	 stipulation	of	 receiving	 their	 subsidised	degrees.	As	 these	 responses	may	not
reasonably,	 or	 ethically,	 address	 the	 imbalance	 between	 supply	 and	 demand	 for	 higher
education,	 which	 is	 at	 the	 core	 of	 the	 dilemma	 particularly	 within	 the	 Global	 South,	 one
possible	route	would	involve	forging	a	closer	link	between	higher	education	and	the	world	of



work,	not	by	segregating	academic	and	vocational	education	but	by	 finding	creative	ways	 to
integrate	them.	Of	course,	this	would	have	to	involve	a	considerable	amount	of	dialogue	and
discussion	between	universities	and	civil	society	and	extra	care	would	need	 to	be	 taken	 that
corporations	and	business	interests	do	not	hijack	the	discussions,	which	will	surely	happen	if
academics	retreat	 to	their	 ivory	towers	in	the	name	of	research.	If	we	care	about	survival	of
our	universities,	then	the	skills	discourse	ought	to	be	taken	seriously	by	academics.

This	 assumes	 that	 we	 still	 want	 to	 maintain	 the	 university	 as	 the	 dominant	 source	 of
knowledge	 in	 the	world	 and	 acknowledge	 the	 disciplines	 taught	 there	 as	 the	 only	 source	 of
knowledge.	But	in	Multiversity	we	have	been	trying	to	move	beyond	this	status	quo,	despite	the
extent	 to	which	peoples’	 livelihoods	and	career	 trajectories	might	be	 invested	 in	 the	current
system.	 In	 addition,	while	 the	 vocational-academic	 compromise	 I	 proposed	 above	might	 be
undesirable	 for	 the	 academy	 as	 presently	 configured,	 it	 is	 highly	 likely	 that	 the	 emerging
corporate-elite	nexus	of	the	university	will	find	ways	to	limit	enrolments	and	access,	perhaps
through	a	sort	of	collusion	between	money-minded	managers	and	research-minded	professors,
so	in	the	end	we	may	end	up	with	many	more	students,	or	more	appropriately,	learners,	outside
the	academy	than	inside.	So	what	to	do	next?

While	 there	 are	 innumerable	ways	 to	 learn	 outside	 the	 academy	 on	 the	 local	 level,	 one
option	 on	 the	 global	 level	 is	 to	 develop	ways	 to	make	knowledge	 and	 learning	 experiences
available	through	the	internet.	Ivan	Illich	was	quite	prescient	when	he	wrote	decades	ago	that	a
good	way	to	practice	‘deschooling	society’	was	to	constitute	spontaneous	learning	groups	by
tacking	 index	 cards	 onto	 public	 bulletin	 boards	 and	 using	 the	 classified	 pages	 in	 local
newspapers	to	organise	knowledge	and	learning	experiences.	He	had	no	idea	that	the	internet
would	provide	exactly	those	options,	only	much	faster	and	much	more	broadly	available,	but	I
suspect	that	he	would	have	readily	embraced	the	internet	in	the	spirit	of	self-learning	and	the
free	flow	of	knowledge	without	borders	or	 restraints,	as	 this	approach	puts	 learning	 into	 the
hands	 of	 communities	 and	 learners	 and	 takes	 it	 out	 of	 the	 hands	 of	 elitist	 institutions	 and
money-grubbing	 corporations.	 This	 first	 hit	 me	 when	 I	 set	 about	 to	 learn	 digital	 video	 and
joined	a	number	of	online	forums	where	people	shared	their	knowledge,	wrote	how-to	guides,
asked	questions,	exchanged	ideas,	and	all	of	this	for	free,	without	tuition,	grades,	certificates,
or	any	of	the	other	trappings	of	institutionalised	instruction.	As	I	learned	I	helped	others	and	I
soon	 came	 to	 see	 that	 what	 Illich	 had	 proposed	 was	 already	 in	 place	 and	 working	 in	 the
internet	age.

In	 addition	 to	 learning	 communities,	 the	 internet	 can	 also	provide	ways	 to	 exchange	 and
share	 existing	 knowledge,	 such	 as	 articles,	 books,	 music	 and	 videos,	 on	 a	 level	 that	 is
unprecedented	in	human	history.	The	internet,	in	fact,	has	the	potential	to	be	the	greatest	library
the	world	has	ever	known.	Only	a	few	years	ago,	 the	‘digital	divide’	made	 this	option	seem
untenable	or	merely	appear	as	a	privilege	of	the	rich,	but	with	internet	access	rapidly	reaching
ever	increasing	numbers	of	people	annually,	the	idea	of	a	global	interconnected,	open	access,
free	flowing	library	is	real	and	achievable.	Building	upon	my	previous	work	in	outlining	steps
toward	Multiversity	Media,	as	presented	at	the	Multiversity	‘Resisting	Hegemony’	meeting	in
August	 2010,	 I	 would	 like	 to	 briefly	 outline	 here	 several	 specific	 actions	 that	 we	 ought	 to
undertake,	 in	addition	 to	 those	 that	 I	 initially	proposed,	with	hope	 that	we	can	bring	about	a
free	and	open	online	virtual	Multiversity.



For	any	of	 this	 to	work,	we	need	 to	eschew	copyright	and	all	other	means	of	 locking	up
knowledge.	Books,	journal	articles	and	documentary	films	are	much	too	expensive	for	most	of
us,	especially	those	living	in	the	Global	South,	and	paying	such	high	prices	for	access	to	that
knowledge	only	subsidises	the	publishing	industries	of	the	Global	North.	Beyond	that,	due	to
shipping	costs	and	other	limitations	of	physical	transfer,	even	if	one	can	afford	the	cover	price
of	a	video,	book	or	article,	the	cost	of	delivery	is	often	prohibitive.	For	places	that	are	off	the
global	snail	mail	grid,	the	internet	is	becoming	the	main	way	to	obtain	knowledge	that	was	up
until	now	primarily	available	via	physical	media.

We	can	begin	by	making	any	and	all	of	our	own	works,	books,	articles	and	videos	easily
and	readily	available	as	digital	 files	on	 the	 internet.	More	 radically,	 this	can	be	extended	 to
making	the	works	of	others	available	as	well	(although	I	understand	that	some	of	us	might	be
intimidated	by	often	draconian	copyright	laws	and	choose	not	to	do	that).	Regardless	of	how
we	 may	 feel	 about	 copyright	 and	 exclusivity	 of	 knowledge,	 this	 is	 happening	 by	 way	 of
numerous	 file	 sharing	 sites	 that	make	 books,	 videos	 and	music	 easily	 available	 despite	 the
restrictions	 of	 copyright.	 This	 is	 achieved	 by	 networks	 of	 volunteers	who	 scan	 and	 digitise
works	and	post	them	on	forums	and	servers	for	others	to	access.

Despite	 the	 litigious	 bullying	 of	 the	 publishing	 and	 entertainment	 industries	 to	 curb	 file
sharing,	it	is	becoming	a	predominant	form	of	internet	activity	today.	If	we	may	wish	to	argue
that	this	takes	money	out	of	the	hands	of	the	artists	and	writers,	an	alternative	is	to	find	them
and	donate	directly,	or	 those	of	us	who	can	afford	it	can	selectively	purchase	their	materials
and	 transfer	 them	 to	 those	who	cannot.	 In	 fact,	 this	 is	 already	becoming	a	de	 facto	business
model	for	some	independent	authors,	film-makers	and	musicians	who	are	cutting	out	the	middle
industry	 and	making	 their	works	 available	 directly	 to	 fans,	 and	not	 expecting	 every	 copy	of
their	work	to	be	a	paid	copy.	Beyond	that,	there	is	a	wealth	of	information	that	is	locked	up	by
copyright	but	which	is	not	available	in	the	market	even	if	we	want	to	pay	for	it,	because	greedy
or	 lazy	 publishers	 have	 decided	 it	 is	 not	 worth	 their	 effort.	 There	 are	 also	 immense
opportunities	for	making	use	of	the	many	non-copyrighted	or	open	access	works,	which	we	can
collect,	collate	and	make	freely	available	to	whoever	wants	to	learn.

Many	 regional	 NGOs,	 such	 as	 PRATEC	 in	 Peru,	 are	 already	 making	 all	 of	 their
documentary	films	free	and	open	access	and	even	encouraging	people	to	copy	and	share	them	if
they	like	them.	Perhaps	copyright	and	exclusive	rights	might	become	a	minority	position	when
it	comes	 to	access	and	 learning,	but	nevertheless	we	do	not	have	 to	wait	 for	 that	 to	happen.
States	and	corporations	are	fighting	a	losing	battle	in	trying	to	police	the	internet	by	blocking
so-called	 infringing	 sites	 and	 trying	 to	 lock	 down	 knowledge	 and	 information	 when	 it	 has
already	broken	free	of	the	constraints	of	the	old	physical	systems.

There	is	another	dimension	to	this	prospectus.	The	internet	has	become	a	highly	presentist
and	 incestuous	 social	 space.	Most	 activity	 is	 cutting,	 pasting	 and	 linking	 current	 news	 and
views	between	one	site	or	set	of	users	and	another.	We	have	to	move	beyond	that	closed	world
and	 add	 new	 content	 to	 the	 internet.	While	 the	 internet	may	 have	 the	 potential	 to	 become	 a
global	mega-library,	 it	could	also	 just	as	easily	devolve	 into	an	 incestuous	orgy	of	mindless
distractions,	with	no	sense	of	past	or	future,	mirroring	consumer	culture	and	which	would	most
likely	 be	 readily	 and	willingly	 embraced	 and	 funded	 by	 various	 entertainment	 industries.	 In
other	words,	in	some	sense	the	internet	is	what	we	make	it.



So,	in	addition	to	cataloguing	and	sharing	what	is	already	there,	Multiversity	needs	to	also
identify	and	make	available	new	or	previously	unavailable	materials	through	the	internet.	This
especially	 includes	films,	books,	 journals,	music	and	photographs	 that	may	be	 languishing	 in
somebody’s	personal	bookshelves,	cabinets	and	desk	drawers	but	which	are	lost	to	the	rest	of
humanity.	 This	 expansion	 and	 delivery	 of	 knowledge	 and	 content	 through	 the	 internet	 can
clearly	serve	the	interests	of	Multiversity	but	it	will	require	concerted	and	prolonged	efforts	on
our	part	 to	scan,	digitise	and	otherwise	prepare	the	various	offline	content	that	we	may	have
and	to	add	it	the	online	library.

In	whatever	ways	we	might	define	these	freely	available	materials,	we	can	organise	them
by	way	of	 internet	 forums	and	discussion	boards	 that	 learners	can	visit	as	 I	did	when	 I	was
seeking	 to	 learn	 digital	 video.	This	 can	 include,	 but	 need	 not	 be	 limited	 to,	 online	 courses,
although	there	is	no	need	to	reproduce	the	structure	of	the	university	curriculum	and	assessment
on	 the	 internet.	 It	 can	 remain	 open	 and	 anarchistic,	 depending	 on	 the	 donated	 time	 and
resources	of	those	of	us	who	are	truly	committed	to	knowledge	and	learning.	Nor	must	this	be
promoted	as	a	way	to	replace	our	universities.	Coupled	with	the	above	outlined	shift	from	elite
academic	knowledge	 to	 learning	 that	 is	 connected	 and	 relevant	 to	 communities,	 citizens	 and
workers,	using	 the	 internet	can	supplement	our	activities	 in	 the	university	by	creating	global
links	 and	networks	 beyond	 it,	 something	 along	 the	 lines	 of	what	 John	Mohawk	was	 already
doing	nearly	20	years	ago.	Creating	such	an	online	knowledge	network	can	perhaps	also	help
us	to	foster	a	different	kind	of	‘higher	education,’	in	that	according	to	many	wisdom	traditions
of	the	world,	true	higher	learning	is	self-learning.	Less	dependent	on	instruction	and	with	more
learning	 based	 on	 interaction	 and	 sharing,	 the	 global	 Multiversity	 virtual	 library	 and
interconnected	online	learning	communities	can	put	knowledge	opportunities	into	the	hands	and
hearts	of	the	learners	and	out	of	the	roll	books	of	the	institutions.	Knowledge	needs	people	and
it	needs	to	be	free.
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We	are	facing	multiple	global	crises	–	economic,	environmental,	social,	and	political	–	which
continue	to	worsen	despite	endless	international	conferences	producing	declarations	and	action
plans	 to	 address	 them.	These	 crises	 are	 the	 product	 of	 an	 industrial	 civilisation	 based	 on	 a
materialist	world-view	and	a	capitalist	economic	system	which	is	proving	to	be	unsustainable
and	heading	 towards	collapse.	 In	an	 interview	with	Riz	Khan	broadcast	over	Aljazeera,	 the
Slovenian	philosopher	Slavoj	Zizek	said	that	the	capitalist	system	is	pushing	us	all	towards	an
apocalyptic	doomsday.

The	 universities	 provide	 the	 foot-soldiers,	 generals	 and	 the	 intellectual,	 cultural	 and
ideological	underpinning	for	this	predatory	system	which	has	produced	global	poverty	as	well
as	human	and	environmental	degradation.

The	first	part	of	this	paper	outlines	the	extent	and	depth	of	the	socio-economic	crisis	and
the	ecological	crisis	confronting	us	today	as	background	to	the	destructive	role	universities	are
playing.	The	second	part	describes	the	ideology	and	function	of	current	university	education	–
a	 colonial	 heritage	 –	 and	 the	 absence	 of	 sacred	 and	 traditional	 norms	 and	 values	 from	 the
knowledge	 imparted	 to	 the	 students.	 The	 third	 part	 discusses	 the	 need	 for	 decolonising
universities	 and	 confronting	 the	Western	 paradigm.	 The	 final	 part	 discusses	 the	 strategy	 for
engaging	 the	 teaching	 of	 economics	 and	 agriculture	 from	 a	 religious	 and	 traditional
perspective,	in	this	instance,	an	Islamic	perspective.

Socio-economic	crisis

More	 than	 a	 decade	 after	 commitments	 made	 by	 governments	 to	 implement	 the	Millennium
Development	 Goals	 for	 reducing	 poverty	 and	 inequality,	 no	 significant	 success	 has	 been
achieved.	Poverty	is	still	widespread.	Of	the	world’s	6	billion	people,	almost	half	live	on	less
than	US$2.50	a	day,	and	a	 fifth	 live	 in	absolute	poverty,	 that	 is,	on	 less	 than	a	dollar	a	day.
Some	100	million	are	homeless;	880	million	adults	 are	 illiterate;	 and	1.2	billion	 lack	clean
water.

The	state	of	the	children	is	pitiable.	Of	the	2.2	billion	children	in	the	world,	1	billion	–	that
is,	every	second	child	–	live	in	poverty.	Of	the	1.9	billion	children	from	the	developing	world,
640	million	have	no	shelter,	400	million	have	no	access	to	safe	water,	and	270	million	have	no
access	 to	health	 services.	Because	of	 inadequate	nutrition	and	healthcare,	8	million	children
worldwide	died	in	2009,	that	is,	around	22,000	children	per	day,	before	they	reached	the	age
of	five.

In	the	year	2000,	the	richest	1%	of	adults	in	the	world	owned	40%	of	global	assets	and	the
richest	 10%	 accounted	 for	 85%	 of	 the	 world	 total.	 The	 bottom	 half	 of	 the	 world	 adult
population	owned	barely	1%	of	global	wealth.	Almost	all	of	 the	world’s	 richest	 individuals
live	in	North	America,	Europe	and	rich	Asia-Pacific	countries.



There	is	stark	disparity	in	the	consumption	levels	of	the	wealthy	and	the	poor.	The	richest
20%	of	the	world’s	population	consumes	86%	of	the	goods	and	services	while	the	poorest	fifth
consumes	just	1.3%.	Around	1.2	billion	people	suffer	from	hunger.	Even	in	the	US,	the	richest
country	 in	 the	 world,	 in	 2007,	 there	 were	 36.2	 million	 people,	 that	 is,	 one	 in	 every	 eight
persons,	who	suffered	from	hunger.	Among	them	were	691,000	children.

Over	9	million	people	die	worldwide	each	year	as	a	result	of	hunger	and	malnutrition.	At
the	 same	 time,	 there	 are	 1.2	 billion	 people,	 largely	 from	 the	 rich	 countries,	 suffering	 from
obesity.	In	the	UK,	$16	billion	worth	of	food	is	thrown	away	every	year.

The	South	Commission,	 in	 its	 report	way	back	 in	1990,	warned	about	 the	 instability	and
conflicts	that	would	arise	from	global	disparity:

Were	all	humanity	a	single	non-state,	the	present	North-South	divide	would	make	it	an	unviable,	semi-feudal	entity,
split	by	internal	conflicts.	Its	small	part	is	advanced,	prosperous,	powerful;	its	much	bigger	part	is	underdeveloped,
poor,	 powerless.	 A	 nation	 so	 divided	 within	 itself	 would	 be	 recognized	 as	 unstable.	 A	 world	 so	 divided	 should
likewise	be	recognized	as	inherently	unstable.	And	the	position	is	worsening,	not	improving.

Ecological	crisis

Capitalist	 globalisation	 based	 on	 hyper-growth	 and	 hyper-consumption	 has	 brought	 about
environmental	degradation	which	has	brought	the	planetary	ecosystems	to	the	brink	of	collapse.
The	 2000	 UN	 Millennium	 Ecosystems	 Assessment	 involving	 over	 1,300	 experts	 from	 95
countries	found	that:

Of	the	24	ecosystem	services	assessed,	15	or	some	60%	are	already	degraded.	The	list
of	degraded	services	includes	fisheries,	freshwater,	water	purification,	flood	control,	air
quality	 regulation,	 regional	 and	 local	 climate	 regulation,	 pest	 regulation,	 and	 loss	 of
spiritual,	religious,	and	aesthetic	values.

Ecosystem	 degradation	 is	 resulting	 in	 an	 increased	 risk	 of	 abrupt	 changes	 that	 hold
serious	 threats	 for	 people,	 e.g.,	 disease	 emergence,	 fisheries	 collapse,	 creation	 of
hypoxic	‘dead	zones’,	regional	climate	change.

Between	10%	and	30%	of	mammal,	bird	and	amphibian	species	are	currently	threatened
with	extinction	(medium	to	high	certainty).

The	 degradation	 of	 these	 services	 is	 exacerbating	 poverty	 for	 some	 groups	 of	 people.
More	than	70%	of	the	1.1	billion	poor	people	surviving	on	less	than	$1	per	day	live	in
rural	 areas,	 where	 they	 are	 directly	 dependent	 on	 ecosystem	 services	 and	 most
vulnerable	to	their	degradation.

Most	 of	 the	 driving	 forces	 causing	 the	 degradation	 of	 ecosystems	 are	 either	 staying
constant	or	growing	in	intensity,	and	two	–	climate	change	and	excessive	nutrient	loading
–	will	become	major	drivers	of	change	in	the	next	50	years.

A	 report	 on	 the	 economics	 of	 climate	 change	 by	 Sir	 Nicholas	 Stern,	 Head	 of	 the	 UK



Government	 Economic	 Services,	 has	 concluded	 that	 climate	 change	 will	 affect	 the	 basic
elements	of	life	for	people	around	the	world	–	access	to	water,	food	production,	health,	and	the
environment.

Hundreds	of	millions	of	people	could	suffer	hunger,	water	shortages	and	coastal	flooding
as	the	planet	warms.	Once	temperature	rises	by	3°C,	250–500	million	extra	people	will	be	at
risk	of	hunger,	more	than	half	in	Africa	and	western	Asia.

It	is	the	developed	countries	that	are	primarily	responsible	for	global	warming	but	it	is	the
developing	countries	 that	are	 largely	paying	 the	price.	The	US,	with	only	5%	of	 the	world’s
population,	contributes	nearly	25%	of	worldwide	greenhouse	gas	pollution	 annually.	 In	 fact,
the	US	emits	more	carbon	dioxide	than	China,	India	and	Japan	combined.

The	African	 continent,	 with	 14%	 of	 the	world’s	 population,	 contributes	 only	 3%	 of	 the
global	greenhouse	gas	emission.	This	includes	the	contribution	to	global	warming	from	the	oil,
gas,	 mining	 and	 other	 extractive	 industries	 and	 deforestation	 that	 support	 the	 consumption
habits	and	lifestyle	of	the	US	and	other	rich	countries	and	the	local	elite.

Hyper-consumption	 in	 the	 developed	 countries,	 and	 among	 the	 elite	 in	 developing
countries,	 is	 a	 major	 factor	 responsible	 for	 the	 ecological	 crisis.	 It	 produces	 resource
depletion,	 waste	 and	 pollution.	 The	 1998	 United	 Nations	 Human	 Development	 Report	 had
highlighted	 that	 today’s	 consumption	 is	 undermining	 the	 environmental	 resource	 base	 and
exacerbating	inequalities.

The	role	of	universities	in	the	present	crises

How	 relevant	 is	 our	 university	 education	 in	 preparing	 the	 younger	 generation	 to	 face	 these
crises?	The	education	being	offered	by	our	universities	is	what	Professor	Ward	Churchill	calls
‘White	studies’	–	‘a	colonial	construct	of	thought	and	action	that,	first	and	foremost,	has	taken
over	the	minds	of	people	in	the	West,	but	which	has	since	become	a	global	phenomenon.’

Its	 underlying	 philosophy	 is	 materialism,	 which	 regards	 physical	 matter	 as	 the	 only	 or
fundamental	 reality.	 There	 is	 no	 place	 for	 god,	 spirit	 or	 soul	 or	 anything	 sacred	 in	 this
worldview.	 Knowledge	 is	 decoupled	 from	 religious	 and	 ethical	 values.	 The	 psychologist
Imants	Barušs	 suggests	 that	materialists	 tend	 to	 indiscriminately	 apply	 a	 ‘pebbles	 in	 a	 box’
schema	 to	 explanations	 of	 reality	 even	 though	 such	 a	 schema	 is	 known	 to	 be	 incorrect	 in
general	 for	 physical	 phenomena.	 Materialism	 cannot	 explain	 matter,	 let	 alone	 anomalous
phenomena	or	subjective	experience,	but	remains	entrenched	in	academia.

Its	reductionist	scientific	methodology	seeks	to	find	a	single	cause	to	explain	a	phenomenon
or	 behaviour.	 It	 views	 things	 in	 isolation	 and	 does	 not	 see	 the	 interconnections	 and
relationships.	 To	 a	 reductionist	 scientist,	 a	 forest	 is	 not	 an	 organic	 whole	 but	 trees,	 water,
animals,	 microorganisms,	 indigenous	 people,	 all	 separate	 and	 independent.	 The	 web	 of
relationships	 that	binds	 them	is	not	 sufficiently	appreciated.	Genetic	engineering	 is	based	on
the	reductionist	belief	that	you	can	transfer	a	gene	from	one	organism	to	another	and	change	its
character	without	inducing	adverse	changes.

The	function	of	universities	is	increasingly	becoming	utilitarian,	producing	skilled	workers
for	 the	 capitalist	 system.	 Their	 focus	 is	 on	 imparting	 information	 and	 developing	 analytical
skills	in	specialised	areas	which	are	needed	by	the	system.	With	the	privatisation	mania	in	full



swing,	corporations	are	influencing	the	direction	and	content	of	university	education.	Practical
science	and	technology	are	given	special	importance	while	the	humanities	are	neglected.	Many
universities	 have	 closed	 down	 their	 philosophy	 departments	 because	 they	 are	 perceived	 to
have	no	utility	value.

Education	has	become	a	high-value	commodity	which	can	bring	you	a	good	income	after
graduation.	A	degree	is	seen	as	the	passport	to	a	well-paying	job	and	acquisition	of	material
goods.	In	local	private	universities,	a	medical	degree	can	cost	up	to	RM500,000,	well	beyond
the	 means	 of	 a	 large	 majority	 of	 the	 population.	 Lower-middle-class	 families	 make	 great
sacrifices,	 including	 incurring	 debts,	 to	 send	 their	 children	 to	 medical	 schools	 in	 the
expectation	that	their	children	can	earn	high	incomes	and	have	a	comfortable	life.

Medical	 knowledge	 is	 no	more	 an	 instrument	 to	 serve	 the	 sick,	 especially	 the	 poor	 and
needy,	but	a	commodity	to	be	sold	and	purchased	in	 the	market.	The	same	can	be	said	about
other	‘professions’,	including	lawyers,	teachers,	and	architects.	Scientists,	popularly	imagined
to	be	cloistered	in	their	laboratories,	experimenting	and	pushing	back	the	frontiers	of	scientific
knowledge,	are	now	in	the	marketplace	involved	in	business	to	develop	and	market	genetically
engineered	 products.	 The	 symbiotic	 relationship	 between	 scientists	 and	 corporations,
particularly	 in	 the	pharmaceutical	 and	genetically	modified	 food	 industries,	 has	 led	 to	many
fraudulent	claims	which	have	cast	a	 long	shadow	on	the	 integrity	and	reputation	of	scientists
and	scientific	institutions.

Universities	are	producing	graduates	with	tunnel	vision,	unable	to	see	the	interconnections
between	 different	 branches	 of	 knowledge,	 different	 parts	 of	 nature,	 and	 different	 aspects	 of
reality.	An	architect	designing	a	 township	would	 readily	sacrifice	a	 forested	hill	 in	order	 to
maximise	the	profit	 for	his	employer	without	understanding	the	relationship	between	the	hill,
local	climate	and	rainfall.	Any	fracturing	of	that	relationship	could	produce	floods,	drought	and
increased	atmospheric	temperatures.	Also,	the	biodiversity	will	be	gone	with	the	plants,	trees,
birds,	 animals	 and	microorganisms	eliminated.	His	 tunnel	vision	 is	 the	 result	of	 fragmenting
knowledge	about	reality	into	various	branches	and	locating	them	in	separate	departments	with
very	little	communication	and	interaction	between	them.

White	 studies	 breed	 an	 inferiority	 complex	 in	 the	 students,	 leading	 to	 worship	 of
knowledge	 from	 the	West	and	contempt	 for	 local	 traditional	knowledge.	A	graduate	with	his
knowledge	of	agriculture	based	on	high	use	of	harmful	chemicals	will	be	contemptuous	of	the
farmer	who	has	an	intimate	knowledge	of	the	relationship	between	seed,	soil,	microorganisms,
water,	crops	and	pests	derived	from	traditional	wisdom	passed	down	through	generations.

This	 Western	 way	 of	 knowing	 reality	 is	 implanted	 in	 the	 minds	 of	 the	 students	 to	 the
exclusion	of	traditional	ways.	As	Churchill	explains:

The	system	of	Eurosupremacist	domination	depends	for	its	continued	maintenance	and	expansion,	even	its	survival,
upon	 the	 reproduction	of	 its	own	 intellectual	paradigm	–	 its	approved	way	of	 thinking,	 seeing,	understanding,	and
being	 –	 to	 the	 ultimate	 exclusion	 of	 all	 others...	 White	 Studies	 simply	 cannot	 admit	 to	 the	 existence	 of	 viable
conceptual	structures	other	than	its	own.

Indigenous	educational	paradigm

Liberation	of	colonies	did	not	lead	to	the	emergence	of	institutions	of	higher	learning	rooted	in
our	 tradition,	 culture,	norms	and	values.	Our	 leaders	merely	continued	 the	colonial	 tradition



with	minor	 changes	 and	 replicated	 it	 on	 a	wider	 scale.	 On	 the	 continuation	 of	 the	 colonial
heritage,	N’dri	T.	Assie-Lumumba,	in	her	monograph	Higher	Education	in	Africa,	writes:

Thus	considering	education	as	 an	 instrument	of	 colonization	 and	control	 through	culture,	Africans	 in	general	 and
especially	African	 leaders	were	 calling	 for	 colonization	 by	 choice,	 and	 education	 decision-makers	were,	without
careful	consideration	of	the	long-run	consequences,	engaging	themselves,	their	countries,	and	future	generations	on
the	track	leading	to	a	dependency	trap.

Lumumba	 calls	 for	 designing	 an	 indigenous	 educational	 paradigm	 from	 pan-African	 or
continental	 perspectives.	 She	 writes,	 quoting	 earlier	 works	 done	 by	 her	 and	 others:
‘...education	 in	 its	 various	 disciplinary	 forms,	 including	 its	 philosophy,	 science,	 technology
and	 knowledge	 base,	must	 be	 reconnected	 to	 Africa’s	 culture...it	 is	 imperative	 that	 African
philosophy	provide	the	foundation	of	African	education.’	Contrasting	the	individualism	of	the
West	with	the	African	focus	on	the	community,	she	writes:

In	the	general	African	ethos,	‘to	be	is	necessarily	to	be	in	relation’	to	others	and	the	‘centre	is	a	human	being	who
is	 free	 and	 at	 the	 same	 time	highly	 dependent	 upon	others,	 on	 the	memory	 of	 the	 past,	 and	 on	 emphasizing	 the
balance	between	nature	and	culture.’	In	the	African	ethos	and	practical	life,	this	connection	with	others	is	essential.
The	 connection	 transits	 through	 the	 common	 culture.	 The	 connection	 to	 others	 is	 not	 a	 mere	 juxtaposition	 of
individuals	 living	 side	 by	 side	 who	 only	 draw	 resources	 from	 the	 same	 cultural	 source	 and	 have	 the	 same
reference.	Rather	they	experience	together	their	cultural	expression	and	the	use	of	culture.

For	 those	 graduating	 from	 our	 universities,	 the	 Western	 paradigm	 provides	 the	 mental
framework	for	their	thinking,	analysing	and	conceptualising	in	whatever	field	they	are	working.
After	graduation,	they	will	occupy	positions	of	power	and	influence	in	our	society	–	political
leaders,	 captains	 of	 industry,	 economists,	 agriculturists,	 lawyers,	 judges,	 administrators,
teachers,	 doctors	 and	 even	 religious	 scholars	 who	 graduate	 from	 these	 universities.	 The
civilisational	 crisis	 we	 face	 today	 requires	 a	 radical	 change	 in	 our	 worldview,	 values,
education,	production	and	consumption	of	goods	and	services,	and	social	relations.	The	elite
including	political	leaders,	educators	and	policy	makers	would	not	be	amenable	to	such	change
because	they	do	not	appreciate	that	the	crisis	is	rooted	in	the	Western	paradigm	which	has	been
internalised	in	them	and	become	part	of	their	mindset.

We	need	to	bring	back	religious	and	ethical	values	to	what	we	teach	in	the	universities.	The
focus	of	education	should	be	to	inculcate	values	and	develop	character	to	become	good	human
beings,	and	not	for	merely	acquiring	skills	to	become	cogs	in	the	capitalist	machine.

Strategy	for	challenging	the	Western	paradigm

The	Western	paradigm	must	be	challenged	in	the	different	branches	of	knowledge	taught	in	the
universities.	This	would	expose	 students	 to	other	knowledge	 systems	besides	White	 studies,
which	 would	 enable	 them	 to	 come	 up	 with	 creative	 solutions	 to	 the	 current	 crises.	 From
engagement	and	clashes	between	the	Western	paradigm	and	others	would	emerge	a	knowledge
system	 relevant	 to	 our	 needs.	 In	 Muslim	 states,	 confronted	 by	 poverty,	 gross	 inequality,
dependence	on	the	West,	cultural	and	educational	backwardness,	and	environmental	and	social
crisis,	 educational	 institutions	 should	 seriously	 consider	 introducing	 the	 syariah	paradigm	 in
every	department	 to	engage	 the	Western	paradigm.	Let	us	 see	how	 the	 syariah	paradigm	can
engage	the	Western	paradigm	in	two	areas	of	knowledge	–	economics	and	agriculture.



Economics

Economics	is	taught	in	the	universities	as	a	value-neutral	branch	of	universal	knowledge.	The
reality	is	that	it	is	part	of	White	studies	rooted	in	Western	thinking,	values	and	world-view.	It
provides	the	intellectual	foundation	for	the	predatory	capitalist	system	that	rules	the	world.	The
object	 of	 economics	 should	 be	 the	 promotion	 of	 human	well-being	 in	 harmony	with	 nature.
Among	 its	 goals	 should	 be	 the	 fulfillment	 of	 basic	 needs,	 equitable	 distribution	 of	 wealth,
elimination	of	poverty	and	inequality,	and	protection	of	the	natural	environment.	Not	only	has
the	global	capitalist	system	failed	miserably	to	achieve	these	goals	but	worse,	it	has	brought	us
to	the	brink	of	Zizek’s	‘apocalyptic	doomsday.’

Capitalist	 economics	 is	 based	 on	 false	 assumptions	 that	 individuals	 pursuing	 their	 self-
interest	would	 lead	 to	society’s	welfare;	economics	 is	 ‘independent	of	any	particular	ethical
position	 or	 normative	 judgements’;	 and	 that	 market	 forces	 would	 create	 order,	 harmony,
efficiency	and	equity	while	state	 intervention	would	 lead	 to	distortions	and	 inefficiency.	The
current	economic	crisis	with	 tens	of	millions	unemployed	in	 the	West,	US	intervention	in	 the
form	 of	 trillions	 of	 dollars,	 unused	 and	 idle	 productive	 capacity,	 increasing	 poverty,	 and
widening	 inequality	 is	 eloquent	 testimony	 of	 the	 falsity	 of	 these	 assumptions	 and	 their
destructive	consequences.

Capitalist	ideology	has	produced	an	unhealthy	concentration	of	economic	power	in	a	few
corporations,	hyper-growth	 through	hyper-consumption,	and	crass	materialism	and	hedonism,
leading	 to	 environmental,	 urban,	 resource,	 food	 and	 social	 crises.	The	 1998	United	Nations
Human	Development	Report	warned:	‘Today’s	consumption	is	undermining	the	environmental
resource	base.	 It	 is	exacerbating	 inequalities.	And	 the	dynamics	of	 the	consumption-poverty-
inequality-environment	nexus	are	accelerating.’

Maqasid	al-Shari’ah,	the	higher	intents	of	Syariah,	should	be	embedded	in	the	economics
courses	taught	in	universities	to	challenge	the	assumptions,	philosophy,	norms	and	values	of	the
capitalist	ideology	dished	out	to	students.	The	Islamic	economic	system	based	on	the	Syariah
has	as	its	goals	human	well-being	(falah)	and	good	life	(hayat	tayyibah).	This	is	underpinned
by	religious	and	ethical	principles	 for	 the	promotion	of	brotherhood,	socio-economic	 justice
and	a	balanced	satisfaction	of	both	the	material	and	spiritual	needs	of	all	human	beings	without
causing	corruption	and	fitnah	on	earth.

An	economic	system	based	on	these	principles	would	be	very	different	from	the	capitalist
system,	 requiring	 radical	 restructuring	of	 institutions	and	 reformulation	of	policies.	M.	Umer
Chapra,	 in	 his	 Islam	 and	 the	 Economic	 Challenge,	 among	 his	 various	 recommendations,
proposes	reorienting	the	financial	system	for	meeting	the	objectives	of	Syariah.	He	writes:

Since	the	resources	of	financial	institutions	come	from	deposits	placed	by	a	wide	cross-section	of	the	population,	it
is	 only	 rational	 to	 regard	 them	 as	 a	 national	 resource	 in	 the	 same	way	 as	water	 supply	 coming	 out	 of	 a	 public
reservoir.	They	must	be	utilized	for	the	well-being	of	all	sectors	of	the	population	and	not	for	the	further	enrichment
of	the	wealthy	and	the	powerful.

Credit	 should	 be	 directed	 at	 helping	 small	 farmers	 and	 small	 and	 medium	 enterprises.
Consumer	 credit	 should	 be	 available	 for	 meeting	 basic	 needs	 of	 the	 people	 and	 not	 for
wasteful	conspicuous	consumption.	Likewise,	government	financing	should	not	be	channeled	to
militarisation	 and	 white	 elephant	 prestige	 projects	 to	 satisfy	 the	 ego	 of	 politicians.



Unfortunately,	 the	 so-called	 Islamic	 banks,	 an	 integral	 part	 of	 the	 capitalist	 system,	 do	 not
serve	these	objectives	for	achieving	social	justice	but	serve	the	rich	and	powerful	to	multiply
their	profits	and	assets.

S.N.H.	Naqvi	and	Ors,	in	their	essay,	‘Principles	of	Islamic	Economic	Reform’	in	Islamic
Economic	 Alternatives,	 call	 for	 the	 sequential	 introduction	 of	 the	 elements	 of	 the	 Islamic
system	into	an	existing	non-Islamic	economic	system	to	initiate	the	Islamisation	process.	In	the
Pakistani	 context,	 they	 advocate	 beginning	 with	 finding	 solutions	 to	 a	 highly	 skewed
distribution	of	income,	high	levels	of	open	and	disguised	unemployment,	socially	unacceptable
levels	of	literacy	rates,	allocative	inefficiency,	low	level	of	business	and	public	morality,	and
concentration	of	land	ownership.	They	write:

Till	 such	 time	 as	 an	 Islamic	 economy,	 based	 on	al-adl	 wal-ihsan	 [a	 just	 social	 economic	 order]	 becomes	 fully
operational,	 we	 should	 move	 decisively	 towards	 the	 ultimate	 goal,	 concentrating	 first	 on	 those	 aspects	 of	 the
Islamic	 solution	which	 directly	 come	 to	 grips	with	 the	 problems	 of	 poverty,	want	 and	 economic	 deprivation,	 and
then	moving	 gradually	 to	 a	 reform	 of	 the	 financial	 system,	which	 supports	 the	 ‘real’	 system.	 If	 the	 real	 system
continues	to	be	non-Islamic,	financial	reforms	along	presumably	Islamic	lines	will	remain	merely	cosmetic	and	may
indeed	turn	out	to	be	counter-productive.

Tareq	 el	 Diwany,	 in	 his	 book,	 The	 Problem	 with	 Interest,	 argues	 that	 the	 modern	 banking
system	 based	 on	 interest	 and	 fractional	 reserves	 inflicts	 a	 cost	 upon	 the	 whole	 of	 society,
encouraging	inflation,	speculative	booms	and	large	inequalities	in	wealth.	He	writes:

In	the	absence	of	interest,	our	economic	efforts	would	be	directed	away	from	wealth	transfer	and	towards	wealth
creation.	 The	 entrepreneur	 would	 share	 his	 profit	 with	 the	 financier	 according	 to	 mutual	 good-fortune,	 not	 an
arbitrary	 rate	 of	 interest.	 The	 practice	 of	 leverage	would	 disappear	 and	with	 it	 the	 speculative	mentality	 of	 our
time.	Business	would	be	encouraged	to	preserve	our	environment,	not	to	discount	it	into	oblivion.	And	small	scale
enterprise	 would	 stand	 a	 better	 chance	 of	 competing	 with	 the	 debt	 leveraged	 monoliths	 that	 now	 so	 often
overpower	it.

There	 are	 enough	 intellectual	 resources	 in	 the	Muslim	 states	 to	 plan	 and	 implement	 an
economic	system	based	on	the	goals	of	Syariah	over	a	period	of	time	but	the	political	will	is
lacking.	There	are	two	reasons	for	this.	One	is	because	Western	hegemony	is	so	overpowering
in	every	aspect	of	our	lives	that	the	ruling	elite	cannot	conceive	of	any	other	viable	alternative.
Their	minds	 have	 become	 captives	 of	 the	Western	 paradigm	 through	 the	 education	 process.
Secondly,	 they	have	no	 interest	 in	 looking	 for	 alternatives	because	 they	occupy	a	privileged
position	 in	 the	 social	 structure	which	enables	 them	 to	accumulate	wealth	and	power.	Only	a
revolutionary	 upsurge	 of	 the	 masses	 as	 happened	 in	 Egypt	 and	 Tunisia	 may	 create	 the
conditions	 for	 introducing	 alternative	 systems.	 Even	 then,	 there	 is	 no	 certainty	 because	 of
opposition	from	the	capitalist	West	and	local	vested	interests.

Agriculture

Agricultural	 science	 taught	 in	 our	 universities	 is	 also	 part	 of	 White	 studies	 based	 on	 a
reductionist	methodology.	It	promotes	industrial	chemical	farming	and	agribusiness	which	have
caused	 serious	 environmental	 problems,	 destruction	 of	 small	 family	 farms,	 and	 poverty.
Industrial	 agriculture	 is	 a	 heavily	 subsidised	 sector	 that	 contributes	 up	 to	 one-third	 of	 all
greenhouse	 gas	 emissions	 and	 has	 failed	 to	 properly	 feed	 up	 to	 a	 billion	 people	 a	 year	 for
decades.



Modern	agriculture	based	on	growing	 single	crops	 like	corn,	wheat	or	 rice,	using	heavy
doses	of	chemicals,	has	resulted	in	the	degradation	of	around	1.9	billion	hectares	of	farmland.
The	rate	of	soil	erosion	is	higher	than	at	any	time	in	history.	The	weight	of	soil	washed	away	is
estimated	at	four	tonnes	for	every	man,	woman,	and	child	on	the	planet.	The	loss	of	topsoil	at
this	 rate	 will	 have	 serious	 impacts	 on	 our	 capacity	 to	 feed	 future	 generations.	 The	 use	 of
pesticides	and	herbicides	has	eliminated	many	 insects,	birds,	microbes	and	other	 life-forms,
leading	to	loss	of	biodiversity.

More	than	half	the	cereals	produced	are	fed	to	animals	to	fatten	them	up	to	produce	meat
for	the	affluent.	While	the	peasants	in	Ethiopia	and	India	starve,	over	70%	of	US	grain	is	fed	to
farm	animals.	Tropical	rainforests	in	Brazil	have	been	cleared	to	grow	corn	and	soybeans	to
provide	 feed	 for	 the	 beef	 industry	 in	 the	US.	Livestock	 production	 accounts	 for	 70%	of	 all
agricultural	land	and	30%	of	the	land	surface	of	the	planet.

On	 the	 environmental	 impact	 of	 livestock,	 the	 UN	 report	 ‘Livestock’s	 Long	 Shadow’
warns:

The	 livestock	 sector	 emerges	 as	 one	 of	 the	 top	 two	 or	 three	 most	 significant	 contributors	 to	 the	 most	 serious
environmental	 problems,	 at	 every	 scale	 from	 local	 to	 global...(it)	 is	 a	 major	 player,	 responsible	 for	 18%	 of
greenhouse	gas	emissions	measured	in	carbon	dioxide	equivalent.	This	is	a	higher	share	than	transport.

The	harm	that	flows	from	industrial	chemical	farming	is	now	widely	admitted	and	the	call
for	agro-ecology	education	is	increasing.	The	United	Nations	Environment	Programme	(UNEP)
Green	 Economy	 Report	 calls	 for	 a	 shift	 from	 industrial,	 high-input	 and	 resource-intensive
agriculture	to	sophisticated,	biodiversity-based	agro-ecological	practices.

Evidence	also	suggests	that	the	application	of	green	farming	practices	has	increased	yields,
especially	 on	 small	 farms,	 between	 54%	 and	 179%.	 Besides	 the	 productivity	 gains,	 green
agriculture	has	the	potential	to	contribute	significant	environmental	benefits	including	restoring
and	 maintaining	 soil	 fertility;	 reducing	 soil	 erosion	 and	 inorganic	 agro-chemical	 pollution;
increasing	water	use	efficiency;	decreasing	deforestation,	biodiversity	loss	and	other	land	use
impacts;	and	significantly	reducing	agricultural	greenhouse	gas	emissions.

For	generations	farmers	 in	 India,	China,	Arabia	and	other	countries	have	been	practising
agro-ecology	but	the	hegemony	of	White	studies	in	our	universities	denied	our	students	access
to	such	knowledge.	For	example,	by	the	10th	century,	Muslim	agriculture	was	well	advanced
with	 the	 introduction	of	new	crops	from	Asia	and	Africa.	There	was	a	wide	range	of	crops,
e.g.,	 21	varieties	 of	 apricots	 and	50	varieties	 of	 raisins	 in	Syria,	 and	78	kinds	of	 grapes	 in
Sana’a	in	Yemen.	The	farmers	practised	crop	rotation	and	multiple	cropping	that	allowed	up	to
even	four	crops	a	year.	The	fertility	of	the	soil	was	replenished	with	organic	manures,	natural
fertilisers,	 composts,	 mulches	 and	 minerals.	 They	 also	 had	 sophisticated	 systems	 for
harvesting,	storing	and	distributing	water.	There	was	a	legal	framework	based	on	Islamic	law
and	 customary	 law	which	 ensured	 equitable	 distribution	of	 resources	 –	 land	 and	water	 –	 to
farmers.

Islamic	 agriculture	 supported	 millions	 of	 people	 in	 the	 cities	 for	 centuries	 until	 the
breakdown	of	political	authority.	The	historian	Fredric	B.	Artz,	in	his	The	Mind	of	the	Middle
Ages,	writes:

The	great	 Islamic	 cities	 of	 the	Near	East,	North	Africa	 and	Spain...were	 supported	by	 an	 elaborate	 agricultural



system	that	included	extensive	irrigation	and	an	expert	knowledge	of	the	most	advanced	agricultural	methods	in	the
world.	The	Muslims	 reared	 the	 finest	horses	 and	 sheep	and	cultivated	 the	best	orchards	 and	vegetable	gardens.
They	knew	how	to	fight	 insect	pests,	how	to	use	fertilizers,	and	they	were	experts	at	grafting	trees	and	crossing
plants	to	produce	new	varieties.

Between	 the	 10th	 and	 14th	 centuries,	 Arab	 agronomists	 synthesised	 the	 accumulated
knowledge	and	theories	of	the	past	with	practical	husbandry	on	the	ground	and	wrote	treatises,
which	 are	 known	 as	 the	 ‘Books	 of	 Filaha’.	 They	 are	 not	 mere	 compilations	 of	 ancient
knowledge,	 for	 many	 of	 their	 writers	 were	 practitioners	 working	 in	 the	 field,	 and	 avid
experimentalists.	Their	books	are,	 for	 the	most	part,	 at	once	 theoretical	discourse,	 scientific
treatise,	and	practical	manual.	They	dealt	with	not	only	agronomy	but	also	animal	husbandry,
storage	and	processing	of	crops,	and	medicinal	and	dietary	properties	of	plants.

A.H.	 Fitzwilliam-Hall,	 in	 his	 article,	 ‘An	 Introductory	 Survey	 of	 the	 Arabic	 Books	 of
Filaha	and	Farming	Almanac’,	comments:

...it	has	been	argued	 that	 the	Books	of	Filaha	display	what	we	would	now	call	an	ecological	sensibility,	a	holistic
approach	 to	 farming	and	a	duty	of	care	 towards	nature	 that	 is	 implicit	 in	 the	notion	of	husbandry	as	 the	prudent
management	and	conservation	of	resources.

Similar	eco-agriculture	practices	and	traditions	can	also	be	found	in	other	civilisations	like
the	Chinese,	Indian,	and	the	Amero-Indian.	White	studies	cut	us	off	from	this	vast	treasure	of
eco-agricultural	knowledge,	 resulting	 in	our	 adopting	 the	modern	practice	of	 agriculture	 that
has	led	to	serious	environmental	problems	and	poverty	for	millions	of	small	farmers.

Educationists	 should	 expose	 students	 to	 religious	 and	 traditional	 knowledge,	 values	 and
norms,	and	encourage	them	to	challenge	the	basic	assumptions	of	the	Western	paradigm	from
these	 non-Western	 perspectives.	 Creating	 separate	 universities	 to	 study	 traditional	 and
religious	 knowledge	 without	 engaging	 and	 challenging	 White	 studies	 has	 proved	 to	 be	 a
failure.	Only	 through	 the	 clash	of	 ideas	 and	different	 paradigms	will	 the	 student	 acquire	 the
knowledge,	wisdom	and	the	character	to	become	a	good,	rather	than	a	smart	self-centred	and
egoistic,	human	being.

Conclusion

The	multiple	 crises	we	 face	 effect	 a	manifestation	 of	 the	 spiritual	 crisis	 within	 us.	We	 are
divorced	 from	 the	 sacred.	 Our	 lives	 are	 ruled	 by	 greed,	 self-interest	 and	 pleasure-seeking.
Ethics	 and	morality	play	a	minimal	 role	 in	 commerce,	politics	 and	 social	 relations.	For	our
survival,	we	need	to	transform	this	state	of	affairs.	Universities	need	to	instill	in	the	students
reverence	 for	God’s	 creation,	values	of	brotherhood	and	cooperation	 for	mutual	benefit.	We
need	to	relink	to	the	sacred	to	solve	our	existential	crisis.	As	Llewellyn	Vaughan-Lee	writes:

Our	collective	pursuit	of	materialism	and	our	disregard	for	the	sacred	within	all	of	life	has	had	a	devastating	effect.
We	have	dismissed	our	ancient	role	as	guardians	of	the	planet.	As	a	result,	the	sacred	fire	that	we	were	supposed
to	 keep	 burning,	 the	 light	 of	 the	 sacred	 that	 nourishes	 all	 of	 creation,	 is	 slowly	 going	 out.	We	 can	 see	 this	 in	 a
culture	 that	 is	 increasingly	 soulless	and	 fractured...We	vitally	need	 to	become	conscious	of	what	 is	happening	 to
this	sacred	light.	We	need	to	recognize	this	growing	darkness	which	is	a	forgetfulness	of	the	sacred	within	our	own
souls	and	within	all	of	creation.	Only	when	we	are	aware	of	what	is	happening	can	we	begin	to	change	our	world.
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BRINGING	THE	COMMUNITY	BACK	IN:
A	NEW	UNIVERSITY	ON	AFRIKOLOGICAL

PRINCIPLES	AND	PRACTICES
B.	Mukasa	Luutu

Vice	Chancellor	of	Marcus	Garvey	Pan-Afrikan	University,	Uganda

African	universities	are	challenged	to	play	a	decisive	role	to	retrieve	Africa	from	its	present
predicament	 of	 being	 the	 world’s	 most	 devastated	 continent.	 This	 implies	 the	 need	 for
decolonising	 approaches	 to	 knowledge	 generation	 and	 the	 establishment	 of	 decolonised
universities	to	play	this	rejuvenating	role	alongside	African	communities.	To	do	so,	however,
such	universities	must	draw	 their	 inspiration	 from	the	 rich	African	heritage	embedded	 in	 the
African	 peoples’	 cultures	 and	 philosophies	 as	 well	 as	 their	 institutions	 which	 they	 have
created	over	the	centuries,	and	add	on	new	experiences	that	take	into	account	the	demands	of
their	contemporary	situation.

According	 to	 a	 recent	 report	 on	African	universities	 that	 examined	 the	 contextual	 policy
framework	of	 the	 three	African	countries	of	South	Africa,	Nigeria	and	Uganda,	 the	widening
divide	of	the	global	economy	in	which	Africa	features	at	the	bottom	of	the	ladder	is	due	to	the
fact	 that	African	 universities	 have	 been	 undersupplying	 this	 demand	 output	 for	 transforming
resource-intensive	activities	into	knowledge-intensive	assets.	To	make	these	efforts	become	a
reality	 in	 this	 area,	African	universities	will	have	 to	participate	 in	a	more	proactive	 role	 in
linking	 African	 universities	 to	 African	 communities	 so	 that	 both	 can	 address	 the	 issues	 of
transforming	the	continent.

The	 colonial	 and	 post-colonial	 African	 university	 is	 a	 mirror	 image	 of	 the	 Western
university	model	but	like	everything	else	that	Africa	has	carried	forward	from	that	heritage,	it
remains	stunted	in	terms	of	ideas	and	infrastructure.	The	Western	model	has	been	characterised
by	two	modes	of	articulation,	usually	referred	to	as	Mode	I	and	Mode	II.	Mode	I	emphasised
basic	 research,	 while	 Mode	 II	 combined	 basic	 and	 applied	 research	 with	 the	 latter
increasingly	influenced	by	the	demands	of	the	market	place.

Earlier	 efforts	 by	 African	 governments	 to	 ‘Africanise	 or	 nationalise’	 their	 inherited
Western	 ‘Mode	 1’	 universities	 –	 ostensibly	 to	 turn	 them	 into	 mass-oriented	 institutions	 of
African	higher	learning	and	development	–	were,	however,	unsuccessful.	True,	these	models	of
Western	universities	had	proven	completely	unsuitable	for	Africa’s	needs,	but	the	governments
compelling	the	case	for	transformation	were	themselves	presiding	over	state	and	value	systems
very	much	anchored	in	the	Western	mould	of	things.

According	 to	 Dr.	 Alex	 A.	 Kwampong,	 the	 former	 vice-chancellor	 of	 the	 University	 of
Ghana,	the	post-colonial	African	universities	came	into	being	at	the	same	time	as	the	birth	of
new	African	states	or	soon	after	the	attainment	of	their	independence.	They	were	consciously
conceived	and	designed	by	the	new	African	leadership	with	their	former	colonial	advisers	as
‘prime	 instruments’	 for	 the	 attainment	 of	 national	 independence,	 as	 well	 as	 for	 the
consolidation	of	 that	 independence.	But	 this	 independence	has	continued	 to	 reflect	European
dominance	of	the	African	continent	by	Western	powers	with	the	full	collaboration	of	African,



Western-oriented,	elites	who	continue	to	accommodate	Eurocentric	‘development’	models.
Thus,	in	addition	to	serving	the	universal	and	basic	objectives	of	universities	everywhere,

these	universities	were	expected,	above	all,	to	promote	the	development	and	modernisation	of
their	various	countries	 along	Western	 lines	 in	 the	process	of	 ‘nation-building.’	According	 to
Kwampong,	they	were	meant	to	be	‘development	universities,’	expected	to	play	much	the	same
role	 as	 the	 ‘land-grant’	 colleges	 of	 the	 US	 in	 the	 19th	 century.	 But	 40	 years	 on,	 African
universities	and	the	African	governments	that	inherited	them	have	dismally	failed	to	chart	new
paths	 for	Africa’s	 emancipation	 and	 liberation	with	 the	 consequence	 that	Africa	 today	 finds
itself	 in	 deep,	 multidimensional	 crises	 that	 require	 carefully	 thought	 out	 solutions	 and
responses,	 if	 the	 African	 rebirth	 is	 ever	 to	 be	 achieved.	 This	 is	 because	 these	 African
universities	were	not	constructed	with	an	ethos	of	an	independent	Africa	but	were	modelled	to
imitate	Europe	in	‘nation-building’	and	‘modernisation.’

Therefore,	 for	 the	decolonised	university	 to	emerge	and	set	a	new	path	 in	 the	 search	 for
knowledge	and	truth,	it	must	first	and	foremost	be	built	on	a	sound	cultural	and	spiritual	basis
that	highlights	 those	aspects	of	African	spiritual	 life	 that	have	enabled	 the	African	people	 to
survive	 as	 a	 human	 community	 over	 the	 centuries.	 It	 should,	 as	 Chancellor	 Williams,	 the
African-American	scholar	reminds	us,	go	beyond	European	classical	humanism	with	its	social
class	and	its	socio-economic	and	geographical	limitations	based	on	Greece	and	the	Athenian
city-state	which	was	founded	on	a	system	of	slavery.	Pan-African	humanism	must,	according	to
him,	 lead	 to	 ‘enlarged	 humanities’	 and	 recapture	 that	 original	meaning	 of	 humanity	 found	 in
Africa,	which	Western	scholars,	beginning	with	Plato,	in	their	hollow	and	lopsided	search	for
material	progress,	abandoned.

To	 make	 a	 break	 with	 this	 past,	 the	 decolonised	 university	 must	 abandon	 the	 present
African	 political	 and	 economic	 elites’	 mindsets	 which	 have	 tended	 to	 look	 at	 their	 village
compatriots	as	 ignorant	and	 illiterate	people.	 In	 response,	 the	African	people	 in	 the	villages
have	 also	 tended	 to	 look	 at	 these	 elites	 as	 ‘Mzungu	 (European)	 minded.’	 Hostility	 exists
between	 the	 two	camps	and	 there	 is	no	 trust	between	 them	since	relationships	between	 them
are	 based	 on	 the	 colonial	 system	 of	 top-down	 communication	 in	 which	 there	 is	 very	 little
dialogue	 and	 understanding.	 This	 ‘top-down’	 approach	 also	 informs	 the	 ‘development’
strategies	 and	 programmes	 that	 are	 dictated	 by	 external	 economic	 interests	 and	 which	 are
passed	on	to	the	‘ignorant	masses’	for	implementation	for	their	betterment.

Hubert	Vilakazi	 has	 argued	 that	 the	 colonial-oriented	mindset	 has	 resulted	 in	 a	 peculiar
situation	whereby	 the	 knowledge	 of	 the	 principles	 and	 patterns	 of	African	 civilisation	 have
remained	with	ordinary,	 ‘uncertificated’	men	and	women,	especially	 those	 in	rural	areas.	He
points	out	that	historically,	intellectuals	of	any	civilisation	have	always	been	the	voices	of	that
civilisation	to	the	rest	of	the	world.	But	he	observes	that	the	tragedy	of	Africa,	after	conquest
by	the	West,	is	that	her	intellectuals,	by	and	large,	have	absconded	and	abdicated	their	role	as
developers,	minstrels	 and	 trumpeters	 of	African	 civilisation	 resulting	 in	 the	marginalisation
and	destruction	of	native	African	knowledge	systems,	cultures	and	institutions.

What	remained	alive	in	the	hearts	and	languages	of	the	overwhelming	majority	of	Africans
remained	untapped	because	the	‘uncertificated	Africans’	were	denied	respect,	recognition	and
opportunities	 for	 access	 to	 new	 forms	 of	 knowledge.	Consequently,	 they	 could	 not	 sing	 out,
articulate	and	develop	the	unique	patterns	of	African	civilisation	in	a	rapidly	changing	world.



The	challenge	now	is	to	move	forward	on	a	new	beginning	in	which	the	decolonised	university
plays	 a	 galvanising	 role	 in	 linking	Africa’s	 intellectuals	 to	 the	African	 people	who	 exist	 in
their	 ‘Sites	 of	Knowledge	 and	Wisdom’	 so	 that	 both	 can	 create	 a	 new	 relationship	 that	 can
enable	them	to	reconstruct	a	new	Africa.

The	current	state	of	Uganda’s	higher	educational	institutions

The	Marcus	Garvey	Pan-Afrikan	University	 (MPAU)	 is	 established	 in	Uganda	but	will	have
campuses	 across	 the	 continent.	 It	 is	 necessary	 to	 take	 account	 of	 the	 situation	 of	 higher
education	in	Uganda,	to	illustrate	the	general	challenges	facing	higher	educational	institutions
in	Africa,	for	the	situation	here	is	not	too	different	from	the	situation	in	other	African	countries.

Uganda	has	5	public	 and	28	private	universities,	which	produce	more	 social	 and	human
science	 than	 science	graduates.	According	 to	 current	 estimates,	 the	 ratio	between	 the	 two	 is
5:1,	with	the	consequence	that	most	Ugandan	university	graduates	lack	the	necessary	skills	to
effectively	convert	the	knowledge	they	acquire	at	universities	into	material	goods	and	services
to	assist	in	their	country’s	economic	growth.

Apart	from	Makerere	University,	which	is	the	major	national	public	university,	the	overall
ranking	of	Ugandan	universities	 and	 those	 specialised	 in	 science,	 technology	 and	 innovation
(STI)	 is	very	 low,	compared	 to	similar	 institutions	 in	other	developing	countries.	Hence,	 the
Uganda	National	Council	 for	Science	and	Technology	(UNCST)	regards	Uganda	as	having	a
weak	 research	 culture	 and	 lacking	 the	 necessary	 capacities	 to	 implement	 any	 technological
innovation	in	the	country.	This	is	evidenced	by	the	very	low	level	of	publication	of	research
results	in	internationally	recognised	journals.	Given	this	low	research	capacity,	the	amount	of
research	that	has	industrial	relevance	has	been	even	more	limited,	because	of	the	fact	that	basic
research	 is	 given	 higher	 priority	 than	 applied	 research.	Thus,	 all	 the	 universities	 in	Uganda
remain	 very	 much	 ‘Mode	 1’	 universities	 although	 recent	 challenges	 connected	 with
‘commercialisation’	of	university	education	have	led	to	some	changes.	Moreover,	 there	is	no
evidence	 that	 research	 carried	 out	 by	 private	 sector	 actors	 as	 well	 as	 non-governmental
organizations	 and	 private	 research	 centres	 is	 coordinated	 institutionally	 as	 to	 have	 any	 real
impact.

But	the	universities	still	play	the	leading	role	in	research.	A	UNCST	report	reveals	that	60
per	 cent	 of	 the	 research	 done	 in	 Uganda	 is	 carried	 out	 in	 universities,	 followed	 by	 public
research	centres	(30	per	cent)	and	minimally	 in	private	centres	(10	per	cent).	Public-private
research	initiatives	are	lacking	due	to	the	fact	that	government	policy	does	not	give	room	to	the
private	sector’s	involvement	in	public-private	research	initiatives.	To	make	matters	worse,	the
minimal	 linkages	 that	 exist	 between	 government	 departments	 and	 some	 private	 sector
institutions	 do	 not	 enhance	 coordination	 and	 knowledge-sharing	 between	 them	 and	 these
linkages	are	the	ones	currently	driving	the	few	technology	intensive	programmes	in	the	country.
This	limits	the	learning	process	that	should	be	taking	place	in	the	development	of	the	industrial
and	 biotechnological	 base	 in	 the	 country.	 Universities	 have	 not	 yet	 seen	 the	 importance	 of
approaching	 research	 and	 innovation	 through	 adoption	 of	 a	 doing-using-interacting	 mode
(which	has	resonance	in	African	cultures)	as	the	primary	means	for	the	incremental	innovation
and	technological	change	and	learning	in	Africa	instead	of	the	technology	transfer	mode.



In	this	respect,	the	UNCST	report	referred	to	above	observes	that	there	is	a	greater	need	to
strengthen	the	linkage	between	industry	and	the	tertiary	institutions.	The	industrial	and	business
sectors	need	to	be	consulted	on	areas	of	necessary	research	and	at	the	same	time	encouraged	to
fund	some	of	the	research	activities	that	would	be	of	benefit	to	their	sector.	Such	an	approach
would	 not	 only	 increase	 the	 level	 of	 funding	 for	 R&D	 but	 would	 also	 ensure	 relevancy	 of
results	 to	 contemporary	 economic	 and	 social	 problems.	 The	 same	 must	 be	 the	 basis	 with
university-community	 linkages	not	 only	 as	 a	 site	 for	 research,	 but	 as	 a	 source	of	knowledge
which	must	provide	innovative	ideas	to	the	universities.	The	communities	are	also	sources	of
resources,	including	financial	resources	that	can	add	to	the	R&D	input.

Establishment	of	the	Marcus	Garvey	Pan-Afrikan	University

MPAU	started	out	as	the	Marcus-Garvey	Pan-Afrikan	Institute	(MPAI),	which	was	granted	an
Interim	Authority	on	April	16,	2005	by	 the	Uganda	National	Council	of	Higher	Education	 to
operate	as	a	research	institute	from	that	day	for	a	period	of	three	years.	However,	the	Institute
was	not	officially	launched	until	July	9,	2005	when	it	begun	its	research	operations.	After	the
three	years	of	research	activity,	the	Institute	was	permitted	by	the	Council	to	apply	and	become
a	university	on	a	permanent	basis,	a	process	which	is	being	finalised	this	year	(2011).

Core	principles	of	MPAI-MPAU:	MPAU	stands	by	the	following	principles	which	are	drawn
from	 the	 African	 historical	 experience	 and	 heritage,	 which	 Africans	 have	 achieved	 through
interactions	with	other	communities	throughout	its	history:

The	principle	of	MA’AT	of	balance	and	connective	justice;
The	principle	of	restoration	and	harmony	in	the	community;
The	principle	that	the	African	community	is	dynamic;
The	principle	of	sovereignty,	democracy,	and	full	participation;
The	principle	of	self	reliance	and	interdependence;
The	principle	of	reciprocity	and	solidarity;
The	principle	of	honesty	and	uprightedness;	and
The	principle	of	transparency	and	cultural	accountability.

The	objectives	of	MPAU	comprise	the	following:

Undertake	 research	 in	 areas	 of	 African	 knowledge	 and	 wisdom	 and	 profile	 such
knowledge	into	a	global	research	agenda;

Conduct	 research	 that	 can	 recover	 and	document	African	women’s	 knowledge	 from	an
Afrikological	perspective;

Encourage	 and	 facilitate	 the	 use	 and	 terminological	 development	 of	 native	 African
languages	as	media	of	instruction	and	intellectual	discourse	at	all	levels;



Identify	 and	 strengthen	 Community	 Sites	 of	 Knowledge	 as	 one	 of	 the	 pillars	 of	 the
university;

Recruit	 researchers	 to	 undertake	 research	 on	 a	 new	 epistemological	 basis	 with(in)
Community	Sites	of	Knowledge	and	link	them	with	other	institutions	of	higher	learning	so
that	their	research	findings	can	be	exposed	to	peer	review	and	recognition;

Link	 some	 of	 the	 research	 activities	 to	 the	 university’s	 own	 staff	 development	 and
training	programmes;

Ensure	that	research	findings	are	shared	with	the	communities	from	which	the	knowledge
was	derived	including	documenting	them	in	their	respective	languages;

Utilise	the	results	of	the	research	to	develop	curricula	and	create	a	new	epistemology	that
can	mainstream	African	knowledge	and	wisdom;

Document	 all	 materials	 obtained	 through	 research	 both	 at	 the	 Community	 Sites	 of
Knowledge	and	at	the	Institute	so	that	libraries	can	be	built	both	at	community	levels	and
at	the	Institute;

Develop,	 in	 collaboration	 with	 other	 institutions,	 ICT	 projects	 that	 can	 link	 rural
communities	 to	 institutions	 of	 higher	 learning,	 secondary	 schools,	 primary	 schools,
hospitals,	spiritual	and	health	centres	for	purposes	of	e-learning	and	e-health	for	the	rural
communities;

Publish	 the	 results	 of	 the	 research	 in	 African	 languages	 and	 others	 in	 the	 form	 of
textbooks,	 monographs	 and	 booklets	 that	 can	 be	 used	 in	 kindergartens,	 primary	 and
secondary	schools	as	well	as	 institutions	of	higher	 learning,	so	 that	 these	materials	can
become	 the	 basis	 of	 developing	both	 a	 school	 and	university	 system	based	on	African
knowledge	systems;

Offer,	at	some	stage,	through	affiliations,	courses	on	Afrikan	indigenous	knowledge	and
wisdom	at	 diploma	or	 degree	 levels	with	 the	 existing	 institutions	of	 higher	 learning	 in
Uganda	and	elsewhere	in	Africa	as	well	as	globally	leading	to	joint	degree	awards;

Build	a	new	model	of	 the	 restorative	economy	based	on	 research,	 innovation,	 learning
and	 doing	with	Community	 Sites	Knowledge	 as	 sites	 of	 production	 and	 exchange,	 and
vice	versa;

Raise	resources	for	self-sustainability	of	the	institution;	and

Build	up	collaborations	and	partnerships	with	other	institutions	both	locally	and	globally
in	order	to	promote	the	above	objectives.

Why	pan-African,	why	Marcus	Garvey?	The	 university	 is	 designated	 as	 a	 ‘pan-African’



institution	in	recognition	of	the	continuing	efforts	by	African	people	to	create	an	African	nation
expressed	 in	 the	 need	 to	 establish	 the	 US.	 However,	 the	 concept	 of	 ‘pan-Africanism’	 has
undergone	several	understandings	promoted	by	different	schools	and	ideological	orientations.
Two	understandings	of	pan-Africanism	stand	out	in	the	course	of	the	struggles	for	leadership	of
Africans	in	the	Diaspora:	that	propounded	by	the	African-American	scholar	W.W.	Du	Bois	and
the	African-Jamaican	mass	mobiliser,	 largely	self-taught	Marcus	Garvey.	Du	Bois	advocated
securing	the	rights	of	Africans	to	participate	in	governments	in	their	respective	countries	and
later	for	self-rule.	Garvey,	on	the	other	hand,	advocated	the	uniting	of	all	Africans	the	world
over,	to	establish	a	bridgehead	on	the	continent	of	Africa	from	which	to	fight	colonialism	and
weld	the	whole	of	Africa	into	a	united	nation.

The	decision	to	name	the	University	after	Marcus	Garvey	is	a	celebration	of	his	devotion
to	making	African	people	not	only	self-governing	but	more	importantly	a	united	nation.	Garvey
believed	 in	 the	 power	 of	 the	 ordinary	 people	 to	 organise	 themselves	 into	 a	 powerful	 force
which	could	achieve	African	regeneration.	He	advocated	the	need	for	Africans	to	organise	and
not	agonise,	and	encouraged	them	to	educate	themselves	in	every	way,	arguing	that	no	one	had
the	monopoly	of	learning.

Marcus	 Garvey’s	 philosophy	 and	 opinions	 are	 one	 of	 the	 rich	 heritages	 of	 the	 African
people	 that	have	 inspired	MPAU	to	provide	 the	students,	adult	 learners	and	 the	communities
with	an	interactive	space	both	on	campus	and	CSOKs	where	they	can	learn,	research,	discuss
and	 expand	 on	 their	 existing	 knowledge	 and,	with	 their	 teachers	 and	 indigenous	 knowledge
experts	 in	 the	 community,	 deepen	 it	 as	 well.	 Such	 a	 process	 will	 enable	 them	 to	 carry	 out
theoretical	formulations	and	reflections	in	an	inter-disciplinary,	plural-disciplinary	and	trans-
disciplinary	 as	 well	 as	 comparative	 manner.	 The	 ultimate	 objective	 will	 be	 to	 generate
knowledge	 not	 only	 for	 its	 own	 sake	 but	 for	 the	 sake	 of	 utilising	 it	 in	 society	 by	 doing	 and
acting	 to	 transform	 their	 lives	 through	 interaction	with	 the	wider	world	 and	 humanity	 in	 the
process	of	African	recovery	and	rebirth.

Grounding	Research:	MPAI	 in	 its	 three	year	period	under	 the	 Interim	Authority	engaged	 in
research	in	African	knowledge	systems	and	also	carried	out	some	limited	teaching	in	research
methodologies	 to	 its	 researchers	 as	 well	 as	 in	 areas	 that	 aim	 at	 addressing	 both
epistemological	and	methodological	issues.	It	has	done	extensive	research	aimed	at	creating	an
epistemology	in	the	name	of	Afrikology	by	doing	research,	training,	documentation	and	cultural
exchange	with	certain	Sites	of	Knowledge	in	the	communities	such	as	clans,	cultural-	spiritual
shrines	for	restorative	justice,	health	practitioners	in	African	traditional	medicine	and	healing,
rural	 farming	 innovation	 and	 production	 cooperatives,	 etc.	 This	 organic	 linkage	 has	 proved
productive	 in	 that	 it	 has	 generated	 some	 important	 philosophical,	 epistemological	 and
methodological	papers	touching	on	the	following	issues:

Ways	of	thinking,	knowing,	doing	and	living	and	their	epistemological	significance;
Transitional	and	restorative	systems	of	justice;
African	pre-history	and	its	links	to	the	African	nations	of	today;
Traditional	herbal	medicines	and	African	healing	cosmologies	and	skills;



Alternative	 economic	 systems,	 including	 research	 in	 indigenous	 food	 crops	 and	 food
security	systems;	and,
African	native	systems,	principles	and	institutions	of	governance.

These	activities	started	as	grassroots	research	work	in	pastoral	communities	in	the	area	of
traditional	 conflict	 resolution.	 The	 research	 aimed	 at	 overcoming	 destructive	 cattle	 rustling
between	 the	pastoralists	and	 their	agricultural	neighbours,	but	which	 increasingly	had	 turned
inward	between	the	pastoralists	themselves	across	the	whole	region	straddling	the	countries	of
Kenya,	Uganda	and	Sudan.	The	research	enabled	a	dialogue	to	begin,	which	later	turned	into	a
questioning	 of	whether	 the	 research	 activities	were	 really	 reaching	 out	 to	 the	 real	 issues	 as
understood	by	the	pastoralist	communities.

This	questioning	led	to	a	further	programme	in	the	communities	and	attracted	the	interest	of
the	 New	 York-based	 Social	 Science	 Research	 Council	 (SSRC)’s	 programme	 on	 human
security	and	international	cooperation.	The	SSRC	idea	was	to	bring	together	into	a	‘pool’	‘all’
knowledge	produced	by	academic	scholars	and	‘practitioners’	in	their	‘intervention’	activities
so	 that	 such	 collected	 knowledge	 would	 be	 available	 to	 all	 ‘users.’	 Professor	 Nabudere’s
query	was	 that	 such	 a	 ‘pool’	was	 not	 inclusive	 of	 all	 the	 knowledge	 available	 in	Uganda	–
adding	 that	 such	 a	 proposed	 model	 would	 leave	 all	 ‘indigenous	 knowledge’	 out	 of
consideration.

The	SSRC	agreed	to	the	inclusion	of	custodians	of	such	knowledge	in	the	‘field	building’
activity	and	it	was	during	this	activity	that	the	epistemological	issues	became	transparent	for	it
turned	out	 that	 the	 ‘scholars’	 and	 ‘practitioners’	 had	 long	 assumed	 that	 their	 disciplines	 and
methodologies	 covered	 indigenous	 knowledge.	 This	 was	 rejected	 by	 the	 custodians	 who
insisted	 that	 their	 ways	 of	 knowing	 were	 different	 because	 they	 took	 into	 account	 the
communities’	cultural	and	spiritual	values,	whereas	the	‘modern’	scientific	approach	ignored
and	in	fact	castigated	these	as	‘superstitious.’

It	was	 in	 this	context	 that	MPAI	and	 later	MPAU	began	 to	engage	 in	research	at	a	higher
academic	level	wherein	issues	of	epistemology	came	to	the	fore.	These	efforts	crystallised	into
full-fledged	monographs	as	shall	be	seen	below.	Our	emerging	epistemological	shift	led	to	the
questioning	of	hitherto	dominant	Eurocentric	epistemologies,	including	the	Cartesian	paradigm
with	 its	pervasive	dichotomisations	 such	as	mind-body,	objective-subjective,	 logic-intuition,
and	so	forth.	In	our	quest	for	the	African	original	philosophy,	the	work	of	Jacob	H.	Carruthers
proved	 an	 important	 and	 critical	 reference.	 Carruthers	 argues	 that	 the	 ancient	 Egyptian
epistemology	 placed	 the	 five	 senses	 at	 the	 centre	 of	 knowledge	 creation.	 He	 restated	 this
epistemology	as	follows:

The	 seeing	of	 the	eyes;	The	hearing	of	 the	ears;	The	 smelling	of	 the	noses,	Are	made	 to	 rise	 to	 the	mind,	And
every	perception	is	caused,	To	come	forth,	And	the	tongue	repeats	the	Heart’s	thinking.

Carruthers	 points	 out	 that	 this	 proves	 that	 the	 Egyptians	 were	 aware	 of	 the	 difference
between	empirical	knowledge	and	divine	truth	and	their	inseparability.	Therefore,	the	task	of
Afrikology	 as	 an	 epistemology	 is	 to	 restore	 the	 African	 classical	 approach	 to	 knowledge
generation	 beyond	 the	 existing	 discourses	 and	 seek	 their	 divinational	 source	 in	 the	 ancient
African-Egyptian	discourse.	The	way	 forward	 is	 to	 find	how	knowledge	generated	 in	a	new



way	 can	 recover	 both	 empirical	 and	 divinational	 knowledge	 that	 has	 its	 roots	 in	 the	 living
Word	 as	 conserved	 and	 utilised	 in	 African	 languages	 throughout	 history.	 Carruthers	 quotes
Mabona	who	tried	to	explore	the	African	world-view	and	laid	down	the	following:

The	African	 is	symbolistic,	universalistic	or	 transcendentalist	 in	his	mentality.	His	basic	 tendency	or	orientation	 is
towards	being	as	one	...	he	is	transcendentalist	because	he	does	not	take	the	principle	of	contradiction	or	identity,
with	 their	sequel	of	almost	 infinite	distinctions	as	 the	starting	point	of	his	 thought	but	adopts	 rather	 the	dialectical
and	polyvalent	principle	of	the	Openness	of	the	Being.

For	 this	 reason,	Carruthers	 asks	whether	 this	 is	 still	 a	 realistic	world-view,	 and	 tries	 to
answer	the	question	himself	as	follows:

If	then	we	accept	this	as	a	valid	world	view,	it	is	apparent	that	our	goal	for	reorganizing	the	world	must	include	the
restoration	of	a	harmony	among	the	Creator,	Nature	and	Man.	This	is	the	only	world	that	produces	happiness	and
the	fulfillment	of	man.

Carruthers	adds	that	we	must	recreate	our	spiritual	foundations	‘because	all	our	organized
efforts	will	end	 in	disaster	as	 long	as	we	worship	alien	 ideologies	and	utopias	which	cause
our	estrangement	from	the	African	world.’	This	view	coincided	with	that	of	Cheik	Anta	Diop.
Thus,	we	needed	to	explore	how	we	could	actualise	Carruthers’	and	Diop’s	views	through	new
ways	of	knowing.	For,	as	Carruthers	puts	it,	‘it	is	the	new	knowledge	which	we	shall	produce
that	will	save	us	from	our	destruction	as	humans	and	as	a	universe.’

The	upshot	of	all	 these	efforts	was	a	monograph	written	by	Professor	Nabudere	entitled,
‘Epistemological	Foundations	and	Global	Knowledge	Production.’	At	 this	point,	 the	 issue	of
the	 establishment	 of	 a	 pan-African	 university	was	 raised	 in	 a	 paper	 by	Professor	Nabudere
entitled,	 ‘Towards	 the	Establishment	of	 the	Pan-African	University.’	Both	 these	papers	were
the	 outcome	 of	 intense	 dialogues	 and	 debates	 among	MPAI	 research	 fellows	 and	 experts	 in
Community	 Sites	 of	 Knowledge	 and	 touched	 on	 issues	 of	 identity,	 ancestrality,	 culture	 and
language	in	knowledge	production.

The	 first	 theoretical	 paper,	 which	 advanced	 Afrikology	 as	 an	 epistemology	 that	 was
capable	of	reaching	out	to	Community	Sites	of	Knowledge	was	again	produced	by	Professor
Nabudere	 entitled,	 ‘Towards	 an	 Afrikology	 of	 Knowledge	 Production	 and	 African
Regeneration,’	 which	 was	 published	 in	 the	 International	 Journal	 of	 African	 Renaissance
Studies	 of	 the	University	of	South	Africa	 (UNISA).	This	 theoretical	paper	was	discussed	at
Marcus	Garvey	and	the	Community	Sites	of	Knowledge	(CSOK),	and	was	further	developed
and	passed	through	a	series	of	versions	of	an	expanded	monograph	which	finally	came	to	be
referred	to	as	Afrikology,	Philosophy	and	Wholeness.	It	has	just	been	published	by	the	Africa
Institute	of	South	Africa	(AISA)	in	Pretoria.

In	the	meantime,	a	two-year	research	on	Restorative	Justice	and	International	Humanitarian
Law	 was	 carried	 out	 by	MPAI	 in	 five	 countries	 –	 Uganda,	 Kenya,	 Tanzania,	 Rwanda	 and
Sudan	 –	 to	 explore	 the	 epistemological	 basis	 of	 the	 concept	 of	 ‘justice’	 as	 understood	 in
African	cultures	and	also	as	understood	by	international	 law	in	order	 to	establish	a	possible
working	 relationship	between	 them.	This	 research	produced	a	Comprehensive	Report	which
can	be	found	on	the	MPAI	website,	which	was	discussed	at	an	international	conference	held	in
Nairobi,	Kenya.	The	conference	drew	the	attention	of	many	scholars	and	activists	from	many
countries	 and	 was	 attended	 by	 ministers	 of	 justice	 from	 the	 five	 countries	 as	 well	 as	 the



justices	 of	 the	High	Courts.	 The	 proceedings	 of	 the	 conference	were	 also	 published	 on	 the
MPAI	website.	This	report	was	able	to	point	to	a	philosophy	found	in	African	value	systems
which	we	called	 ‘restoration’,	which	 seeks	 to	 restore	 relations	 in	communities	 in	 a	broader
understanding	of	justice.

This	research	suggested	the	existence	of	a	deeper	relationship	between	the	epistemology	of
Afrikology,	trans-disciplinarity	and	hermeneutics	and	led	to	a	new	monograph	in	which	the	two
concepts	 of	 ‘restoration’	 and	 the	 epistemology	 of	 ‘Afrikology’	were	 explored	 together	with
Western	 disciplines	 through	 hermeneutics.	 The	 monograph	 was	 entitled,	 Research,	 Trans-
disciplinarity,	 Hermeneutics	 and	 Afrikology:	 Towards	 a	 Restorative	 Learning	 and
Understanding.	 This	 monograph	 is	 now	 being	 considered	 for	 publication	 by	 the	 Chair	 on
Developmental	 Education	 of	 the	 UNISA	 under	 the	 Chairship	 of	 Professor	 Catherine	 Odora
Hoppers.

Thus	 epistemologically	 speaking,	 the	 research	 and	 publications	 activity	 has	 laid	 the
philosophical,	 methodological	 and	 pedagogical	 basis	 for	 MPAU’s	 two-pillar	 strategy	 of
institutionalising	itself.	The	first	of	these	pillars	will	be	the	CSOK	with	which	the	university
campus	 will	 develop	 MoU	 and	 protocols	 to	 work	 together.	 The	 other	 pillar	 will	 be	 the
university	campus	and	institutes	to	be	located	all	over	the	African	continent	and	other	parts	of
the	world,	 especially	 the	African	 diasporas.	 The	MPAU	Strategic	 Plan	 lays	 down	 how	 this
work	is	going	to	be	developed	over	the	next	15	years.

During	2010,	a	programme	has	been	implemented	to	identify	CSOK	and	recruit	community
facilitators	 and	 motivators	 for	 training	 for	 three	 months.	 The	 research	 and	 training	 activity
involved	 identifying	 the	 individuals	 in	 the	 selected	 CSOK	 and	 the	 arrangement	 of	 their
transportation	to	the	University/Institute.	The	three	month	course	included	training	in	traditional
medicine	 and	 healing	 as	 well	 as	 restorative	 governance	 and	 justice	 by	 university	 staff	 and
experts	 from	 the	 communities.	 The	 detailed	 programme	was	wide-ranging:	 skills	 in	 dealing
with	 emergency	 cases,	 basic	 herbal	medicines	 and	healing	methods,	 food	 as	medicine,	 food
security	 and	 ecological	 farming.	 The	 restorative	 governance	 aspect	 involved	 training	 in
traditional	systems	from	the	extended	family	to	the	clan	and	the	traditional	institution	at	the	top
of	 the	 system.	The	 training	 and	 research	 also	 included	 prolonged	 practical	 activity	 hours	 at
CSOK.

After	 one	 month	 training,	 the	 course	 participants	 were	 required	 to	 retreat	 to	 their
communities	 to	 do	 three	 things:	 to	 identify	 the	 traditional	 knowledge	 systems	 concerning
medicine	and	 food	as	well	 as	governance;	 to	 listen	and	 record	what	was	being	heard	 in	 the
communities	and	discover	whether	they	were	now	able	to	discover	more	embedded	forms	of
communication,	 learning	and	meaning;	 introduce	some	of	 the	ideas	learnt	 in	the	course	to	the
community,	for	engaged	conversations	and	critical	integration.	The	course	trainer	was	able	to
visit	the	participants	in	their	home	areas	to	see	how	they	were	getting	on.	After	the	month,	the
participants	returned	to	the	Institute	and	were	expected	to	make	reports	 in	the	local	 language
about	 their	 experiences	 in	 the	 interactions	with	 the	 community	during	 the	month.	 In	 July,	 the
participants	came	back	to	the	final	month	to	present	their	experiences	for	discussion	with	the
other	participants	and	to	identify	issues	which	required	further	training.

This	 training	 has	 strengthened	 the	 basis	 for	 the	 ‘two	 pillar	 strategy.’	At	 least	 ten	CSOK
have	been	 identified	 that	 the	University	will	 start	working	with	when	 it	 obtains	 a	 license	 to



operate	as	a	university.	After	 the	course	participants	return	to	their	communities,	 the	Institute
staff	 is	 going	 to	 have	 further	 discussions	 with	 leaderships	 of	 the	 CSOK	 to	 identify	 and
determine	those	CSOK,	with	which	the	University	can	develop	Memoranda	of	Understanding
and/or	protocols	in	which	understandings	can	be	reached	between	the	university	and	the	CSOK
about	how	 the	 two	 institutions	 can	work	 together.	A	 similar	process	of	 community	 research,
palavers	 and	 training	 is	 also	 underway	 in	 Liberia	 with	 the	 oldest	 indigenous	 community
organisation	 in	 the	 country	 known	 as	 Susukuu.	 Similarly,	 community	 and	 clan	 organisations
from	Kenya	have	enthusiastically	come	on	board	through	the	bridgehead	of	cross-border	units
of	natural	affinity.

Decolonising	knowledge	generation

The	political	decolonisation	process	in	Africa	has	shown	that	a	mere	political	transformation
cannot	 lead	 to	 the	 freeing	of	our	economies	and	cultures.	 It	has	proved	 that	neo-colonialism
and	neo-imperialism	are	new	realities	of	life,	but	which	nevertheless	are	in	decline.	Hence	the
opportunity	must	be	taken	of	building	independent	economies	but	which	can	inter-relate	a	new
GLOCAL	world.	The	decolonisation	of	the	African	university	is	therefore	a	struggle	that	must
be	 fought	 in	 the	 context	 of	 political,	 economic,	 social	 and	 cultural	 decolonisation.	 It	 is	 not
simply	 a	 decolonisation	 of	 mind.	 This	 struggle	 for	 the	 new	African	 university	 is/would	 be
meaningless	 if	 it	 is	not	accompanied	or	under	girded	by	efforts	 to	chart	a	new	epistemology
that	draws	 its	 relevance	 and	 applicability	 from	African	grassroots	 communities	who	are	 the
custodians	and	transmitters	of	extensive	amounts	of	accumulated	knowledge	and	competence.
We	 have	 defined	 such	 an	 epistemology	 as	 Afrikology,	 which	 now	 informs	 our	 teaching,
research	and	dealing	with	the	CSOK.

Towards	Afrikology	as	a	universal	epistemology:	The	epistemology	of	Afrikology	attempts
to	liberate	us	from	Eurocentric	Cartesian	‘scientific’	epistemologies	and	methodologies	based
on	fragmented	academic	disciplines.	Afrikology	draws	its	legitimacy	from	the	universal	cradle
of	humanity	 from	which	all	humanity	originated	 to	spread	 to	 the	 rest	of	 the	world.	 Indeed	 in
many	ways,	the	concepts	and	categories	being	used	in	the	current	Western	epistemologies	have
their	 roots	 in	 the	 Egyptian	 cosmologies,	 but	 they	 have	 been	 inverted	 and	 ‘reduced’	 to	 suit
individual	interests	defined	by	the	Cartesian	grid.	Afrikology	as	an	epistemology	originated	in
the	 process	 of	 homo	 sapiens	 emerging	 from	 the	wombs	 of	 the	 universe	 and	 conceiving	 the
cosmology	 through	 which	 the	 emerging	 humans	 were	 able	 to	 explain	 their	 beingness
(ontology).	 For	 all	 practical	 purposes,	 this	 constituted	 their	 universe.	 By	 developing	 a
procedure	through	which	they	explained	what	they	experienced	to	be	the	universe,	they	created
knowledge	 about	 it.	 This	 epistemological	 procedure	 is	 recorded	 in	 the	Memphite	 Theology
now	 stored	 in	 the	 strong	 rooms	 of	 the	 British	 Museum.	 In	 this	 monograph,	 god	 Ptah	 who
represented	the	first	humans	is	recorded	to	have	stated:	‘Before	existence,	I	existed	 ...	 then	I
created.’	This	is	how	the	emergent	humans	came	to	create	knowledge	of	their	world.

What	is	this	procedure?	According	to	Theophile	Obenga,	the	articulator	of	the	philosophy
of	the	Egyptian	Pharaonic	period,	it	is	the	five	senses	that	empirically	experienced	the	realities
of	the	universe	and	reported	those	experiences	to	the	Heart.	The	Heart	then	pondered,	reasoned



and	conceived	the	meanings	of	what	the	senses	had	experienced	and	gave	them	Names.	Thus,
according	to	the	Ancient	Egyptians,	 it	was	the	Heart	 that	was	the	seat	of	 intelligence,	reason
and	 intellectual	 perception	 and	 that	 after	 the	Heart	 had	named	 the	 things	 that	 the	 senses	 had
experienced,	it	passed	on	those	names	to	the	Tongue,	which	finally	uttered	them	to	become	the
Words,	which	 later	constituted	 the	 languages.	Therefore	 in	 this	original	conception	of	 reality
and	in	the	original	epistemology,	speech	is	considered	sovereign	and	all	powerful	in	enacting
reality	 through	utterances	of	 the	names	of	 things.	 It	was	 through	 these	means	 that	 (writing)	–
hieroglyphs	were	 conceived	 as	 essential	 ontological	 signs	 endowed	with	 deep	meaning	 –	 a
consistent	order	of	discourse	which	involved	nature	as	a	human	value	in	the	overall	movement
of	existence.

Thus,	 at	 the	 beginning	 of	 the	 universe,	 there	was	Reason	 and	 only	 later	 came	 the	Word
uttered	by	the	Tongue	as	the	product	of	the	Heart.	According	to	Obenga,	even	before	bringing
into	being	the	reality	concretely	by	uttering	the	names	of	what	was	about	to	be,	the	demiurge
(God)	first	conceived	what	will	be	through	the	power	of	the	Word,	which	is	‘the	efficiency	of
creative	speech.’	This	discourse	also	holds	that	the	universe	did	not	emerge	out	of	nothing,	but
that	 it	was	 part	 of	 continuous	 self-created	 reality	 combining	 physical	 and	 sensual	 elements,
which	underline	 the	basic	 interconnectedness	between	nature	and	human	consciousness.	This
principle	 emphasises	 the	 interdependence	 and	 complementarity	 of	 nature	 and	 humans	 into	 a
wholesome	 relationship,	 a	 fact	 that	modern	 quantum	 physics	 and	mechanics	 discovered	 and
confirmed	 in	 the	 1920s.	 This	 principle	 also	 expresses	 the	 underlying	 law	 of	 nature	 of
transformation,	of	evolution	of	matter	through	time,	considered	as	a	divinity	–	khepera	–	which
still	continues	to	operate	connecting	all	existence	through	energy	and	movement.

According	 to	Gerald	Massey,	 the	 Irish	Egyptologist,	 the	myth-making	God	did	not	create
man	 in	 his	 image.	 Rather	 it	 was	man	who	 created	God	 in	 the	 image	 of	 animals	 who	were
considered	 superhuman.	 Hence	 there	 was	 no	 human	 figure	 personified	 in	 the	 mythology	 of
Egypt.	In	contrast	Western	mythology	began	with	God	creating	man	in	his	image	and	animals	as
subordinates	 of	 man.	 This	 has	 significance	 for	 the	 way	 much	 of	 Western	 scientific
epistemology	has	 suspiciously	 looked	upon	 anthropocentric	 ‘properties’	 (namely	 the	 senses)
considering	 them	‘subjective’	whereas	 the	Mind	was	 looked	at	as	being	‘objective.’	Thus	 in
the	 Cartesian	 epistemology,	 it	 is	 this	 ‘objectivity’	 of	 the	 Mind	 which	 must	 overcome	 the
anthropocentric	 ‘subjective’	 feelings	 of	 the	 body	 (namely	 the	 senses)	 which	 in	 the
epistemology	must	be	permanently	separated.

Thus	contrary	to	the	Cartesian	‘scientific	view’	of	the	universe,	this	original	epistemology
experienced	 and	 comprehended	 the	 universe	 as	 a	 self-created,	 orderly	 and	 well-organised
physical	 entity.	 This	 comprehension	 was	 expressed	 in	 many	 narrative	 formats	 including
mathematical	ones.	However,	the	attribution	of	self	motion	and	self	generation	to	the	universe
did	 not	 impart	 to	 it	 a	 machine-like	 character.	 The	 universe	 remained	 organic	 to	 human
existence	 and	 understanding.	 Therefore,	 our	 understanding	 of	 reality	 including	 science	 is
always	 limited	 and	 tentative.	 There	 can	 be	 no	 ‘scientific’	 view	 which	 is	 permanent.	 Only
human	capacity	to	create	new	meanings	and	knowledge	through	their	languages	is	permanent.
Hence	indigenous	knowledge	systems	all	over	the	world	are	permanent	because	they	are	self-
creating	and	self-validating.

The	principle	of	Ma’at	 is	 the	primordial	principle	which	gives	order	 to	all	values.	This



principle	expresses	the	universe	as	a	cosmic	order	and	as	part	of	truth-and-justice	that	allows
the	 Pharaoh	 to	 protect	 the	 country	 from	 disorder,	 chaos,	 famine	 and	 from	 misery.	 Ma’at
requires	that	all	men/women	living	in	society	must	conform	to	justice	and	truth,	hence	Ma’at	is
the	 supreme	 virtue	which	 guides	 and	measures	 all	 human	 activity.	Ma’at	 is	 the	 principle	 of
interconnectedness	 through	 justice	 and	 is	 a	 restorative	 principle	 that	 aims	 at	 the	 need	 for
balance	between	nature	and	society	and	between	individuals	in	that	society.

The	 Greek	 scholars	 like	 Plato	 and	 Socrates,	 according	 to	 Amin	 (1980),	 developed
‘scepticism’	 about	 some	 of	 these	 positions	 of	 the	 Egyptians,	 as	 conceived	 in	 the	 Cradle	 of
Humankind.	Plato,	according	to	Amin,	had	‘spent	time’	in	Egypt	as	an	aspiring	student,	but	did
not	 fully	 develop	 an	 understanding	 of	 the	 Egyptian	mystery	 system,	which	was	 the	 basis	 of
holistic	knowledge	in	Egypt.	If	he	had	done	so,	he	would	never,	according	to	Amin,	have	seen
the	need	for	another	cosmogony	‘with	universalist	pretensions’	deriving	‘from	reason	(of	 the
mind)	alone’	(Amin,	1988:	17–18).

Instead,	here	we	see	the	first	departure	from	this	important	organic	Egyptian	discovery	by
the	Greeks	who	preferred	to	move	in	the	direction	of	‘human	reason’	detached	from	the	human
body	and	senses	which	the	late	European	Enlightenment	accepted	as	the	basis	of	their	‘science’
and	 scientific	 disciplines.	 They	 did	 not	 see	 the	 interconnection	 between	 cosmic	 reason	 and
human	 reason	 through	 the	Word.	 This	 departure	 from	 the	 original	 epistemology	 begins	 in	 a
sustained	way	with	 the	writings	 of	Aristotle	 and	 his	 classification	 of	 the	 components	 of	 the
universe	 from	 the	 stars	 to	 the	 sublunary	world,	which,	Amin	 tells	 us,	 he	borrowed	 from	 the
Chaldean	 astrological	 tradition	 instead	of	 the	Egyptian	one	 (Amin,	 1988:	 17–18).	From	 this
moment,	the	tyranny	of	the	Western	narrative	began	to	be	superimposed	on	that	of	the	original
thought	 from	 the	 Cradle	 of	 Humanity	 and	 in	 the	 process	 marginalised	 it	 as	 a	 metaphysical
creation.

Professor	George	G.M.	James	in	his	book	The	Stolen	Legacy:	Greek	Philosophy	is	Stolen
Egyptian	 Philosophy	 –	 which	 has	 been	 so	 much	 maligned	 by	 Eurocentric	 ‘experts’	 and
‘Egyptologists’	–	contends	 that	Plato	began	this	process	of	mystification	by	reducing	 the	Ten
Virtues	 of	 the	 Egyptian	 mystery	 system	 to	 ‘Four	 Cardinal	 Virtues.’	 He	 regarded	 these	 as
subjective	principles	of	earthly	experience,	among	which	the	highest	good	was	happiness.	This
was	contrary	 to	 the	 teachings	of	 the	Egyptians,	which	required	an	initiate	 to	observe	the	Ten
Commandments	(or	Virtues)	in	order	to	gain	mastery	and	conquest	over	the	fetters	of	the	soul
and	 liberate	 it	 from	 them.	 The	 initiate	 was	 expected	 to	 undergo	 a	 series	 of	 initiations	 and
purification	 that	would	enable	him/her	 to	develop	his	 soul	 from	 the	human	stage	 to	 that	of	a
god.	This	was	known	as	 the	salvation	of	 the	soul	and	 the	attainment	of	 the	highest	good,	but
which	Plato	reduced	to	mean	the	highest	happiness	of	earthly	experience	instead	of	a	spiritual
experience	of	‘greatest	happiness.’	(James,	1992:	94–105)

In	subverting	these	principles,	Plato	assigned	earthly	wisdom	the	highest	place	outside	its
divine	 origins	 and	 source.	 From	 these	 wrong	 premises,	 he	 tried	 to	 apply	 some	 of	 these
subverted	principles	to	his	model	of	state	organisation	and	rule	in	his	proposal	for	a	republic
in	 Greece	 after	 the	 collapse	 of	 the	 Athenian	 ‘democratic’	 polis.	 According	 to	 Karl	 Marx,
Plato’s	Republic	was	a	formulative	principle	of	 the	state	organisation	 in	so	far	as	 the	social
division	 of	 labour	 was	 concerned.	 According	 to	 him,	 the	 Republic	 is	 only	 ‘an	 Athenian
idealisation’	of	 the	Egyptian	caste	 system:	 ‘Egypt	having	 served	as	 a	model	of	 an	 industrial



country	to	others	of	 its	contemporaries’	(Marx,	1976:	487–489).	In	fact,	according	to	James,
Plato’s	principles	of	an	ideal	state	were	imitations	of	the	attributes	of	the	soul	and	justice	as
understood	by	the	Egyptians.	James	further	states	that	according	to	Plato’s	model,	the	Republic
was	based	on	the	notion	that:

In	a	state,	virtue	should	be	the	chief	aim,	and	unless	philosophers	become	rulers,	or	rulers	become	philosophers	(as)
students	of	philosophy,	there	will	be	unceasing	troubles	for	states	and	humanity	at	large.	The	Ideal	State	is	modeled
upon	the	individual	soul,	and	just	as	the	soul	has	three	parts,	so	also	should	the	state	have	three	parts:	the	rulers,	the
warriors,	and	workers	(James,	1965:	99).

In	 this	way,	 the	Greek	 philosophers	 opened	 the	way	 for	 the	 abstraction,	 fabrication	 and
distortion	 of	 the	 ancient	 African-Egyptian	 wisdom	 as	 stored	 through	 the	 memories	 of
generations	 of	 thousands	 of	 people	 who	 had	 developed	 the	 system	 in	 the	 Nile	 Valley.	 The
Egyptians	 had	 attributed	 this	 wisdom	 to	 Tehuti	 (Thoth),	 the	 god	 of	 knowledge	 and
communication,	whom	the	Greeks	later	called	Hermes.	The	Greek	abstraction	and	fabrication
of	 the	 original	 and	 authentic	 epistemology	 was	 what	 the	 Europeans	 of	 the	 Enlightenment
adopted	as	the	basis	of	their	science	and	philosophy	in	their	attempts	to	learn	from	the	Greeks,
which	 they	called	 their	heritage,	oblivious	or	 forgetful	of	 the	 fact	 that	 the	Greeks	had	 learnt
most	of	the	philosophical	and	scientific	principles	from	the	Egyptians.

The	role	of	other	forms	of	knowledge:	Applied	to	the	universities’	role	in	the	communities,
the	 tracing	of	Afrikology	enables	us	 to	reconnect	 to	 the	origin	of	how	reality	was	conceived
and	how	it	has	continued	to	be	created	up	to	the	present	through	human	agency	and	language.
Years	ago,	 the	Senegalese	nuclear	physicist,	philosopher	and	Egyptology	Cheikh	Anta	Diop,
characterised	the	current	state	of	Western	knowledge	as	imbued	with	the	crisis	of	reason.	He
advocated	for	a	new	epistemology	no	longer	based	on	the	Greek	classical	‘excluded	middle,’
but	which	builds	on	 the	 results	of	 the	quantum	physics	which	proved	 the	 three	principles	of
classical	 physics	 to	 be	 wrong.	 These	 three	 principles	 are	 determinism,	 objectivity	 and
completeness.	These	three	principles	were	central	to	the	development	of	modern	science	from
the	European	Enlightenment	based	on	‘scientific	reason,’	hence	the	crisis	of	reason	as	a	result
of	the	‘quantum’	breakthrough.	The	resultant	astrophysics	and	microphysics,	according	to	Diop,
were	 leading	 to	 the	 birth	 of	 ‘superlogic’	 ‘that	 will	 no	 longer	 be	 hampered	 by	 the
archaeological	materials	of	thought,	inherited	from	the	previous	phases	of	the	evolution	of	the
scientific	mind’	(Diop,	1980:	370).

According	to	Diop,	this	‘superlogic’	must	lead	us	to	‘a	new	philosophical	concept,’	which
he	 calls	 ‘the	 logical	 availability	 of	mind’	 that	will	 transform	what	was	 logically	 absurd	 or
impossible	into	‘rational	fact.’	The	absolute	absurd	will	no	longer	exist	with	regard	to	reason,
which	will	confirm	Frederick	Engels’	observation	according	to	which	it	is	nature	that	corrects
the	 mind	 and	 not	 the	 reverse.	 In	 short,	 it	 is	 the	 ‘real’	 which	 helps	 the	 mind	 to	 refine	 its
rationality	and	not	the	other	way	round.	This	means	that	the	rationality	of	the	‘real’	is	based	on
facts	and	data	supplied	by	the	‘real’	(experience)	and	pronounced	by	the	Heart	and	 therefore
rationality	cannot	on	its	own	provide	the	facts	for	its	own	validation	without	the	word	created
by	the	Heart.

This	brings	the	discourse	about	the	scientific	methodology	or	positivism	and	hermeneutics



to	 a	 new	 understanding.	Once	 quantum	 physics	 and	mechanics	 drew	 attention	 to	 the	 limited
character	 of	 the	 Greek	 classical	 physics	 and	 a	 certain	 ‘doubt’	 and	 ‘uncertainty’	 was
established,	 it	 became	 clear	 that	 any	 scientific	 method	 that	 relies	 on	 the	 old	 classical
formulations	that	created	an	unbridgeable	gap	between	matter	and	mind	can	no	longer	be	relied
upon	 because	 it	 is	 deterministic.	Quantum	 physics	 and	mechanics	 and	 the	 ensuing	 relativity
principle,	 established	 a	 permanent	 interconnection	 between	 things	 that	 classical	 physics	 had
denied.	 Classical	 physics	 postulated	 an	 ‘excluded	middle’	 which	 was	 supposed	 to	 exist	 in
vacuum	 spaces.	 From	 that	 moment	 onwards,	 nothing	 could	 be	 comprehended	 without
understanding	the	other	dimensions	that	were	excluded.	There	could	no	longer	be	an	‘excluded
middle’	or	void	that	Greek	classical	physics	and	philosophy	asserted	to	exist	between	the	like
and	the	non-like.	This	also	affected	the	way	knowledge	was	organised	and	produced	through
fragmented	 often	 decentralised	 and	 non-inclusive	 academic	 disciplines,	 with	 ‘excluded
middles’	existing	between	 them	which	must	now	be	overcome,	 transcended	and	 transgressed
into	a	trans-disciplinary	epistemology.

This	 implied	 the	 emergence	 of	 a	 new	 ‘combined’	 scientist,	who,	 in	 the	words	 of	Diop,
would	no	longer	be	a	‘brute’	one	operating	on	the	basis	of	‘brute	facts,’	but	one	who	is	ethical
and	moral.	This	 is	 a	 scientist	who	will	 integrate	 his	 thought	with	 other	 thoughts	 in	 order	 to
reconcile	 man	 with	 himself	 (Diop,	 1980:	 375).	 This	 new	 ethics	 will	 take	 into	 account
objective	knowledge	and	 the	 interests	of	all	 the	human	species.	Diop	singles	out	ecology	as
one	area	in	which	the	scientist	can	‘defend	the	environment,’	which	is	tending	to	become	the
foundation	of	a	new	ethic	of	the	species,	based	on	new	knowledge:	‘The	time	is	not	too	far	off
when	the	pollution	of	nature	will	become	sacrilege,	a	criminal	act,	...	because	of	one	fact	that
the	future	of	humankind	is	at	stake,’	what	knowledge	or	the	‘science	of	the	epoch’	decrees	as
harmful	to	the	whole	group	becomes	progressively	a	moral	prohibition	(Diop,	1980).

The	community	sites	of	knowledge:	The	new	knowledge	that	Diop	talks	about	would	turn	out
to	 be	 the	 remnants	 of	 scientific	 knowledge	 that	 have	 survived	 in	 the	 dominant	 reductionist
epistemology,	 as	 well	 as	 the	 permanent	 indigenous	 knowledge	 systems	 that	 this	 dominant
epistemology	had	 ignored	and	underrated.	For	 it	 is	only	with	such	combined	knowledge	 that
the	new	knowledge	will	take	into	account	the	interests	of	all	humanity.	This	means	there	will
be	 need	 for	 ‘scientific	 method’	 to	 dialogue	 with	 the	 non-scientific	 method	 through	 a
hermeneutic	approach	in	order	to	create	the	new	knowledge.	This	will	require	the	scientist	to
‘open	up	towards	others’	and	take	into	account	their	knowledge	of	what	they	regard	as	reality
through	their	languages.	This	opens	up	the	path	for	a	new	epistemology	that	draws	on	the	above
approaches:	 hermeneutics,	 transdisciplinarity	 and	 Afrikology.	 We	 place	 emphasis	 on
Afrikology	 because	 it	 enables	 us	 to	 focus	 more	 directly	 to	 the	 humanistic	 traditions	 of
knowledge	generation	with	its	origin	in	the	Cradle	of	Humankind	and	its	divinational	sources.
Hermeneutics	 enables	 dialogue	 to	 take	 place	 between	 the	 disciplines	 and	 leads	 to	 trans-
disciplinarity	 but	 the	 latter	 is	 lacking	 in	 the	 spirituality,	 which	 can	 only	 be	 provided	 by
Afrikology.	 This	 is	 because	 Afrikology	 insists	 on	 a	 consistent	 and	 permanent	 dialogue	 and
communication	 between	 individuals	 and	 balance	 and	 between	 communities	 through	 the
constant	 creation	 of	 knowledge	 issuing	 from	 the	 Word	 conceived	 through	 the	 Heart	 and



manifested	in	languages.	Hence	in	Afrikology,	every	human	being	has	a	right	to	speak	and	for
others	to	listen	and	this	is	a	spiritual	condition.	The	new	science	can	only	emanate	from	this
recognition	 of	 the	 ancient	 and	 the	 modern	 through	 the	 Heart.	 This	 is	 why	 we	 refer	 to	 the
original	 epistemology	 as	 the	 epistemology	 of	 the	 heart	 as	 opposed	 to	 the	 Cartesian
epistemology	of	the	mind,	which	is	in	crisis.

Therefore	the	task	of	Afrikology	as	an	epistemology	is	 to	restore	the	ancient	approach	to
knowledge	 generation	 beyond	 the	 existing	 discourses	 and	 link	 it	 to	 the	 original	 divinational
sources	 in	 the	 ancient	 African-Egyptian	 discourse.	 This	 epistemology	 still	 recognises	 the
human	heart	as	the	seat	of	reason	and	truth.	It	is	still	the	heart	which	conceives	reality	by	giving
meaning	 to	 things	and	 situations.	 It	 is	 the	Word	of	Mouth	 through	 the	utterance	of	 the	 tongue
which	contributes	to	the	creation	of	language	in	which	all	humans	participate	in	creating.	Since
the	 creation	 of	 knowledge	 through	 language	 is	 endless,	 communication	must	 be	 endless	 and
orality	 must	 be	 the	 main	 form	 of	 creation	 and	 communication	 of	 knowledge.	 Afrikology
imposes	 a	 cognitive	 demand	 that	 knowledge	 creation	 should	 be	 through	 these	 means	 on	 a
permanent	basis.	This	 is	what	Diop	meant	when	he	suggested	 that	we	are	moving	 towards	a
new	philosophy,	 the	 logical	 probability	 of	mind,	which	 recognises	 no	 finality	 to	 knowledge
creation	through	the	word.

The	question	to	raise	in	view	of	the	crisis	of	reason	is:	‘Is	the	scholar	integrated	spiritually
and	materially?	What	is	the	scholars’	attitude	to	nature?’	To	answer	such	questions	will	require
a	spiritual	transformation	of	the	scientist	and	scholar.	For	this	to	happen,	the	alienated	scholar
has	 to	 undergo	 a	 cultural	 transformation,	 which	 can	 only	 happen	 if	 the	 scholar	 is	 anchored
within	 the	 cultural	 and	 linguistic	 environments	 of	 the	 situation	 he/she	 lives	 in.	 In	 short,	 the
scholars	 must	 be	 ideologically	 transformed	 to	 see	 through	 the	 conceptual	 and	 theoretical
frameworks	 they	 use	 and	 to	 cope	 with	 different	 meanings	 that	 cannot	 sometimes	 be
linguistically	translatable	even	in	the	mathematico-logico	languages	of	modern	science.	This	is
even	more	so	if	new	centres	of	knowledge	and	learning	have	to	be	organisationally	structured
to	accommodate	 this	 fragmentation	and	compartmentalisation,	where	 the	epistemological	and
ideological	 elements	 are	 already	 pre-determined	 in	 the	 structures	 to	 be	 erected	 and	 the
individuals	to	be	deployed.

These	 epistemological	 and	methodological	 approaches	must	 be	 undermined	 if	we	 are	 to
make	 any	 progress	 in	 advancing	 scholarship	 under	 conditions	 of	 decolonising	 the	 university
and	knowledge.	African	scholars	together	with	the	African	communities	have	to	create	a	new
world	by	being	able	 to	 recognise	 their	 existing	cosmological	worlds.	As	we	move	 from	 the
outside	of	ourselves	to	the	inside,	we	have	to	define	new	approaches	of	understanding	that	are
appropriate	to	the	African	world.	This	requires	a	revisiting	of	the	sciences	because	the	current
social	science	disciplines	as	well	as	the	scientific	epistemology	itself	cannot	in	their	present
format	be	able	to	handle	the	complex	human	problems	of	our	time.	What	is	required	is	to	adopt
a	 hermeneutic	 approach	 that	 interfaces	 science,	 the	 social	 and	 human	 sciences	 as	 well	 as
indigenous	knowledge	systems	into	a	dialogue	to	reach	an	understanding	in	a	combined	global
system	of	knowledge.	This	will	be	enhanced	if	we	move	towards	an	Afrikology	of	knowledge
that	enables	us	to	engage	with	CSOK	on	a	permanent	basis	through	a	transformed	academy	that
links	the	campus	and	the	communities.

The	Strategic	Plan	of	the	MPAU	points	out	that	the	promoters	of	the	university	must	draw



on	 the	 African	 knowledge	 heritage	 in	 order	 to	 create	 an	 institution	 which	 stands	 on	 ‘two
pillars’	–	one	pillar	in	the	communities	as	centres	of	research	and	knowledge	production,	and
the	 other	 pillar	 at	 the	 university	 campus.	 Both	 these	 ‘pillars’	 participate	 in	 the	 research,
recovery,	 analysis,	 systemisation,	 mainstreaming	 and	 disseminating	 of	 the	 knowledge	 to	 a
wider	global	community.

Therefore,	 the	 vision	 of	 the	 MPAU	 is	 to	 link	 Afrikan	 communities	 as	 depositories	 of
African	 culture	 and	 knowledge	 with	 the	 university	 for	 the	 implementation	 of	 field	 and
theoretical	 research	 collaboration.	 MPAU	 is	 therefore	 dedicated	 to	 the	 epistemological
rediscovery	and	research	based	on	 locating,	promoting,	managing	and	developing	of	African
knowledge	 and	 wisdom,	 so	 that	 the	 product	 can	 become	 part	 and	 parcel	 of	 the	 global
knowledge	systems	in	the	process	of	economic	self-emancipation	of	the	entire	humanity.
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LOOKING	FOR	UNITY	IN	KNOWLEDGE	DOMAINS:
RE-INVITING	ART	AND	SCIENCES

TO	HOWZEH	YE	ELMYIE
Mohammad	Reza	Aghaya

Vice-President,	University	of	Religions	and	Denominations,	Qom,	Iran

Before	starting	high	school,	I	persuaded	my	parents	to	move	to	Qom	from	Tehran.	The	change
was	 to	 enable	me	 to	 go	 to	 the	 well	 known	Qom	Howzeh	 (seminary)	 instead	 of	 the	 typical
modern	schools.	There	I	wished	to	experience	an	entirely	different	kind	of	learning	and	living.

Where	or	what	is	Howzeh	ye	Elmyie?

What	we	know	today	as	Howzeh	goes	back	 to	 the	first	days	of	 Islam,	when	 the	Qur’an	was
revealed	 to	 Prophet	Mohammad	 SAW.	God	 through	 his	words	 in	 the	Qur’an	 invited	 Prophet
Mohammad	(similar	to	previous	Prophets)	to	recite	to	people	his	signs,	purify	them,	and	teach
them	the	Book	and	wisdom:

It	is	He	who	has	sent	among	the	unlettered	a	Messenger	from	themselves	reciting	to	them	His	verses	(signs)	and
purifying	them	and	teaching	them	the	Book	and	wisdom	although	they	were	before	in	clear	error.	(al-Jumaah:	2)

During	the	very	first	years	of	Islam	some	of	the	Prophet’s	family	(Ahlulbayt)	and	some	of
his	 companions	 (Asha’b)	 followed	 him	 and	 continued	 his	 way	 in	 reciting	 God’s	 signs,
purifying	people	 and	 teaching	 them	 the	Book	and	wisdom.	Ahlulbayt	 and	Asha’b	 spread	 the
word	 to	a	number	of	 cities	 and	 thus	many	schools,	 sects	 and	communities	were	established.
And	now	the	term	Howzeh	ye	Elmyie	is	mostly	used	to	describe	that	knowledge	domain	which
grew	 through	 the	Ahlulbayt	 and	 their	Shia	 followers.	The	 city	 of	Qom	 today	 represents	 this
nexus.

In	Iran,	there	are	different	schools	which	date	back	to	the	Prophet	SAW	himself	and	teach
his	teachings.	The	history	flows	throughout	and	is	based	on	completely	different	assumptions
than	 those	 in	 modern	 schools.	 The	 basis	 of	 teaching	 in	Howzehs	 is	 the	 Qur’an	 and	 Islam.
Everything	else	revolves	around	this.

So	 far	 in	 my	 learning	 journey,	 I	 have	 gone	 through	 many	 transformations.	 The	 most
important	 changes	 were	 making	 decisions	 on	 what	 to	 study.	 This	 has	 led	 me	 to	 a	 kind	 of
confused	state.	In	this	state	I	have	started	thinking	of	what	my	problem	is	and	how	to	solve	it.
In	 this	 stage	 I	 have	 not	 really	 been	 able	 to	 pinpoint	 an	 issue	 within	 myself	 which	 would
compell	me	not	to	stick	to	a	particular	field	of	study	and	complete	it.	So	the	next	step	was	to
think	that	there	might	be	a	serious	issue	with	the	areas	of	studies	that	I	am	into.	Is	it	possible
that	my	issues	really	lie	in	how	all	fields	of	study	have	been	fragmented?

Why	are	university	majors	becoming	more	and	more	isolated	from	one	another,	and	why



cannot	the	interdisciplinary	subjects	really	make	changes	either?

Why	is	not	there	a	university	where	a	student	or	scholar	can	study	the	whole	world	or	the
world	as	a	whole	in	their	field	work?

Why	is	studying	separated	from	working	and	in	turn	working	and	studying	separated	from
living?

And	why	is	not	there	a	sense	of	complete	relationship	between	work	and	studies?

What	I	am	looking	into	is	to	make	possible	a	unity	between	science,	the	world	and	the	life
of	the	people	living	this.	I	am	looking	for	a	rope	which	would	be	able	to	connect	or	link	all	of
these	different	attributes	together.	The	integration	of	religion,	art	and	science	in	both	learning
and	practice	has	been	an	important	factor	in	Howzeh,	which	I	intend	to	explore	thoroughly.

Roots	of	knowledge	in	Howzeh	ye	Elmie

To	explore	further	what	I	have	just	recounted,	I	need	to	look	for	the	roots	of	knowledge	and	its
shape	in	Howzeh	ye	Elmie.	The	Qur’an	is	the	main	source.	The	Qur’an	for	the	scholars	in	this
domain	is	the	word	of	God	revealed	as	clarification	of	all	things,	as	guidance	and	mercy	and
good	tidings	for	Muslims.

And	[mention]	 the	Day	when	We	will	 resurrect	among	every	nation	a	witness	over	 them	from	 themselves.	And
We	will	bring	you,	 [O	Muhammad],	as	a	witness	over	your	nation.	And	We	have	sent	down	to	you	 the	Book	as
clarification	for	all	things	and	as	guidance	and	mercy	and	good	tidings	for	the	Muslims.	(al-Nahl:	89)

The	 statement	 of	 ‘clarification	of	 all	 things’	 is	 splendid.	 It	 leads	me	 to	God	 as	 absolute
knower	who	is	the	just	one	who	knows	everything.	The	second	source	and	root	of	Howzeh	are
the	Sonat	 or	 the	 acts	 and	words	 of	 Prophet	Mohammad	 and	 the	 thirteen	 innocents	 from	 his
Ahlulbayt	who	continued	his	mission.	The	Prophet	and	Ahlulbayt	in	the	belief	of	the	Shia	are
connected	 to	 God’s	 source	 of	 knowledge	 and	 also	 based	 on	 this	 connectivity	 they	 know
everything	and	because	of	their	innocence	they	are	free	of	faults.	Thus	they,	like	the	Qur’an,	are
trustworthy.	The	Qur’an	is	the	most	clear	mine	of	God’s	knowledge1	and	Ahlulbayt	contain	this
mine	in	their	heart	and	they	explain	it	through	their	words	and	their	acts.2

Until	 329	 Hegira,	 Shia	 scholars	 had	 access	 to	 the	 Prophet	 or	 Imams.	 They	 asked	 their
questions	 from	 them	and	 they	shared	 the	answers	with	 the	people.	So	until	 this	 time	most	of
Shia	knowledge	was	their	knowledge	about	God’s	words	on	the	one	hand	and	the	Prophet	and
Imams’	words	on	 the	other	hand.	They	used	Ahlulbayt	words	 for	better	understanding	of	 the
words	of	God	and	viewed	the	world	through	these	words	and	tried	to	connect	 themselves	to
God’s	source	of	knowledge	in	this	way.

After	 the	Great	Absence	 of	 the	Twelfth	 Imam,	 there	was	 no	 direct	 access	 any	 longer	 to
Imams	and	it	was	an	immense	challenge	for	Howzeh.	This	was	the	main	reason	for	creating	the
systematic	approach	to	understanding	the	world	and	its	rules	through	religion	or	in	other	words



–	Ijtihad.
At	 this	 stage	 the	 third	 source	 of	 knowledge	 in	 Howzeh,	 reason	 (Aghl),	 gained	 in

importance.	So	it	is	that	during	the	ages	these	three	main	sources	of	Howzeh	through	the	ijtihad
of	Mujtahedin	were	created	and	developed,	and	maintained	the	knowledge	and	wisdom	after
the	Prophet	and	the	Imams.

The	shape	of	knowledge	in	Howzeh

The	shape	of	knowledge	in	Howzeh	should	be	close	to	the	shape	of	knowledge	in	God,	united
and	encompassing	all	things.

It	 is	Allah	who	has	 created	 seven	heavens	 and	of	 the	 earth,	 the	 like	 of	 them.	 [His]	 command	descends	 among
them	 so	 you	 may	 know	 that	 Allah	 is	 over	 all	 things	 competent	 and	 that	 Allah	 has	 encompassed	 all	 things	 in
knowledge	(al-Talaq:12).

The	Qur’an	as	God’s	words	 is	 just	one	book	 in	which	every	necessary	guide	 for	human
beings	is	presented	and	it	 is	 impossible	to	separate	it	 into	different	parts.	In	the	Qur’an	God
describes	his	world,	why	he	created	the	heaven,	earth,	different	kinds	of	visible	and	invisible
creatures,	and	why	he	created	human	beings	as	his	successors	in	the	world.	He	describes	the
rules	and	ethics	people	 should	adhere	 to	 in	 interaction	with	 themselves,	with	 their	 congener
and	with	the	world.	In	the	Qur’an	God	tells	us	about	previous	Prophets,	previous	generations
and	their	events,	and	his	words	and	discourse	are	absolutely	magnificent,	and	a	miracle	 like
his	world.

The	Prophet	Mohammad	SAW	and	the	Imams,	like	the	Qur’an,	described	all	of	religion	and
all	of	knowledge,	and	not	one	 for	ethics,	 another	one	 for	 jurisprudence,	another	 for	 science,
and	others.	Prophet	Mohammad	SAW	described	himself	as	a	city	of	knowledge	and	Ali	as	the
city’s	door.3	What	I	can	understand	here	is	that	the	Prophet	Mohammad	is	the	person	to	whom
the	Qur’an	(God’s	words)	was	revealed;	thereafter	he	carries	God’s	knowledge	inside	himself
and	 Imam	Ali	 is	 the	door	 to	 enter	 this	 city	of	knowledge.	Howzeh	 in	many	periods	was	 the
place	for	every	kind	of	knowledge	about	God’s	words	and	God’s	world.	I	do	not	claim	that	in
every	period	of	Howzeh	every	kind	of	knowledge	was	integrated.	But	I	guess	this	integration	is
the	origin	of	knowledge	that	Howzeh	tries	to	understand,	represent	and	work	with.	That	is,	the
integration	of	study	and	work	with	God’s	words	to	studying	and	working	with	God’s	world.

What	 in	 Howzeh	 and	 some	 eras	 of	 Islamic	 civilisation	 made	 these	 vast	 and	 different
sciences	united	was	the	revelation.	All	sciences	and	scientists	gathered	around	God’s	words,
the	creator	of	the	subjects	and	objects	of	the	sciences.	His	words	act	as	guidance	for	them	and,
like	a	rope,	integrate	science	and	knowledge	domains	together.

Why	fragmented	knowledge?

One	of	 the	 reasons	 I	 could	discover	 for	 those	 times	 in	 the	history	of	Howzeh	 that	 created	 a
distance	 and	 a	 gap	 between	 studying	 God’s	 words	 and	 God’s	 world	 was	 the	 separation
between	the	sources	of	knowledge	among	scholars	(Qur’an,	Sonat	and	Reason).



For	example,	at	 the	end	of	the	tenth	Hegira	century	(17th	century)	after	 the	death	of	great
Mujtaheds	 and	 scholars	 like	 Mohaghegh	 e	 Karaki	 	 Mohaghegh	 e	 Ardebili	

	 and	 Sheikh	 Bahaei	 	 a	 very	 radical	 school	 appeared	 in	 the	 name	 of
Akhbarigari	or	Ekhbarion	which	believed	that	they	could	not	trust	their	mind	and	reason	and
their	 understanding	 of	 the	 Qur’an.	 Therefore	 their	 only	 focus	 was	 on	Akhbar	 which	 means
those	traditions	they	received	from	the	Prophet	and	Imams	in	some	reliable	books.	In	this	way
the	 sources	 and	 roots	 of	 understanding	 became	 limited	 and	 it	 became	 a	 real	 danger	 to	 the
dynamic	 tradition	of	 ijtihad	and	 the	unity	of	sciences	 in	Howzeh.	Shahid	Motahhari	 says	 the
appearance	 and	 methods	 of	 this	 school	 were	 close	 to	 and	 influenced	 by	 the	 empiricism
movements	in	Europe.4

Another	reason	was	the	separation	process	that	academia	has	started.	What	initially	began
was	 a	 separation	 between	God’s	words	 and	God’s	world.	 After	 the	 European	Renaissance
there	 was	 no	 place	 for	 God’s	 world	 in	 modern	 schools	 and	 universities.	 They	 cut	 the
relationship	 between	 the	world	 and	 its	 creator	 and	 named	 all	 creatures	 as	 nature.	 Then	 for
understanding	 it	 and	 working	 on	 it	 there	 was	 no	 need	 to	 understand	 God’s	 words.	 In	 this
world-view,	religion	is	a	myth	and	there	is	no	relation	to	understanding	nature	through	God’s
words	and	vice	versa.

Howzeh	and	Muslim	schools	of	thought	and	education,	consciously	or	unconsciously,	were
awed	 by	 the	 Western	 assumptions	 on	 knowledge,	 religion,	 art	 and	 sciences	 and	 therefore
specialising	 themes	started	 to	enter	Howzeh.	After	 this,	 one	major	 assumption	 that	 gradually
appeared	was	 the	 separation	 between	 religion	 and	 politics	 (as	 the	 science	 of	 devising	 and
working).	The	 title	of	 those	who	were	studying	 in	Howzeh	changed	from	scholar	or	Alem	 to
religious	scholar,	one	who	 just	 studies	and	discusses	 religious	 texts	without	any	concern	 for
other	 social	 or	 natural	 topics.	 These	 new	 kinds	 of	 scholars	 in	Howzeh	 that	 just	 dedicated
themselves	 to	 studying	 religion,	 produced	 only	 knowledge	 about	 religion,	 not	 religious
sciences.	 As	 far	 as	 my	 knowledge	 about	 the	 contemporary	 history	 and	 situation	 of	 Qom’s
branch	 of	Howzeh	 goes,	 I	 see	 two	major	 processes	 that	 highly	 influenced	 today’s	 shape	 of
knowledge	and	sciences	in	Qom.

One	 is	Allameh	 Tabatabai	 and	 his	 influential	 school	 on	wisdom,	mysticism	 and	Qur’an
interpretation;	and	the	second	is	Imam	Khomeini	who	brought	back	religion	into	social	life	and
invented	a	religious	theory	of	governance	in	Fiqh	and	fulfilled	it	 in	practice.	What	I	observe
from	the	efforts	of	Allameh	Tabatabai	is	the	deep	and	gradual	integration	between	the	sciences
currently	 in	 Howzeh.	 Also,	 he	 placed	 the	 Qur’an	 in	 the	 centre	 and	 circulated	 mysticism,
philosophy,	 traditions,	 and	 other	 studies	 around	 it.	 This	 custom,	 forgotten	 for	many	 years	 in
Howzeh,	 was	 revived	 by	 him.	 And	 what	 I	 feel	 by	 the	 efforts	 of	 Imam	 Khomeini	 is	 the
interrelation	he	made	between	religion	and	social	 life	especially	 in	politics	and	governance.
He	rebelled	against	the	assumption	of	the	separation	between	religion	and	politics	and	tried	to
prove	this	interaction	in	theory	and	practice.

After	 the	Islamic	revolution	in	Iran,	Qom’s	branch	of	Howzeh	has	started	on	 its	new	and
challenging	period.	Because	of	the	Islamic	roots	of	this	revolution,	Howzeh	very	soon	became
responsible	for	solving	and	responding	to	the	problems	and	questions	that	were	raised	by	the
nation	and	its	governors.	Thankfully,	with	Imam	Khomeini’s	and	Allameh	Tabatabai’s	efforts,
some	domains	of	knowledge	like	politics	and	other	devising	sciences,	philosophy	or	wisdom



and	mysticism	were	brought	back	 to	 the	mainstream	Howzeh	 teachings.	After	 the	 revolution,
the	interaction	between	Howzeh	and	the	universities	increased	and	as	one	result	of	this,	most	of
the	humanities	fields	in	the	universities	also	came	to	Howzeh.	Presently	many	universities	and
institutions	inside	Howzeh	study	and	work	in	these	fields.

For	me	these	new	changes	in	Howzeh	have	two	different	dimensions,	one	positive	and	the
other	 negative.	 The	 positive	 dimension	 is	 that	 these	 efforts	 for	 bringing	 some	 fields	 from
universities	can	help	in	returning	and	integrating	all	domains	of	knowledge	together	and	come
close	 to	 a	 unity	 in	 knowledge.	 But	 the	 negative	 aspect	 is	 that	 these	 fields	 that	 come	 from
universities	to	Howzeh	will	come	with	their	own	assumptions,	 they	are	mostly	developed	by
fragmented	 Western	 ideology	 and	 they	 can	 potentially	 cause	 more	 separation	 between	 the
knowledge	domains	in	Howzeh.

What	is	in	my	mind?

In	 this	 time	and	age,	when	majority	of	 the	people	 try	 to	be	more	 specialised	and	narrowed,
even	talking	about	integration	of	religion,	art	and	science	is	not	easy.	I	am	searching	for	finding
some	ways	for	this	integration.	As	I	said	earlier,	I	think	this	integration	and	unity	is	the	origin
of	 religious	knowledge,	a	kind	of	knowledge	 that	 in	every	aspect	 tries	 to	be	connected	with
God’s	source	of	knowledge,	and	Howzeh	has	this	claim.

Now	 almost	 all	 of	 humanity’s	 disciplines	 exist	 in	Howzeh’s	 atmosphere	 but	 not	 as	 the
major	 stream.	 These	 disciplines	 are	 studied	 and	 taught	 in	 Howzeh-based	 universities	 and
institutions.	 It	 is	 obvious	 that	 most	 of	 these	 disciplines	 are	 developed	 by	 modern	Western
academia	and	with	very	limited	concern	about	religious	beliefs	like	creation	and	viewing	the
world	and	humans	as	God’s	creatures.	There	are	many	efforts	in	Iran	to	bring	Islam	back	into
these	sciences	but	what	I	find	most	inspiring	is	the	thought	of	Ayatollah	Javadi	e	Amoli.	What	I
will	propose	here	is	highly	influenced	by	his	words,	lessons	and	works.

If	we	now	consider	the	sciences	that	they	produce	in	Howzeh	as	Islamic	knowledge,	it	is
because	they	interpret	and	work	by	God’s	words.	Then	if	in	universities	instead	of	interpreting
and	working	with	nature,	they	interpret	and	work	with	God’s	creation,	then	their	sciences	and
knowledge	would	be	Islamic	and	religious.	This	seems	easy	in	theory	but	extremely	difficult	in
practice.	This	belief	cannot	come	with	orders,	policy	and	regulations;	 it	can	only	come	from
the	heart	of	practicing	and	believing	scholars.

By	the	way,	what	if	we	invite	natural	sciences	to	Howzeh	(like	the	humanity	studies	which
had	 entered	before)	 and	 change	 them	 to	 creation	 sciences,	 or	what	 if	we	 try	 to	develop	our
traditional	 creature	 sciences.	 You	 know	 why	 I	 am	 talking	 about	 this	 invitation?	 Because	 I
cannot	imagine	and	understand	the	separation	between	sciences	and	religion.	So	why	not	try	to
make	Howzeh	again	a	place	for	all	possible	knowledge	domains	that	are	united	by	the	Qur’an
as	the	guidance	for	his	worlds.

In	the	Qur’an,	God	in	some	different	verses	says	that	I	created	heaven	and	earth	and	what
they	include	as	a	sign	to	myself	and	to	you	(human).	Think	and	reflect	on	who	did	this	and	why.
Howzeh	has	the	potential	to	integrate	its	religious	knowledge	with	sciences	because	almost	all
of	 the	 scholars	who	 live	 in	 it	 believe	 that	 this	 world	 is	 God’s	world,	 but	 we	 stopped	 and
abandoned	studying	and	working	on	it.



This	first	integration	(between	religion	and	sciences)	probably	will	lead	to	the	next	steps
of	this	process	and	that	is	creation	(art).	I	guess	creation	is	not	the	work	of	every	scholar,	and
this	 is	 just	 limited	to	Allah’s	successors,	who	like	their	creator	add	beauty	and	perfection	to
the	world	through	their	works	and	their	habits.

Ayatollah	Javadi	e	Amoli	has	a	superb	classification	about	the	duties	of	 the	successor	of
Allah	that	I	think	can	be	principles	guiding	and	governing	the	educational	community.

World	viewing
World	watching
World	beautifying

And	I	put	for	the	first	one,	religion;	for	the	second,	sciences;	and	for	the	third,	art.
God	created	his	world	as	a	sign	to	himself,	to	thinkers	to	find	him	and	know	him.	Whoever

understands	 this	 fact,	will	care	about	 the	world	and	also	himself	or	herself	and	all	of	God’s
creatures.	Whoever	becomes	the	successor	of	Allah	is	the	person	who	has	monotheistic	world
viewing,	has	purified	himself	or	herself,	and	is	attributed	with	good	ethics.	Such	a	person,	like
his	creator,	will	also	create	and	imagine	how	beautiful	his	or	her	creatures	are.

What	 can	 unite	 these	 different	 aspects	 is	 that	 world	 viewing	 that	 just	 can	 be	 obtained
through	 God’s	 words	 and	 revelation.	 Revelation	 is	 central	 because	 without	 it	 there	 is	 no
knowledge	about	the	reason(s)	of	this	huge	creation	and	the	explanation	for	who	is	the	creator.
Without	 it	 there	 is	no	explanation	about	 invisibles,	 the	 truths	of	 things	and	hereafter.	Without
revelation,	 killing	 each	 other	 for	 money	 or	 land	 or	 recently	 survival	 can	 be	 accepted	 and
without	 it,	human	beings	will	be	lost	 in	 just	superficialities	of	 this	world	and	no	guide	after,
before	or	inside	it.

My	 question	 is	 which	 kind	 of	 education	 can	 facilitate	 this	 kind	 of	 Allah’s	 successors’
growth?	How	can	we	have	it	or	re-obtain	it	in	Howzeh?

Maybe	we	will	be	able	to	restart	a	new	institution,	university,	community,	where	students
and	 teachers	 (Talabeh:	 who	 seeks	 knowledge	 and	 truth)	 dedicate	 themselves	 to	 those	 three
principles,	world	viewing,	world	watching	and	world	beautifying.	By	working	and	reflecting
on	God’s	words	and	works,	 they	earn	and	make	their	world-view	(religion),	 they	care	about
what	God	made	and	try	to	save	it	(including	themselves,	human	beings,	and	all	creatures)	well
and	hand	it	over	to	the	next	generation	(science)	and	one	day,	they	will	start	to	create	and	add
beauty	to	this	world	by	their	good	ethics	and	good	works	(art),	but	it	is	not	the	end.	They	are
all	travellers	that	leave	this	world	and	return	to	Allah	and	start	their	eternal	life.

Who,	when	disaster	strikes	them,	say,	‘Indeed	we	belong	to	Allah,	and	indeed	to	Him	we	will	return.’	(al-Baqarah:
156)

For	restarting	this	project	many	things	are	needed	–	from	honest	intents,	honest	donations,
resources,	 theories,	 buildings,	 and	 strategies	 but	what	 is	more	 important	 than	 all	 this	 is	 that
people	deeply	believe	and	want	to	do	this.	And	which	strategy	is	more	powerful	than	patience
that	these	people	find	each	other?	For	me	as	a	young	and	fast	person	talking	about	patience	is
weird,	but	I	have	not	been	able	to	find	anything	stronger	than	this	as	yet.



Notes

1.	Abdallah	Javadi	Amoli,	Shams	Alvahi	Altabrizy,	Qom,	2007,	p.	58.
2.	Koleini,	Alkafi,	1987,	p.	191.
3.	Tosi,	Alamali,	Qom,	1994,	p.	431.
4.	Motahhari,	Dah	Goftar,	1990,	pp.	103–105.
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DECOLONISING	SOCIAL	SCIENCES
ACROSS	THE	WORLD

Darryl	Macer
Regional	Advisor	on	Social	and	Human	Sciences	in	Asia	and	the	Pacific,

UNESCO,	Thailand

In	the	latest	World	Social	Science	Report	(WSSR,	2010),	there	is	a	call	for	global	scholarship
and	 action.	 Is	 this	 a	mere	platitude	or	 is	 this	 view	a	good	 intentioned	but	 ill-informed	one?
Even	 though	 UNESCO	 has	 192	 member	 countries,	 the	 underlying	 paradigm	 of	 the	 WSSR
(UNESCO,	2010)	is	centred	on	an	understanding	of	social	sciences	closest	to	that	in	the	West.
For	 example,	 in	 the	 Preface	 to	 the	 Report,	 Gudmund	Hernes,	 President	 of	 the	 International
Social	Science	Council	(ISSC),	writes,	‘To	a	great	extent,	the	social	sciences	grew	out	of	the
seventeenth-century	European	Enlightenment,	when	new	ideas	about	religion,	reason,	humanity
and	 society	 were	 merged	 into	 a	 fairly	 coherent	 world-view	 that	 stressed	 human	 rights,
individualism	 and	 constitutionalism’	 (UNESCO,	 2010:	 vii).	 He	 continued,	 ‘Studies	 of	 alien
societies	were	used	as	a	contrast	when	analyzing	a	country’s	institutions	and	customs.’

As	someone	who	carries	an	‘alien	registration	card,’	being	a	resident	of	Japan	since	1990,
it	 is	 interesting	 that	 in	 the	 21st	 century	 we	 still	 can	 refer	 to	 our	 fellow	 homo	 sapiens	 as
‘aliens.’	 However,	 as	 Hernes	 continues,	 ‘Equally	 basic	 to	 the	 birth	 of	 Modernity	 was	 the
recognition	that	a	plurality	of	opinions	and	an	open,	critical	debate	were	necessary	to	gain	new
insights	 and	 for	 citizens	 to	 forge	 their	 own	 history.’	 It	 would	 thus	 be	 wrong	 to	 take	 these
remarks	out	of	context,	and	against	the	intention	of	many	good	intentioned	scholars.	However,	a
broader	perspective	of	what	is	knowledge,	and	knowledge	production	would	be	expected	from
a	‘World’	report.

The	WSSR	includes	over	80	individual	papers	compiled	into	one	volume,	with	14	authors
from	the	Asia-Pacific	region.	There	are	some	significant	gaps.	For	example,	there	is	no	author
from	Korea,	whereas	from	a	number	of	Western	countries	there	are	multiple	authors.	It	may	not
offer	too	much	directly	for	social	science	teaching	and	curriculum	design,	but	we	can	examine
the	 report’s	 conclusions.	 Among	 these	 is	 a	 call	 to	 reinforce	 teaching	 of	 social	 sciences.	 In
section	8.1.	on	‘Social	sciences,	education	and	society,’	we	find	three	pages	of	the	421-page
report	 on	 ‘Social	 science	 studies	 in	 secondary	 and	 higher	 education,’	 and	 ‘Social	 science
textbooks	 in	higher	 education.’	 It	 is	 clearly	not	 a	 review	of	 social	 science	education,	which
would	be	expected	to	be	of	equal	volume	itself.

In	 the	 report,	 education	 is	 listed	 as	 the	 first	 major	 task	 of	 social	 scientists,	 ‘The	 first
relevant	 role	 for	 social	 science	 in	 the	 public	 sphere	 is	 educating	 students	 to	 develop	 the
knowledge	 and	 skills	 required	 to	 become	 public	 researchers,	 experts,	 officers,	 managers,
professionals,	but	above	all,	responsible	citizens	of	open	democratic	societies,	aware	of	their
rights	and	obligations’	(UNESCO,	2010:	287).	A	few	quotes	from	the	WSSR:

At	the	higher	education	level,	social	sciences	are	taught	separately	by	disciplines.	The	definition	of	the	disciplines
and	the	boundaries	of	social	sciences	vary	from	one	country	to	another.	The	only	comparable	data	at	international
level	gives	statistics	on	the	number	of	students	in	social	science,	business	and	law	(SSBL),	humanities	and	arts,	and
education	separately.	SSBL	studies	captivate	many	students.	Depending	on	the	country,	SSBL	students	represent
between	 25	 per	 cent	 and	 50	 per	 cent	 of	 the	 total,	with	 a	median	 proportion	 of	 36	 per	 cent	 (see	Kahn	 and	 the



statistics	in	Annex	1	to	this	Report).
Most	of	 the	 scientific	 literature	on	 textbooks	 is	 concerned	with	a	critique	of	 their	 implicit	or	hidden	 ideology.

Some	scholars	have	looked	at	the	way	in	which	national	histories	are	constructed	in	history	textbooks;	others	have
concerned	 themselves	with	 the	description	of	 sexual	behaviours	and	 family	 relations	 in	psychology	and	sociology
handbooks;	 yet	 others	 have	 scrutinized	 representations	 of	 poverty,	 and	 of	 minorities	 in	 history,	 sociology	 and
psychology	handbooks.

We	can	reflect	on	some	of	these	observations	in	our	own	curricula,	university,	and	nation.
Is	 there	an	accurate	compilation	of	 the	different	curricula	 that	we	can	actually	refer	 to?	That
should	be	one	of	 the	 tasks	of	our	 endeavour.	Then	we	would	have	a	 reference	 to	assess	 the
diversity	of	approaches	to	teaching	of	issues	in	each	nation,	which	would	of	course	be	a	very
useful	source	for	a	comparative	course	to	offer	the	different	accounts	of	the	same	event.

Having	 said	 that,	 there	 is	 still	 a	 need	 to	 establish	 social	 science	 disciplines	 in	 many
countries.	 It	was	only	 in	2006	 that	 the	 first	 undergraduate	 sociology	degree	programme	was
established	 in	 Lao	 People’s	 Democratic	 Republic.	 There	 was	 support	 from	 a	 number	 of
sources,	 including	 UNESCO	 and	 universities	 in	 Thailand	 (for	 linguistic	 and	 geographical
reasons).	There	is	also	a	growing	amount	of	financial	and	academic	support	between	countries
in	 Asia	 and	 developing	 countries	 for	 social	 and	 human	 science	 research	 and	 development,
including	some	supported	by	finances	from	within	Asia	and	some	supported	by	finances	of	the
West.

The	 geography	 and	 political	 economy	 of	 the	 international	 circulation	 of	 social	 science
handbooks,	textbooks	and	other	publications	should	also	be	considered	carefully.	Circulation
among	 former	 colonial	 networks	 or	 within	 linguistically	 homogeneous	 areas	 probably
reinforces	knowledge	dependency,	and	restricts	the	accepted	definition	of	knowledge.

The	 conclusion	 of	WSSR	 identifies	 eight	 divides	 in	 global	 capacity	 in	 social	 sciences,
including:

a	geographical	divide
a	capacity	divide
the	unequal	degree	of	internationalisation	of	knowledge	production
the	divide	between	disciplines
the	divide	between	mainstream	research	and	alternative	approaches
the	competition	resulting	from	new	managerial	practices
the	 sometimes	 tense	 relations	 between	 academics	 and	 society	 and	 between	 academics
and	policy-makers

One	 clearly	would	 have	 to	 add	 several	 other	 divides	 that	may	 also	 have	 contributed	 to	 the
perceived	knowledge	gap.	These	would	include:

lack	of	recognition	for	academic	research	not	conducted	in	European	languages
low	recognition	of	non-European	authors
differences	 in	 fundamental	 paradigms	 of	 thought	 and	 concepts	 of	 what	 are	 social	 and
human	sciences

The	WSSR	 made	 a	 number	 of	 suggestions	 for	 future	 action	 addressed	 to	 ‘International



bodies	such	as	the	ISSC	and	UNESCO,	to	funding	agencies	at	national	and	international	levels,
to	 governments,	 and	 to	 major	 academic	 institutions	 that	 are	 concerned	 with	 overcoming
knowledge	 divides.’	 UNESCO	 will	 be	 spending	 more	 time	 in	 the	 coming	 years	 on	 further
development	of	social	sciences	in	different	countries.

However,	 it	 is	 unclear	 as	 programmes	 are	 reformed	 whether	 this	 will	 actually	 lead	 to
increased	 diversity	 and	 continued	 development	 of	 new	 sources	 of	material.	 There	 is	 also	 a
growing	concern	over	changes	that	suggest	humanities	will	be	less	supported.

UNESCO	 Bangkok	 and	 UNESCO	 Rabat	 have	 been	 developing	 the	 Asian-Arab
philosophical	 dialogues,	 and	 three	 new	 books	 from	 that	 series	 have	 emerged	 as	 reference
texts.1	 However,	 there	 are	 fears	 that	 this	 will	 be	 stopped,	 and	 the	 funds	 placed	 back	 into
promotion	of	democracy	or	social	sciences	rather	than	philosophy.	UNESCO	has	very	limited
funds,	but	is	still	very	open	to	partnering	with	institutions	who	wish	to	rediscover	indigenous
traditions	and	apply	 these	contemporary	challenges	of	every	society,	not	only	global	society.
The	WSSR	continues	to	recommend:

The	 development	 of	 research	 capacity	 requires	 that	 governments,	 international	 organizations	 and	 aid	 agencies
provide	 funding	 to	 support	 research	 institutions	 as	 well	 as	 individual	 training.	 The	 three	 levels	 of	 capacity	 –
individual,	 organizational	 and	 systemic	 –	 all	 need	 sustained	 attention.	 Funding	 has	 to	 be	 made	 available	 for	 a
sufficient	 period	 to	 produce	 results.	 Long-term	 rather	 than	 immediate	 impact	 is	 the	 objective.	 To	 combat	 the
negative	 aspects	 of	 brain	 drain,	 programmes	 enhancing	 the	 circulation	 of	 ideas	 and	 social	 scientists	 should	 be
promoted,	and	should	include	support	for	diasporic	networks.

We	can	consider	what	would	be	different	in	a	more	international	curriculum	of	social	and
human	sciences	 that	would	not	be	apparent	 in	one	based	 in	a	European-centred	world-view.
Firstly,	they	might	not	consider	the	same	so-called	‘Enlightenment’	for	social	sciences	in	their
culture	as	a	European	or	Western	view.	As	literature	shows,	there	have	been	deep	reflections
on	social	and	human	sciences	over	the	past	few	thousand	years	in	a	number	of	countries.

There	is	variation	in	the	view	of	individual,	family	and	society;	the	interpretation	of	human
rights;	 the	 concepts	 of	 privacy	 and	 personal	 space;	 the	 taboo	 subjects;	 individual	 freedom;
what	 is	 democracy	 and	 how	 to	 express	 this	 politically;	 independence	 of	 religion	 and
philosophy,	state,	 laws;	 inherited	privileges	and	social	class	divisions;	 systems	of	economic
trade;	world-view;	use	of	principalism	in	morality	and	to	define	relationships,	for	example.

There	 are	 still	 many	 elements	 that	 we	 would	 expect	 to	 be	 taught	 in	 a	 curriculum	 at
university	level	in	social	and	human	sciences,	such	as	the	importance	of	critical	 thinking	and
education	as	a	means	for	empowerment	of	learners.

There	are	also	some	commonly	agreed	goals	of	social	science	education,	such	as	freedom
of	thought	and	critical	analysis	that	we	would	expect	in	any	culture,	in	some	form.	In	fact	it	is
this	basis	that	is	used	in	this	conference	to	question	colonial	influences	in	education.

How	do	we	define	colonialism?	Is	it	only	European	colonisation?	There	may	be	similarly
challenging	trends	in	the	influence	of	Chinese	and	Japanese	values	that	have	particularly	strong
global	influence	now.	There	is	certainly	no	shortage	of	materials	to	develop	into	new	teaching
programmes	to	create	critical	thinkers.

In	 the	 Action	 Plan	 for	 the	 Promotion	 of	 Philosophy	 Teaching	 in	 Asia	 and	 the	 Pacific
adopted	in	2009,	called	‘Thinking	for	the	Future,’	a	series	of	goals	of	philosophy	education	is
set	out.	In	the	introduction,	the	Plan	states	(UNESCO,	2009):



The	participants	recognized	that	historical	reflections	across	all	civilizations	can	make	important	contributions	to	the
teaching	of	philosophy	in	any	society.	Given	the	importance	of	philosophy	and	the	urgency	of	deliberations	on	the
future	of	civilization,	a	detailed	action	plan	with	recommendations	are	offered	below,	to	be	available	for	countries	to
use	 as	 a	 point	 for	 further	 development	 of	 philosophy	 teaching	 in	 each	 community	 and	 inside	 each	 level	 of
education.

The	participants	in	the	action	plan	agreed	on	a	set	of	‘outcomes’	of	philosophy	education
including:

(a)	Understanding	and	a	search	for	wisdom.	To	this	end	we	encourage:

Development	of	trans-disciplinary	knowledge
Clarification	of	concepts
Enhancement	 of	 the	 ability	 to	 integrate	 knowledge,	 principles	 and	 argumentation	 in
rational	discussion
Understanding	the	power	of	questions
Broadening	intellectual	horizons
Knowledge	of	cultural	values	in	different	communities
Search	for	meanings
Living	a	better	life

(b)	Development	of	capacities	for:

Quality	thinking	and	reflective	processes
Wise	judgement	and	decision	making	skills
Formulating	appropriate	questions
Creative	thinking
Foresight
Reasoned	choice
Interpretation,	construction	and	communication	of	knowledge
Respect	for	reasons	and	evidence
Better	understanding	of	reality

(c)	Development	of	a	disposition	to:

Use	knowledge	and	skills	for	good
Increasing	respect	for	all	forms	of	life
Take	into	account	the	interests	of	others	and	the	environment	in	the	spirit	of	solidarity
Have	empathy	and	compassion
Be	tolerant,	inclusive,	and	reasonable
Understand	better	the	diversity	of	views	of	different	persons	(listen	to	others)
Respect	different	points	of	view,	people	and	culture,	and	their	values
Reflect	upon	values



Consider	alternative	possibilities	and	world-views
Build	and	improve	other	virtues

The	Regional	Unit	for	Social	and	Human	Sciences	in	Asia	and	the	Pacific	(RUSHSAP)	of
UNESCO	Bangkok	 continues	 to	work	with	 curriculum	bodies	 and	 experts	 across	 the	 region
mapping	the	 teaching	of	philosophy,	with	goals	 that	are	very	broad.	In	Asia-Pacific	we	have
mapped	 primary	 and	 secondary	 curriculum,2	 but	 not	 yet	 university	 curriculum,	 which	 will
require	the	cooperation	of	many	scholars	as	universities	vary	between	each	other	much	more
than	at	earlier	levels	of	education.	We	also	work	on	interdisciplinary	areas	such	as	considering
the	social	and	ethical	issues	of	climate	change,	with	stakeholders	from	many	different	world-
views.

One	proposal	we	make	is	convening	a	High	Level	Meeting	on	Teaching	of	Humanities	and
Social	 Sciences	 in	 each	 region	 of	 the	world	 to	 document	 the	 teaching	 of	 these	 subjects	 and
assist	 both	 universities	 and	 national	 institutions	 to	 appreciate	 knowledge	 from	 around	 the
world,	and	inspire	students	to	create	that	knowledge	upon	which	our	future	depends.

Notes

1.	These	books	are	available	in	hard	copy	and	online	from	www.unescobkk.org/rushsap
2.	www.unescobkk.org/rushsap
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WORLD	SOCIAL	SCIENCE	REPORT	2010:
WHITHER	INDIA	AND	SOUTH	ASIA?

Shyam	Singh
Institute	for	Social	and	Economic	Change	(ISEC)	Bengaluru,	India

The	 conclusion	 of	 the	Second	World	War	marked	 the	 end	 of	 the	 imperial	 domination	 of	 the
powerful	 nations	 over	 the	 poor	 and	weak	 countries.	 Soon	 after	 that,	 the	world	witnessed	 a
growing	 aspiration	 for	 a	 democratic	 system	 in	 the	 newly	 independent	 countries,	which	was
expected	 to	 enable	 them	 to	 overcome	 the	 colonial	 brutalities.	 But	 far	 from	 having	 ended,
domination	has	re-emerged	in	two	distinct	ways.	The	first	is	‘domination	through	development’
which	is	described	by	the	‘centre-periphery’	 theory	as	 the	domination	of	 the	developed	over
the	 underdeveloped	 countries	 through	 the	means	 and	 outputs	 of	 development.	 The	 second	 is
‘domination	through	knowledge’	which	creates	a	knowledge	hierarchy	with	the	ascendancy	of
the	‘top’	on	the	‘down’.

Dominance	 in	 the	 social	 sciences	 has	 its	 own	 political	 implications	 combined	with	 the
political	needs	of	the	territory	where	the	knowledge	of	social	science	is	being	created.	Long-
term	political	goals	are	targeted	through	the	creation	of	social	science	knowledge	where	social
scientists,	wittingly	or	unwittingly,	have	played	a	political	 role	 in	pursuing	 their	 ‘academic’
work	(Saberwal,	1970).	The	World	Social	Science	Report	 (WSSR)	2010	is	a	document	 that
mirrors	 the	 hegemony	 of	 the	 developed	Western	 countries	 over	 the	 creation	 of	 knowledge.
North	America	and	Europe	are	well	ahead	of	Asia	and	Africa	in	shaping	the	avenues	for	the
social	 sciences	 that	 dominate	 today’s	 academic	 discourses.	 This	 hegemonic	 dominance
becomes	clear	from	the	preface	of	the	WSSR	(Saberwal,	1970:	vii):	1

To	 a	 great	 extent,	 the	 social	 sciences	 grew	 out	 of	 the	 seventeenth-century	European	Enlightenment,	when	 new
ideas	 about	 religion,	 reason,	 humanity	 and	 society	were	merged	 into	 a	 fairly	 coherent	world	 view	 that	 stressed
human	rights,	individualism	and	constitutionalism.

The	authors	of	this	report	believe	that	social	sciences	emerged	in	Europe	and	the	decisive
factors	 in	 its	 emergence	 were	 the	 Enlightenment	 and	 the	 industrial	 revolution.	 But	 this
assumption	 ignores	 the	 very	 existence	 of	 the	 indigenous	 knowledge	 and	 ancient	 academic
traditions	 in	 countries	 like	 India.	 If	 the	 industrial	 revolution	 becomes	 the	 criteria	 for	 the
emergence	of	social	sciences,	no	developing	or	underdeveloped	country	can	qualify	as	a	place
where	the	knowledge	of	social	sciences	has	emerged	and	flourished.

South	Asia:	Marginalised

South	Asia	holds	an	inferior	position	in	the	production	of	social	science	research	vis-à-vis	the
Western	world.	 An	 article	 by	 Frenken	 et	 al.	 in	 the	WSSR	 discusses	 the	 global	 scenario	 of
collaborative	research	among	nine	geographical	regions	in	the	world.	They	have	used	research
articles	 published	 in	 different	 social	 science	 journals	 that	 are	 listed	 in	 two	 international
databases	–	Social	Science	Citation	Index	(SSCI)	and	the	Arts	and	Humanities	Citation	Index
(A&HCI).	According	to	the	authors,	social	science	dominated	by	a	few	regions	runs	the	risk	of



diminishing	 intellectual	novelty	and	excluding	 less	 favoured	 researchers	 from	agenda	 setting
discourses	on	issues	of	global	relevance	(Frenken	et	al.,	2010:	144).

Table	1	reflects	the	number	of	collaborative	publications	brought	out	by	different	regions
and	 their	 rank	 during	 2004–2008.	 Findings	 show	 that	most	 collaborative	 research	 has	 taken
place	in	the	Western	regions	of	the	world.	North	America	and	western	Europe	claim	more	than
two-thirds	of	the	total	collaborative	publications,	while	the	East	Asia	and	Pacific	Asia	regions
claim	around	10%.	South	Asia	ranks	eighth	out	of	nine	regions	with	a	share	of	1.75%	in	 the
total	 publications.	The	 globalisation	 of	 social	 science	 research	 has	 not	 trickled	 down	 to	 all
countries	 and	 regions	 evenly.	 The	 fall	 of	 the	 Soviet	 Union,	 the	 European	 Union’s	 research
policy	 and	 other	 political	 changes	 have	 played	 an	 important	 role	 in	 making	 the	 pace	 of
internationalisation	of	 social	 sciences	 sluggish.2	Diplomatic	 failures	 and	 successes	 from	 the
Second	World	War	to	the	fall	of	the	Soviet	Union	had	a	widespread	impact	on	the	growth	of
social	 sciences	 in	 the	world.	After	 the	 Second	World	War,	 Europe	witnessed	 a	 gradual	 but
steady	 process	 of	 political	 unification	 and	 economic	 stability	 which	 provided	 enormous
opportunities	of	fundraising	for	social	science	research.	Similarly,	 the	collapse	of	 the	Soviet
Union	 helped	 the	 US	 to	 establish	 a	 unipolar	 world	 and	 to	 occupy	 the	 top	 position	 in	 the
diplomatic	 and	 economic	 hierarchy	 of	 the	 world.	 The	 Scientific	 Revolution	 in	 Europe	 and
North	America	created	a	 sense	of	ownership	of	 the	knowledge	generated	 in	a	closed	 region
(the	West)	and	which	was	disseminated	to	the	other	regions	as	a	means	of	domination.

Table	1	Number	of	collaborative	publications	and	ranks	of	regions	(2004–2008)

Source:	Frenken	et	al.	(2010:	145)
Note:	*	Calculated	by	the	author

Reinforcing	knowledge	hierarchies

The	profound	successes	of	the	Western	countries	in	the	domain	of	development	also	placed	a
requirement	before	them	to	generate	managerial	techniques	and	knowledge	to	get	more	material
outputs	of	the	development,	and	this	created	favourable	conditions	for	the	production	of	social
science	research.

In	contrast,	 the	underdeveloped	and	developing	nations	became	 the	consumers	of	cooked
knowledge	from	other	parts	of	the	world	rather	than	producers.	The	extent	of	domination	by	the
West	is	evident	from	the	fact	that	only	four	countries	–	the	US,	UK,	Netherlands	and	Germany	–
produce	 two-thirds	 of	 the	 social	 science	 journals	 registered	 in	 the	 most	 comprehensive	 of
databases.	In	the	last	decade,	North	America	alone	has	produced	more	than	half	of	the	social



science	 articles	 registered	 in	 the	 SSCI	 database.	 Similarly,	 Europe	 is	 the	 second	 biggest
producer	 and	 has	 published	 about	 40%	 of	 the	 world’s	 social	 science	 articles	 in	 the	 last
decade.3

Table	 2	 provides	 a	 region-wise	 account	 of	 the	 research	 cited	 in	 200	 of	 the	 most	 cited
journals	in	each	region	during	2003–2005.	Data	clearly	show	that	the	western	part	of	the	world
does	not	recognise	research	done	in	the	rest	of	the	world.	Researches	in	Europe,	Oceania	and
North	America	have	 taken	most	of	 the	references	either	 from	their	own	region	or	 from	other
regions	 of	 the	Western	 world.	 For	 example,	 78.1%	 of	 the	 citations	 in	 the	 research	 articles
produced	 by	 North	 America	 belongs	 to	 their	 own	 region,	 and	 20.4%	 belong	 to	 Europe.
Similarly,	 Europe	 and	 Oceania	 have	 cited	 either	 their	 own	 region	 or	 North	 America
considerably,	 avoiding	 other	 regions	 (Asia,	 Africa	 and	 Latin	 America)	 substantially.	 Only
0.2%	of	the	total	citations	in	Europe	belong	to	the	Asian	region,	while	North	America	has	not
cited	even	a	single	study	from	the	Asian	region.

In	contrast,	Asia,	Africa,	Latin	America	and	other	non-Western	regions	depend	heavily	on
European	 and	North	American	 studies.	Two	 sets	 of	 possible	 explanations	 follow	 this	 trend.
One,	 Western	 regions	 doubt	 the	 soundness	 and	 authenticity	 of	 the	 studies	 carried	 out	 in
developing	 regions;	 and	 two,	Western	 regions	 are	 establishing	 their	 supremacy	while	 citing
their	own	studies	only,	which	involves	intentional	ignorance	of	other	regions.

Table	2	Origins	of	citation	by	regions	for	the	200	most	cited	journals	(2003–2005,	in	%)

Source:	Gingrasand	Mosbah-Natanson	(2010:	152)

English	rules	supreme

The	 other	 factor	 which	 has	 contributed	 to	 the	 domination	 of	 the	 Western	 world	 in	 social
science	 research	 is	 the	 internationalisation	 of	 English.	 While	 this	 does	 not	 mean	 that	 non-
Western	regions	do	not	publish	in	English,	the	dominance	of	English	diminishes	the	production
and	visibility	of	 research	 in	 regional	and	vernacular	 languages	 in	Africa,	Latin	America	and
Asia.	Table	3	reveals	the	mounting	dominance	of	English	in	social	science	research.	In	1951,
social	science	publications	in	English	constituted	half	of	the	total	publications.	English	started
expanding	 its	 span	 from	 1980	 onwards,	 which	 was	 also	 the	 period	 marking	 the	 onset	 of
globalisation.	 In	 1990,	 the	 share	 of	English	 increased	 to	 70%.	The	 1990s	 also	 saw	 several
countries	 (including	 India)	 give	 a	 thrust	 to	 globalisation	 as	 a	 means	 of	 international
collaboration.	 Consequently,	 the	 share	 of	 languages	 like	 French	 and	 German	 declined	 and



English	 established	 a	 stronghold	 during	 this	 period.	 Four	 other	major	 languages	 –	 Russian,
Spanish,	 Italian	 and	 Japanese	 –	 remained	 marginalised	 especially	 after	 1960.	 All	 other
languages	claim	less	than	1%	share	in	the	total	social	science	publications.

Table	3	Percentage	shares	of	major	languages	in	social	science	publications	worldwide

Source:	Data	extracted	from	Ammon	(2010:	154)
Note:	*	Less	than	1%

	
Apart	 from	 the	 dominance	 of	 English,	 there	 are	 other	 lacunae	 in	 the	 system	 of	 social

science	research	 in	Asia,	particularly	South	Asia.	An	article	by	Krishna	and	Krishna	(2010:
81)	on	the	growth	of	social	sciences	in	South	Asia	appropriately	concludes:

...with	a	few	exceptions,	the	quality	of	both	teaching	and	research	in	social	sciences	is	declining	in	South	Asia.	The
accountability	 factor	 is	 virtually	 absent	 and	 peer	 evaluation	 systems	 are	 weak	 in	 publicly	 funded	 research
institutions	and	universities.

The	authors	also	point	out	that	the	distribution	of	knowledge	produced	in	social	sciences	is
very	uneven	in	South	Asia.	India	dominates	other	South	Asian	countries	in	terms	of	institutional
capacity	and	funding	for	social	science	research.

Social	sciences	in	India

India	has	a	massive	infrastructure	in	higher	education.	In	2008,	there	were	431	universities	and
20,677	colleges	in	the	country,	which	include	around	half	a	million	teachers	and	11.61	million
students	(Thorat,	2008).	Table	4	gives	a	comparative	picture	of	India	vis-à-vis	other	countries
for	 the	 period	 of	 1995–2007,	 in	 terms	 of	 their	 ranks	 in	 total	 annual	 production	 of	 research
papers	authored	within	the	country	and	those	produced	through	international	collaboration.

Table	4	Countrywise	ranking	in	annual	production	of	research	papers	(1995–2007)

Source:	Adapted	from	Russell	and	Ainsworth	(2010:	156–157)
Note:	Ranks	are	obtained	from	the	graphical	representation	of	each	country

	



In	1995,	the	number	of	research	papers	published	in	each	of	the	five	countries	mentioned	in
Table	4	was	below	500;	but	in	2007,	annual	production	increased	considerably	in	Brazil	and
China.	While	Brazil	showed	an	increase	from	274	items	in	1995	to	1,690	in	2007,	China	had
an	annual	production	of	around	2,300	research	papers	in	2007,	moving	from	the	fourth	to	the
first	position.	In	contrast,	India	witnessed	very	slow	progress	–	falling	from	the	first	position
in	1995	to	behind	Brazil	and	China	in	2007	–	with	a	small	increase	from	500	to	around	750
research	papers.	In	terms	of	co-authored	research	papers,	China	has	more	or	less	consistently
maintained	 its	 first	 rank	 during	 1995–2007.	 India	 has	 shown	 some	 improvement	 in	 its
collaborative	research	with	scholars	from	other	countries,	moving	up	from	the	last	position	in
1995	to	the	third	place	in	2007.	Argentina	and	Mexico	have	shown	an	increasing	percentage	of
collaborative	publications,	while	Brazil	slipped	from	the	second	to	the	last	position	between
1995	and	2007.

One	of	the	reasons	that	might	explain	why	India	is	not	up	to	the	level	in	international	social
science	research	is	the	growing	propensity	of	brain	drain.	India	has	contributed	substantially	to
the	migration	of	social	scientists,	more	often	economists,	 to	 the	US.	There	 is	a	visible	move
away	from	the	social	sciences	towards	commerce,	computer	science	and	management	related
studies,	propelled	by	shifts	in	the	global	labour	market	(Khadria,	2010).	About	80%	of	highly
qualified	migrants	 from	 India	 have	 continued	 to	 choose	 the	US	 as	 their	 ultimate	 destination,
with	Canada	as	 a	 second	choice.	The	post-9/11	 restrictions	on	 immigrations	 to	 the	US	have
made	a	few	European	countries	preferred	destinations	(Khadria,	2010).

Need	for	a	systemic	overhaul

It	 needs	 to	 be	 understood	 that	 the	West	 alone	 is	 not	 responsible	 for	 outcasting	 India	 in	 the
domain	of	 international	 social	 science	 research.	 Internal	problems	have	also	created	hurdles
for	research	in	the	social	sciences.	The	analyses	and	evidence	in	the	WSSR	show	that	China
has	moved	much	ahead	of	India	even	though	both	started	their	political	life	nearly	at	the	same
time.

The	 Fourth	 Review	 Committee	 Report	 (2007)	 of	 the	 Indian	 Council	 of	 Social	 Science
Research	 (ICSSR)	 has	 appraised	 the	 status	 of	 social	 science	 research	 in	 India.	 One	 of	 the
important	 observations	made	 by	 the	 committee	 is	 the	 pervasive	 contribution	 of	 non-resident
Indians	(NRIs)	and	foreigners	in	Indian	social	science	research.	For	instance,	data	from	eight
renowned	 publication	 houses	 reveals	 that	 out	 of	 a	 total	 of	 998	 published	 books,	 326	 books
(nearly	one-third)	have	been	published	either	by	NRIs	or/and	by	foreigners.	Similarly,	out	of
542	articles	published	 in	 reputed	social	science	 journals	 in	2004–2005,	131	articles	 (nearly
one-fourth)	were	published	by	NRIs	or/and	foreigners	(ICSSR,	2007:	19).	If	we	excluded	the
contributions	made	by	foreigners	from	the	total	work	produced,	very	little	quality	work	would
be	attributed	to	Indian	social	scientists.

The	 factors	 responsible	 for	 the	poor	 condition	of	 social	 science	 research	 in	 the	 country,
according	 to	 ICSSR	 (2007),	 are	 lack	 of	 funding	 from	 the	 government	 (University	 Grants
Commission)	 and	 a	 lack	 of	 autonomy	 to	 institutions	 involved	 in	 social	 science	 research.
According	to	the	report,	our	public	funding	system	is	reluctant	to	fund	social	science	research,
because	 it	 does	 not	 produce	 material	 outputs	 like	 those	 of	 technological	 and	 scientific



researches.	 As	 a	 result,	 the	 quantum	 of	 funds	 for	 social	 science	 research	 is	 much	 less,
compared	 to	 scientific	 research	 (ICSSR,	 2007).	 Thus,	 the	 issue	 discussed	 in	 this	 article
operates	at	two	levels	–	globally,	Western	countries	have	succeeded	in	creating	their	hegemony
over	 the	 system	 of	 research	 as	 well	 as	 the	 knowledge	 which	 research	 produces,	 rendering
India	(and	broadly	speaking,	south	Asia)	marginalised;	and	at	the	local	level,	where	persisting
problems	demand	a	substantive	overhaul	of	the	system	of	social	science	research.

Notes

1.	The	report	is	available	at	www.unesco.org/shs/wssr.
2.	‘Uneven	Internationalisation,’	WSSR	2010,	p.	143.
3.	Ibid.,	p.	143.
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THE	WORLD	SOCIAL	SCIENCE	REPORT	2010:
SOME	NON-EUROCENTRIC	OBSERVATIONS

Vishram	Gupte
Marathi	writer	and	philosopher,	Goa,	India

The	 publication	 of	 the	 World	 Social	 Science	 Report	 (WSSR)	 2010	 by	 UNESCO	 and	 the
International	Social	Science	Council	(ISSC)	is	subtitled	‘Knowledge	Divides’.	This	is	a	frank
admission	 on	 the	 part	 of	 UNESCO	 and	 ISSC	 that	 globally	 the	 social	 sciences	 –	 instead	 of
unifying	the	academic	world	–	have	actually	succeeded	in	dividing	it.	The	editors	of	the	WSSR
have	shown	awareness	about	this	deficiency	while	drafting	the	report.	Knowledge,	the	WSSR
tacitly	 accepts,	 is	 no	 more	 a	 monolithic,	 homogenised	 and	 ‘only	 for	 white	 intellectuals’
enterprise.

Irina	Bokova,	Director-General	of	UNESCO	in	her	foreword	to	WSSR	observes:

Social	 scientific	 endeavour	 is	 also	 poorer	 for	 its	 bias	 towards	English	 and	English-speaking	 developed	 countries.
This	 is	 a	 missed	 opportunity	 to	 explore	 perspectives	 and	 paradigms	 that	 are	 embedded	 in	 other	 cultural	 and
linguistic	 traditions.	 A	 more	 culturally	 and	 linguistically	 diverse	 approach	 by	 the	 social	 sciences	 would	 be	 of
tremendous	value	to	organisations	such	as	UNESCO	in	our	efforts	to	foster	mutual	understanding	and	intercultural
dialogue.

These	sentiments	are	expressed	by	no	less	a	person	than	the	Director-General	of	UNESCO.
However,	a	close	reading	of	WSSR	makes	one	believe	that	this	noble	sentiment	has	remained
at	 the	 level	 of	 lamentation	 of	 a	 helpless	 adjudicator.	 UNESCO	 knows	 how	 and	 where	 the
knowledge	 ‘divides’.	 This	 awareness	 should	 have	 prompted	 it	 to	 be	 more	 resourceful	 and
proactive	in	dismantling	the	Eurocentric,	Anglophile	structures	of	global	social	sciences.

The	 present	 note	 seeks	 to	 emphasise	 the	 need	 for	 acceding	 to	 non-Eurocentric	 social
sciences	 the	 intellectual	 space	 due	 to	 them.	 Simultaneously,	 it	 argues	 for	 an	 effective
intercultural	 engagement	 among	 all	 the	 nations	 of	 the	 world	 for	 the	 advancement	 of	 global
social	sciences.

The	WSSR,	though	hinting	at	the	predominance	of	English	and	English-speaking	countries
in	 the	 production	 of	 social	 sciences,	 has	 not	 been	 able	 to	 comprehensively	 formulate	 non-
English	perspectives	and	paradigms.	The	present	note	argues	that	this	is	due	to	the	limitation	of
its	theoretical	and	ideological	frame	of	reference.	The	WSSR	2010,	in	its	foreword	says:	‘The
production	 of	 rigorous,	 relevant	 and	 pluralistic	 social	 science	 knowledge	 requires
international	coordination,	a	long-term	vision	and	a	stable	environment.’	This	indeed	is	a	noble
sentiment.

Ironically,	this	admission	undermines	the	very	‘stable	environment’	the	report	talks	about.
Plural	 and	 all-inclusive	 vision	 alone	 can	 ensure	 ‘a	 stable	 environment’	 for	 global	 social
sciences.	 Social	 sciences	 would	 become	 global	 when	 North	 and	 South	 hemispheres	 share
equally	in	the	intellectual	output	of	their	research.	The	WSSR	admits	the	asymmetry	of	North
versus	South	in	the	production	of	social	sciences.	The	North	more	than	dominates	the	output	of
social	 sciences	 today.	 UNESCO	 must	 address	 the	 issue	 of	 the	 ‘radical	 exclusion’	 of	 non-
Eurocentric,	Southern	social	sciences	from	its	global	construction.

Effectively,	this	means	UNESCO	will	have	to	make	visible	what	is	invisible	in	the	sphere



of	 global	 social	 enquiry.	 It	 may	 have	 to	 develop	 a	 new	 pedagogy	 of	 social	 sciences	 and
methodologies	 of	 social	 research	 to	 grab	 the	multicultural	 and	 plural	 essence	 of	 the	 global
social	reality.	This	requires	a	paradigm	shift	in	understanding	on	the	part	of	UNESCO.

The	multivarious	non-Western	 cultures	 see	 things	 a-historically	 and	 intuitively	unlike	 the
West	which	 sees	 them	historically	 and	 empirically.	The	non-Western	universe	 is	much	more
polyphonic	and	organic	when	compared	to	the	Western	world.	Non-Western	cultures	are	also
known	to	follow	traditional	wisdom	while	engaging	with	their	own	belief	systems	and	cultural
practices.	The	WSSR	 should	 have	 given	 due	 consideration	 to	 this	 parallel	 viewpoint	 of	 the
non-West	in	its	report.

The	WSSR,	while	accepting	 the	 fragmentation	of	social	 sciences,	 lists	numerous	 reasons
and	presents	 coherent	data	 to	 support	 this	 less	 than	 satisfactory	view	of	 the	 social	 sciences.
However,	even	a	cursory	look	at	WSSR	shows	us	the	multiple	fracture	lines	in	this	fragmented
world	of	social	sciences.	Those	lines,	one	may	say,	are	the	multiple	languages	spoken	by	the
multiple	cultures	echoing	multiple	truths	and	insights.	UNESCO	should	fine-tune	its	sensitivity
so	that	signals	of	multilingual	voices	are	received	fully	on	its	global	radar.

This	means	 that	 local	 languages	 will	 have	 to	 be	 treated	 on	 par	 with	 English.	 All	 local
languages	are	adequately	equipped	to	formulate	experiential	reality.	These	languages	may	be	of
Asian	or	African	origin	and	should	reflect	the	world-view	of	the	people	who	use	it.	These	non-
English	 languages	 capture	 the	 angst	 and	 aspirations	 of	 the	 populations	 who	 speak	 them.
UNESCO	seems	 to	 agree	with	 this	 proposition	 in	principle	when	Pierre	Sané,	 the	Assistant
Director-General	for	Social	and	Human	Sciences	UNESCO	in	a	preface	to	WSSR	observes:

Circulation	 of	 social	 science	 is	 heavily	 biased	 towards	English	 and	 towards	 the	 countries	where	English	 is	most
widely	spoken	in	academic	circles.	Such	linguistic	hegemony	does	not	merely	create	barriers	to	the	participation	of
those	 scholars	 whose	 English	 is	 inadequate	 for	 academic	 communication,	 it	 also,	 and	 much	 more	 importantly,
crowds	 out	 perspectives	 and	 paradigms	 that	 are	 embedded	 in	 other	 linguistic	 and	 cultural	 traditions	 –	 thereby
impoverishing	the	social	sciences	as	a	whole.

Such	quotes	prove	that	the	top	leadership	of	UNESCO	is	raising	the	issue,	rather	prefacing
the	 very	 debate	 of	 global	 social	 sciences,	 with	 a	 pluralistic	 vision.	 This	 vision,	 however,
remains	to	be	developed	fully	in	the	WSSR.

The	WSSR	tells	us	breathlessly	that	English	dominates	the	ten	powerful	languages	in	social
science	 journals.	 The	 ten	most	 used	 social	 science	 languages	 are	 English,	 French,	German,
Spanish,	Portuguese,	Chinese,	Dutch,	Japanese,	Polish	and	Italian.	Hindi	–	which	is	spoken	by
about	one	billion	people	of	India	–	is	way	behind	in	the	list.	Professor	Ulrich	Ammon,	writing
about	 the	 hegemony	 of	 English	 in	WSSR,	makes	 a	 correct	 diagnosis	 when	 he	 says	 that	 the
anglophones’	 linguistic	 advantage	 contributes	 to	 the	 enhancement	 of	 their	 countries’
competitive	advantage	in	the	current	social	science	research.

The	 apex	 position	 of	 English	 in	 the	 hierarchy	 of	world	 languages,	 as	 Professor	Ammon
tells	us,	is	largely	due	to	its	colonial	conquests	in	the	past	and	the	fall	of	the	Soviet	block	after
the	Cold	War.	As	a	result,	the	US	became	the	epicentre	of	natural	and	social	sciences.	Since	its
lingua	 franca	 too	 was	 English,	 the	 global	 social	 science	 scene	 became	 anglocentric.
Interestingly,	countries	like	Japan	or	China,	not	colonised	by	British	power,	have	produced	a
significant	body	of	original	social	science	research	according	to	the	WSSR.

Professor	Ammon	enumerates	the	consequences	of	English	hegemony	when	he	tells	us	that



while	English	has	contributed	to	the	advancement	of	science	through	its	global	communication,
it	 has	 also	 hampered	 the	 progress	 of	 non-English	 languages	 by	 actually	 disregarding	 the
cognitive	 potentials	 inherent	 in	 them.	 Cultural	 identities	 are	 intrinsically	 present	 within	 the
semantic	 structure	 of	 a	 given	 language.	When	 these	 languages	 are	marginalised,	 the	 cultural
components	of	these	languages	too	are	lost	and	so	are	important	truths.

The	WSSR	tells	us	that	when	English	is	used	for	the	purpose	of	scientific	communication,
those	who	 do	 so	 lose	 their	 native	 language.	 This	 observation	 has	 been	 substantiated	 by	 the
example	of	French	 and	German	 languages.	These	 two	 languages	which	played	 a	key	 role	 in
their	respective	cultures	in	the	past,	have	been	marginalised	due	to	the	shift	towards	English.
But	 as	 the	 French	 and	 Germans	 acquire	 more	 and	 more	 English	 in	 their	 social	 science
discourse,	the	problem	of	their	marginality	is	bound	to	be	diminished	because	of	the	structural
similarities	 among	 English	 and	 French	 and	 German.	 However,	 languages	 like	 Hindi	 and
Chinese	with	dissimilar	grammatical	and	syntactical	structures	from	English	would	continue	to
suffer	at	the	hands	of	English.	This	is	the	real	threat	of	the	hegemony	of	English	to	non-English
cultures.

This	 note	 proposes	 that	 the	non-English	 countries	with	 their	 rich	 linguistic	 and	 religious
variety	 have	 thrown	 up	multiple	 social	 and	 cultural	 perspectives	 in	 the	 realm	 of	 the	 social
sciences.	These	are	as	legitimate	as	the	European	perspectives.	But	they	suffer	at	the	hands	of
English	hegemony.	One	way	to	overcome	this	is	to	bring	out	competent	translations	of	such	a
body	of	work.	The	WSSR	should	have	mentioned	translation	as	one	of	the	strategies	to	make
global	 social	 sciences	 authentically	 plural.	 UNESCO,	 the	 note	 says,	 must	 allocate	 more
resources	for	bipartite	and	tripartite	translations	of	such	a	body	of	knowledge.

In	this	context	the	two	year	(2010–2012)	experimental	school	education	project	undertaken
by	UNESCO	in	Niger	can	be	mentioned.	This	is	a	project	where	the	alternative	rural	schools
in	Niger	are	supplied	with	school	text	books	and	teachers’	guides	in	two	different	languages,
Zarma	 and	 French,	 both	 spoken	 in	 Niger.	 This	 bilingual	 initiative	 on	 the	 part	 of	 UNESCO
could	be	replicated	elsewhere	to	strengthen	and	supplement	the	local	languages	of	the	region.

The	 local	 issues	 in	 the	production	of	global	knowledge	are	central	 to	 the	construction	of
plural	 knowledge.	 Unlike	 the	West,	 the	 non-Western	 countries	 have	 their	 own	 set	 of	 social
problems.	 They	 include	 the	modernising	 forces	 unleashed	 by	 liberalisation	 of	 economy	 and
globalisation,	 the	 lack	of	 rural	development	 in	Asian	 societies,	 internal	migration	of	worker
populations,	the	tension	of	urban-rural	divide,	etc.	Such	issues	require	an	in-depth	grasp	of	the
specific	 local	 situation.	 Farmers	 living	 in	 Asia	 could	 encounter	 wholly	 different	 agrarian
problems	from	the	farmers	living	in	America	or	Europe.

The	various	social	science	disciplines	should	be	seen	in	the	regional	context	to	make	our
knowledge	 contextual	 and	 meaningful.	 Eurocentric	 knowledge	 invariably	 suffers	 from	 the
white,	middle	class	ethnocentric	bias	of	 the	West.	Culture-specific	problems	require	culture-
specific	responses.	The	tendency	to	read	non-European	problems	with	Eurocentric	spectacles
distorts	the	reality.	This	trend	has	been	going	on	far	too	long	in	the	history	of	social	sciences.
The	WSSR	 should	 have	 traced	 this	 distortion	 in	 significant	 depth.	 But,	 instead,	 the	 editors
seem	to	have	accepted	the	ethnocentrism	of	the	West	as	the	inevitable	social	science	paradigm.

The	strategy	 to	avoid	 this	ethnocentrism	 is	 to	acquire	 the	 lingo,	or	bhasha	 of	 the	people
who	 are	 at	 the	 centre	 of	 social	 reality.	 However,	 social	 scientists,	 groomed	 in	 Eurocentric



academic	 disciplines	 tend	 to	 miss	 this	 reality.	 They	 like	 to	 imagine	 a	 distinctly	 Asian	 or
African	problem	as	Western	and	solve	it	according	to	the	template	readily	available	to	them.
The	quantitative	social	data	available	in	non-Western	societies	must	be	analysed	by	qualitative
interpretation	born	out	of	this	very	non-Western	intellectual	vision.

The	WSSR	has	used	conventional	bibliometrics	to	evaluate	the	performance	and	impact	of
social	 science	 research	 by	 referring	 to	 research	 papers	 published	 in	 Western	 academic
journals	and	cited	in	the	International	Citation	Index.	Such	evaluation	misses	out	a	vast	body	of
dynamic	 social	 science	 being	 created	 through	 media,	 documentaries,	 films,	 street	 plays,
literature	 and	 paintings,	 etc.	 The	 WSSR	 should	 have	 included	 these	 non-conventional
assessment	tools	to	evaluate	the	social	sciences	in	the	non-Western	world.

One	of	the	deficiencies	of	the	WSSR	is	its	failure	to	take	into	account	the	phenomenology
of	 social	 data.	This	would	 include	 the	 in-depth	descriptive	 and	 introspective	 analysis	of	 all
forms	of	consciousness	–	individual	as	well	as	collective	–	by	temporarily	bracketing	out	the
empirical	 presuppositions	 of	 Eurocentric	 knowledge.	 This	 bracketing-out	 would	 restore	 the
presence	 of	 the	 ‘invisible’	 in	 our	 social	 enquiry	 and	 would	 guarantee	 a	 degree	 of
inclusiveness,	not	previously	known	to	UNESCO’s	policy	formulations.

Social	sciences,	as	the	WSSR	asserts,	have	to	adopt	the	interdisciplinary,	multidisciplinary
and	transdisciplinary	approach	to	make	coherent	sense	of	this	unstable	world.	The	lamentation
of	 the	editors	of	 the	WSSR	about	 their	 inability	 to	develop	pluralistic	social	 science	can	be
explained	 in	 terms	of	 the	fundamental	epistemological	 limitation	of	 the	North	Atlantic	social
science	discourse.

This	 discourse	 is	 essentially	 ethnocentric	 and	 hegemonic	 in	 its	 intents	 and	 contents.
American	social	science	may	be	valid	in	America,	but	has	no	relevance	to	the	reality	of	non-
American	societies.	It	has	been	said	that	this	Eurocentric	discourse	has	a	universal	validity	due
to	 its	 predictive	 value.	 This	 assumption	 has	 been	 proved	 false	 by	 the	 recent	 economic
recession	in	America	as	no	social	scientist	or	economist	could	forewarn	the	American	people
of	such	an	impending	doom.
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A	CRITIQUE	OF	EUROCENTRIC	SOCIAL	SCIENCE
AND	THE	QUESTION	OF	ALTERNATIVES

Claude	Alvares
Coordinator,	Multiversity	Project,	India

The	social	sciences	and	the	real	world

In	January	2010,	the	Department	of	Sociology	(DoS)	of	Delhi	University	formally	inaugurated
a	brand	new	European	Study	Centre	at	its	premises	funded	by	the	European	Union.	The	Centre
would	 help	 in	 the	 ‘re-design	 of	 the	 existing	 sociology	 syllabi	 of	 the	 M.A.	 and	 M.Phil.
programme	at	DoS’	 in	 consultation	with	European	 scholars.	The	Europeans	were	willing	 to
pay	300,000	Euros	for	the	two	year	programme	of	the	Centre.1

The	question	we	may	rather	 impolitely	ask	 is	where	was	 the	need	for	such	a	programme
when	we	consider	that	the	DoS,	like	every	other	university	department	elsewhere	on	the	planet,
has	been	teaching	European	sociology	now	since	the	days	it	was	first	set	up.

Earlier,	intellectual	dependence	and	servility	came	as	a	natural	corollary	of	colonial	rule.
Today	 it	 is	 being	 welcomed	 because	 it	 comes	 buttered	 with	 hard	 cash.	 For	 cash-strapped
universities	mired	in	the	now	almost	permanent	age	of	structural	adjustment,	this	appears	to	be
the	 only	 option	 left	 for	 carrying	 on	 academic	 activity	 even	 if	 it	means	 that	 one	 is	 forced	 to
continue	to	make	one’s	living	by	canvassing	the	products	of	other	people’	brains.	There	is	not
even	 a	 hint	 in	 the	 European	 Studies	 Centre	 proposal	 that	 it	 desires	 a	 partnership	 between
equals	or	that	Indians	will	help	Europeans	deal	with	Europe’s	own	social	problems	of	which
there	is	an	abundance:	for	example,	the	integration	of	minorities,	relationships	between	ethnic
communities,	 alienation,	 problems	 of	 care	 of	 retired	 employees,	 domestic	 violence	 and
alcoholism,	etc.	We	are	still	very	much	moving	along	a	one	way	street	–	with	all	the	movement
from	the	‘superior’	or	‘advanced’	culture	at	the	core	to	the	‘inferior’	or	‘deficient’	culture	at
the	 periphery	 –	 because	 that	 is	 how	 knowledge	 continues	 to	 flow	 in	 the	 global	 university
knowledge	system.

No	wonder	UNESCO’s	World	Social	Science	Report	2010	concludes	that	for	all	practical
purposes	social	science	research	outside	the	non-European	world	is	so	insignificant	in	quality
it	is	rarely	cited.	The	Report,	for	example,	points	out	that	North	America	cited	zero	research
from	both	Asia	and	Africa.2

Political	imperialism	may	find	fierce	resistance	today	(Iran,	Vietnam,	Afghanistan,	Egypt),
but	academic	imperialism	has	not	probably	because	it	 is	almost	invisible.	On	the	contrary,	it
appears	to	have	increased	in	intensity	and	outreach.

University	 departments	 and	 faculties	 in	 almost	 all	 universities	 of	 the	 globe	 have	 –
voluntarily	or	involuntarily	–	continued	to	pay	obeisance	to	the	objectives	and	methodologies
of	social	science	generation	prevailing	in	Western	academic	circles	(Farid	Alatas	refers	to	the
latter	appropriately	as	‘social	science	powers’3).	Their	output	even	today	continues	to	reflect
principally	 the	 concerns	 of	 Western	 scholars.	 Much	 of	 present	 day	 social	 science	 in	 non-
European	universities	is	nothing	more	than	the	mindless	study	and	re-study	of	the	dead	corpus
of	 sociological	 knowledge	 generated	 in	 response	 to	 ethnocentric	 or	 peculiarly	 European



perceptions	of	situations	often	decades	or	centuries	old.
Even	 where	 academic	 work	 in	 Asia	 or	 Africa	 may	 nowadays	 sometimes	 reflect	 local

issues	 due	 to	 the	 efforts	 of	 individual	 researchers	who	wish	 to	 do	meaningful,	 independent
work,	 the	 methodologies	 applied	 and	 theoretical	 frameworks	 still	 remain	 firmly	 Euro-
American	 in	 character.	 Independence	 from	 colonial	 rule	 has	 had	 little	 or	 no	 significant
consequences	except	 for	providing	opportunities	 to	 jockey	and	 fight	 to	occupy	chairs	 left	by
earlier	 intellectual	 overlords.	Naturally,	 there	 is	 very	 little	 evidence	 of	 creative	 thinking	 or
work,	considering	all	move	and	have	their	being	in	an	intellectually	sterile	wasteland.

Since	 the	 social	 sciences	 as	 we	 know	 them	 today	 are	 little	 more	 than	 unquestioned
European	 perspectives	 for	 European	 social	 problems	 using	 the	 peculiar	 research	 tools	 and
methods	 associated	with	 Europe’s	 intellectual	 history,	 can	 they	 ever	 be	 useful	 tools	 for	 the
study	of	other	societies	with	a	vastly	different	range	of	problems	as	well	as	human	experience?
And	what	is	the	‘emotional’	or	‘spiritual’	connection	between	this	body	of	knowledge	and	the
lives	of	people	living	in	societies	outside	Europe?

One	of	the	major	consequences	of	this	state	of	affairs	is	its	effect	on	students	who	register
at	 universities	 in	 various	 countries.	 They	 come	 to	 perceive	 the	 standard	 diets	 prescribed	 in
courses	as	foreign,	with	little	or	no	meaning	or	relevance	to	the	world	around	them,	especially
to	their	inherited	knowledge	systems	or	to	the	meanings	attached	to	important	elements	of	their
culture.	 They	 therefore	 see	 themselves	 compelled	 mostly	 to	 parrot	 the	 language	 of	 the
discipline,	 to	ingratiate	themselves	into	its	set	phrases,	vocabularies,	slogans,	categories	and
concepts	 (which	 change,	 like	 fashion,	 every	 few	 years)	 so	 that	 they	 can	 regurgitate	 it
confidently	when	their	time	comes	to	address	students	as	lecturers	or	professors.	Competence
and	 confidence	 are	 acquired	 only	 after	 years	 of	 subordination,	 uncritical	 and	 unquestioning
acceptance	and	indoctrination.

Moreover,	 in	 form,	 the	 university	 everywhere	 has	 also	 lost	 its	 original	 character	 and
purpose	and	becomes	an	upgraded	version	of	the	factory	school	in	which	knowledge	is	simply
disseminated	as	given	and	 the	student	has	 little	 scope	 to	create	or	contribute	anything	of	her
own.	The	European	Study	Centre	 at	Delhi	will	 ensure	 that	 young	 students	 can	 go	 for	 an	 all
expenses	paid	six	weeks’	stay	in	Europe	during	which	they	will	get	an	opportunity	to	sniff	the
latest	terminology	in	fashion	during	seminars	and	become	au	courant	with	the	latest	researches
and	concerns	of	the	European	academic	community	which	still	assumes	that	it	is	at	the	very	top
of	the	hierarchy	of	the	social	science	imagination	worldwide.

The	historical	evolution	of	social	science	studies

Thomas	Macaulay	1835	(India)	and	the	Committee	of	Ten,	1892	(USA)

The	question	few	people	ask	is,	why	do	Indians	or	Iranians	or	Chinese	for	 that	matter	allow
themselves	to	continue	to	be	fed	a	diet	of	what	Europeans	or	Americans	decide	amounts	in	a
social	science?	Is	it	possible	that	they	could	survive	for	thousands	of	years	without	intensive
know-how	about	 social,	 political,	 scientific	or	military	organization?	Why	are	we	unable	 to
resist	 the	 notion	 that	 European	 sociology	 or	 anthropology	 or	 American	 political	 science	 or
psychology	is	some	kind	of	absolute	which	cannot	be	questioned?	Or	are	we	simply	too	lazy	to



surrender	this	colonial	inheritance	and	rethink	anew?
It	may	be	useful	here	to	inquire	(briefly)	into	how	this	situation	arose	in	the	first	place.
The	 intellectual	 history	of	 societies	 falling	 as	 colonies	under	 the	political	 domination	of

Europe	 and	 later,	 the	US,	 shows	 two	major	phases.	 In	 the	 first	 phase,	 there	 is	 a	 determined
assault	 on	 their	 intellectual	 and	 spiritual	 traditions	 which	 is	 often	 internalized	 and	 often
uncritically	 accepted	by	 the	 leading	 and	 influential	 sections	 of	 the	 subjugated	 population.	 In
any	event,	they	really	do	not	have	any	choice.

Thereafter,	 in	 the	 second	 phase,	 there	 is	 an	 overt	 attempt	 to	 completely	 replace	 the
indigenous	 systems	 with	 ideas	 associated	 with	 the	 experience	 of	 the	 coloniser	 –	 a	 routine
feature	of	the	exercise	of	power.

The	 methodology	 adopted	 for	 such	 cultural	 assaults	 was	 elaborated	 very	 powerfully	 in
1612	by	Sir	John	Davies,	British	Attorney	for	Ireland,	in	his	book	titled,	‘A	discovery	of	the
true	 causes	 why	 Ireland	 was	 never	 subdued	 and	 brought	 under	 obedience	 of	 the	 Crown	 of
England	until	the	beginning	of	His	Majesty’s	Happy	Reign.’	Though	he	was	writing	in	respect
of	 Ireland,	 Davies	 could	 have	 been	 writing	 about	 any	 other	 country	 that	 came	 under	 the
political	subjugation	of	colonial	powers:

The	defects	which	hindered	the	perfection	of	the	conquest	of	Ireland	were	of	two	kinds	and	consisted:	first,	in	the
faint	prosecution	of	the	war	and	next	in	the	looseness	of	the	civil	government.	For	the	husbandman	must	first	break
the	 land	 before	 it	 be	made	 capable	 of	 good	 seed;	 and	 when	 it	 is	 thoroughly	 broken	 and	manured	 if	 he	 do	 not
forthwith	cast	good	seed	into	it,	it	will	grow	wild	again	and	bear	nothing	but	weeds.	So	a	barbarous	country	must
first	be	broken	by	a	war	before	it	will	be	capable	of	good	government;	and	when	it	is	fully	subdued	and	conquered,
if	it	be	not	well	planted	and	governed	after	the	conquest	it	will	soon	return	to	the	former	barbarism.4

The	simple	truth	is	there	has	never	been	a	change	in	this	principal	approach	of	imperialism
and	its	ways	thereafter.

The	assault	on	 India’s	 traditions,	 for	 instance,	was	 first	officially	 announced	by	William
Wilberforce	in	his	1813	speech	to	the	English	Parliament	in	which	he	argued	that	the	English
must	ensure	the	conversion	of	the	country	to	Christianity	as	the	most	effective	way	of	bringing
it	 to	 ‘civilisation.’	 The	 effort	 to	 Christianise	 the	 Hindu	 population	 fell	 flat	 on	 its	 face	 and
proved	to	be	one	of	the	most	abject	failures	of	imperial	governance.

In	1835,	however,	a	profoundly	new	approach	was	crystallised	in	the	form	of	a	‘Minute’	by
Governor	 General	 Lord	 Babington	 Macaulay	 which	 became	 the	 foundation	 of	 the	 modern
academic	enterprise	and	proved	to	be	successful	beyond	the	expectations	of	both	colonial	and
post-colonial	rulers.	In	that	 influential	Minute,	Macaulay	summarily	knocked	down	the	entire
intellectual	output	of	India	and	Arabia	in	well	known	words:

I	have	no	knowledge	of	either	Sanscrit	or	Arabic.	But	I	have	done	what	I	could	to	form	a	correct	estimate	of	their
value.	I	have	read	translations	of	the	most	celebrated	Arabic	and	Sanscrit	works.	I	have	conversed,	both	here	and
at	home,	with	men	distinguished	by	their	proficiency	in	the	Eastern	tongues.	I	am	quite	ready	to	take	the	oriental
learning	at	the	valuation	of	the	orientalists	themselves.	I	have	never	found	one	among	them	who	could	deny	that	a
single	 shelf	 of	 a	 good	European	 library	was	worth	 the	whole	 native	 literature	 of	 India	 and	Arabia.	The	 intrinsic
superiority	of	the	Western	literature	is	indeed	fully	admitted	by	those	members	of	the	committee	who	support	the
oriental	plan	of	education.

It	will	hardly	be	disputed,	I	suppose,	that	the	department	of	literature	in	which	the	Eastern	writers	stand	highest
is	 poetry.	 And	 I	 certainly	 never	met	 with	 any	 orientalist	 who	 ventured	 to	maintain	 that	 the	 Arabic	 and	 Sanscrit
poetry	could	be	compared	to	 that	of	 the	great	European	nations.	But	when	we	pass	from	works	of	 imagination	 to
works	 in	which	 facts	 are	 recorded	 and	 general	 principles	 investigated,	 the	 superiority	 of	 the	Europeans	 becomes



absolutely	 immeasurable.	 It	 is,	 I	 believe,	 no	 exaggeration	 to	 say	 that	 all	 the	historical	 information	which	has	been
collected	 from	all	 the	books	written	 in	 the	Sanscrit	 language	 is	 less	valuable	 than	what	may	be	 found	 in	 the	most
paltry	 abridgments	 used	 at	 preparatory	 schools	 in	 England.	 In	 every	 branch	 of	 physical	 or	moral	 philosophy,	 the
relative	position	of	the	two	nations	is	nearly	the	same.5

Macaulay	insisted	on	installing	a	new	system	of	education	with	a	very	specific	set	of	goals:
I	feel	with	them	that	it	is	impossible	for	us,	with	our	limited	means,	to	attempt	to	educate	the	body	of	the	people.

We	must	 at	 present	 do	our	 best	 to	 form	a	 class	who	may	be	 interpreters	 between	us	 and	 the	millions	whom	we
govern,	–	a	class	of	persons	Indian	in	blood	and	colour,	but	English	in	tastes,	in	opinions,	in	morals	and	in	intellect.6

	
This	well-known	formulation	of	 the	objectives	of	 the	colonial	education	project	coupled

simultaneously	 with	 the	 display	 of	 civilisational	 arrogance	 was	 repeated	 ad	 nauseam	 in
countries	as	diverse	as	Turkey,	Indonesia,	the	Philippines,	Aotearoa	(New	Zealand),	etc.	These
became	overnight	‘victim’	societies	or	‘defeated’	civilisations	and	their	leading	lights	readily
applied	 this	 collective	 feeling	 of	 inferiority	 to	 the	 products	 of	 their	 minds	 as	 well.	 In	 the
context	of	Africa,	Ngugi	wa	Thiong’o	wrote:

The	biggest	weapon	wielded	and	actually	daily	unleashed	by	imperialism	against	that	collective	defiance	[was]	the
cultural	bomb.	The	effect	of	a	cultural	bomb	is	to	annihilate	a	people’s	belief	in	their	names,	in	their	languages,	in
their	environment,	in	their	heritage	of	struggle,	in	their	unity,	in	their	capacities	and	ultimately	themselves.	It	makes
them	see	their	past	as	one	wasteland	of	non-achievement	and	it	makes	them	want	to	distance	themselves	from	that
wasteland.	It	makes	them	want	to	identify	with	that	which	is	furthest	removed	from	themselves;	for	instance,	with
other	peoples’	languages	rather	than	their	own.	It	makes	them	identify	with	that	which	is	decadent	and	reactionary,
all	those	forces	which	would	stop	their	own	springs	of	life.7

It	 is	 truly	 amazing	 to	 discover	 that	 so	 many	 educated	 segments	 in	 practically	 every
colonised	society	could	be	so	convinced	eventually	of	 their	own	–	and	 their	civilisation’s	–
worthlessness,	 that	 they	 would	 allow	 themselves	 to	 be	 robbed	 of	 everything	 that	 their
civilisations	had	 to	 offer	 and	 then	meekly	 submit	 to	 remould	 themselves	 in	 the	manners	 and
thinking	of	those	who	came	from	far	outside	their	borders.

The	scale	of	this	civilisational	failure	of	nerve	was	ultimately	restricted	in	its	reach	for	a
rare	 reason:	 the	 difficulty	 the	 imperial	 power	 faced	 –	 as	 Macaulay	 himself	 admitted	 –	 in
‘educating’	the	entire	population!	In	other	words,	we	survived	with	our	identity	simply	because
most	of	us	did	not	speak	English,	we	continued	to	speak	in	our	own	mother-tongues,	and	the
majority	of	our	populations	had	 little	 interest	 in	certifying	 themselves	 in	Western	knowledge
systems.	They	simply	remained	aloof,	disinterested,	unincorporated.

The	 result	 everywhere	 has	 been	 the	 generation	 of	 two	wholly	 different	 societies	 owing
allegiance	 to	 separate	 systems	 of	 knowledge	 and	 belief,	 even	 when	 they	 occupy	 the	 same
single	geographical	space.	In	his	remarkable	work	of	anthropology	Mexico	Profundo,	Mexican
anthropologist	Guillermo	Bonfil	Batalla	made	a	critical	 reference	 to	 the	‘imaginary	Mexico’
imposed	 on	 that	 society	 by	Western	 scholars	 and	 academics.8	 He	 called	 it	 ‘imaginary’	 not
because	it	did	not	exist,	but	because	it	denied	the	cultural	reality	lived	daily	by	most	Mexicans.

According	to	Batalla,	the	lives	of	the	‘de-Indianised’	rural	mestizo	communities	and	also
of	 the	 vast	 number	 of	 migrants	 living	 in	 the	 cities	 comprised	 what	 he	 called	 the	 Mexico
profundo.	This	 life	was	 rooted	 in	Mesoamerican	 civilisation	based	on	 its	 own	 food	 supply.
Work	in	this	society	even	today	is	understood	primarily	as	a	way	of	maintaining	a	harmonious
relationship	with	the	natural	world.	Health	is	related	to	human	conduct	and	community	service
is	often	part	of	each	individual’s	life	obligation.	Time	is	cyclical	and	humans	fulfill	their	own



cycle	in	relation	to	other	cycles	of	the	universe.	You	could	say	that	for	the	Mexico	profundo,
Europe	as	a	system	of	ideas	to	live	by	or	as	an	ideal	simply	does	not	exist.	Though	Batalla’s
perception	appears	 to	be	 radical,	his	description	of	a	society	 that	 functions	distinct	 from	the
perceptions	of	overseas	scholars	and	their	local	coloured	cohorts	could	be	applicable	in	every
society	of	the	non-Western	world.	In	our	country,	we	call	it	the	‘other	India’	–	larger	than	India
–	and	in	the	deepest	sense,	concerned	solely	with	itself	and	wholly	unconcerned	about	Europe.

Eventually	only	two	classes	of	people	came	to	the	conclusion	that	European	science	was
the	 only	 successful	 foundation	 for	 the	 advancement	 of	 knowledge	 (and	 human	 welfare)	 in
future:	first,	the	Europeans	(naturally);	thereafter,	the	educated	among	the	colonised,	especially
the	academic	community.	Both	for	the	wrong	reasons.

It	 is	 an	 elementary	 principle	 of	 assessments	 and	 evaluations	 that	 they	 must	 always	 be
carried	out	–	in	the	interests	of	objectivity	and	credibility	–	by	person	unconnected	with	them.
A	person	cannot	be	a	judge	in	her	own	cause.	But	what	do	we	find	here?	The	assessments	and
evaluations	 of	 the	 West,	 of	 Western	 science,	 of	 the	 alleged	 dynamism	 and	 achievements
associated	 with	Western	 history	 are	 made	 by	 intellectuals,	 historians	 and	 writers	 from	 the
West.	They	unabashedly	glory	 in	 their	 own	achievements,	 they	become	 their	 own	historians,
they	propose	 their	own	greatness,	 they	 themselves	certify	and	celebrate	 the	unique	quality	of
their	own	way	of	life.	The	final	act	of	hubris	was	a	claim	made	fairly	recently	that	American
society	symbolised	‘the	end	of	history,’	the	end	of	evolution;	that	there	was	no	further	stage	of
human	progress	necessary	or	conceivable	except	endless	refinements	in	technology.

The	absence	of	objectivity	has	been	taken	to	such	absurd	lengths	that	often	entire	histories
of	 various	 human	 activities	 (ethics,	 science	 and	 technology,	 the	 arts,	 etc.)	 are	 compiled	 by
Western	writers	which	do	not	take	into	consideration	even	the	existence	of	people	from	other
parts	 of	 the	globe.	This	 ignorance	of	 the	 role	 and	 intellectual	 contributions	of	 people	 living
outside	 the	 boundaries	 of	 Europe	 is	 on	 occasion	 admittedly	 due	 to	 a	 narrow	 or	 parochial
education.	But	more	often	than	not	it	is	also	because	admitting	the	intellectual	contributions	of
others	would	downplay	 the	West’s	own	claim	 to	 self-directed	development	up	 the	 ladder	of
human	progress	due	to	its	innate	cultural	superiority	over	the	rest	of	humankind.

Western	 academic	 social	 science	 is	 not	 irrevocable,	 divine,	 infallible	 or	 bestowed	with
greater	epistemological	significance	than	other	intellectual	traditions	or	ethnosciences.	It	only
appears	so.

The	success	of	Orientalist	discourse	has	been	in	precisely	this:	the	people	of	India,	Arabia
and	other	 lands	are	 today	convinced	that	 the	best	 interpreters	of	 their	history,	 their	societies,
their	 traditions	are	scholars	and	commentators	from	the	West	rather	 than	people	 in	 their	own
midst.

Distressed	by	 this	wholesale	mental	capitulation	and	surrender	of	an	entire	generation	of
intellectuals,	Syed	Hussein	Alatas	wrote	–	several	decades	ago	–	a	stinging	evaluation	of	what
he	called	‘the	captive	mind’	in	which	he	pilloried	Third	World	intellectuals	for	their	continuing
obsession	with	imported	and	handed	down	theories	of	knowledge	which	had	little	to	do	with
their	societies,	their	experience	and	their	own	intellectual	traditions.9

‘It	 is	 the	 final	 triumph	 of	 a	 system	 of	 domination,’	 writes	 Ngugi	 wa	 Thiong’o	 in
Decolonising	the	Mind,	‘when	the	dominated	start	singing	its	virtues.’10

Significant	resistance	to	intellectual	colonisation	eventually	came	not	from	this	captive	and



enslaved	class	of	university-based	academics	but	from	the	most	marginalised	groups	including
the	American	Indians,	the	Maoris	in	Aotearoa	(New	Zealand),	the	Aboriginals	in	Australia	and
Canada,	and	a	significant	group	of	scholars	from	the	African	countries.

It	also	came	from	Islam,	though	in	mixed	ways,	as	most	Islamic	societies	were	eventually
unable	 to	 resolve	 the	 issue	 of	 the	 compatibility	 of	 their	 religious	 traditions	 and	 Western
(secular,	 positivist,	 materialistically-oriented)	 knowledge.	 Muslims	 in	 fact	 got	 themselves
certified	 in	 Western	 knowledge	 systems	 in	 droves.	 Even	 today	 Muslim	 countries	 remain
profoundly	schizophrenic	about	their	approaches	to	Western	knowledge,	including	philosophy,
unable	to	restore	the	productive	harmony	between	science	and	Islam	that	flourished	during	the
West’s	Dark	Ages.	Materialist	Western	knowledge	–	which	denies	the	very	existence	of	Allah
–	is	taught	side-by-side	with	Islamic	theology,	often	within	the	same	university.

In	India,	Western	science	including	Western	social	science	is	accepted	without	question	by
its	 academic	 czars,	 signalling	 the	 complete	 intellectual	 defeat	 of	 its	 so-called	 thinking	 or
academic	classes.	The	country’s	(so-called)	‘finest’	minds	–	those	who	qualify	for	IITs	–	are
harvested	in	13	imported	institutions	that	serve	as	unabashed	recruiting	grounds	for	production
systems	and	economies	abroad.

After	 the	 US	 became	 the	 dominant	 force	 in	 the	 world	 economy,	 educational	 curriculum
dominance	 shifted	 to	 American	 universities	 and	 their	 academic	 formulae	 became	 the	 new
testament	 for	 the	 rest	 of	 the	 world,	 including	 now	 England.	 As	 the	 US	 naturally	 assumed
control	over	what	would	constitute	higher	education,	this	implied	that	university	content	would
now	be	sourced	to	patterns	of	thinking	from	a	country	which	encapsulated	little	more	than	the
world-view	and	concerns	of	a	predominantly	White	male	population	which	had	established	its
dominance	 there	 through	 sheer	 uninhibited	violence	 and	which	would	 tolerate	 the	growth	of
only	those	other	sections	that	were	in	grand	sympathy	with	its	views.

The	problem	 faced	by	 the	White	American	education	 system	 in	 the	19th	century	was	 the
lack	of	uniformity	of	what	was	being	taught	at	different	schools	and	colleges	within	the	country.
The	diversity	was	finally	settled	by	the	report	of	the	‘Committee	of	Ten’	set	up	in	1892	under
the	chairmanship	of	Charles	W.	Eliott,	President	of	Harvard	University.	The	subjects	seen	as
necessary	for	a	proper	university	education	for	people	growing	in	the	US	were	decided	by	this
committee	and	 they	would	 thereafter	 rule	 the	world	of	academia	everywhere	even	up	 to	our
own	times	with	minor	modifications.	The	subjects	and	also	the	duration	of	time	to	be	allotted
for	the	teaching	of	these	subjects	were	determined	by	the	Committee.	(The	nine	subjects	were
1.	 Latin;	 2.	 Greek;	 3.	 English;	 4.	 Other	Modern	 [European]	 Languages;	 5.	 Mathematics;	 6.
Physics,	Astronomy,	Chemistry;	7.	Natural	History;	8.	History,	Civil	Government	and	Political
Economy;	9.	Physical	Geography,	Geology	and	Metereology.)11

What	 is	 important	 to	note	 is	 that	 this	attempt	 to	create	and	enforce	a	uniform	diet	 for	all
students	of	 education	 in	 all	 countries	–	with	diverse	 environments,	 intellectual	 histories	 and
cultural	 traditions	 –	 was	 never	 questioned.	 The	 new	 curriculum	 was	 adopted	 everywhere
because	the	modern	university	culture	has	retained	a	profoundly	imitative	or	mimic	character.
Ngugi	wa	Thiong’o,	for	example,	relegated	most	academic	scholarship	in	Africa	to	exercises
in	 ‘apemanship	 and	 parrotry.’	 (Rabindranath	Tagore,	 India’s	 distinguished	man	 of	 letters,	 in
fact,	wrote	a	telling	story	about	a	parrot	more	than	a	hundred	years	ago	in	which	he	thoroughly
parodied	the	educational	system.)



In	the	new	culture,	 the	printed	textbook	as	an	essential	 tool	for	learning	naturally	reigned
supreme	 because	 these	 academicians	were	more	 comfortable	with	 books	 than	with	 the	 real
world	from	which	the	text	could	safely	isolate	them.	This	facilitated	further	‘universalisation’
claims	since	 local	experience	was	not	considered	necessary	for	 theory	and	 the	 theory	 in	any
case	came	always	from	Western	academia.

At	 no	 stage	was	 there	 any	 critical	 questioning	 in	 our	 own	 societies	 of	 the	 directions	 in
which	 the	 acquisition	 of	 knowledge	 had	 begun	 to	 proceed.	Only	 the	 very	 prescient	 saw	 the
terrible	 consequences	 for	 their	 own	kind.	A	generally	 peaceful	 individual,	Mahatma	Gandhi
was	so	outraged	by	the	idea	of	turning	his	people	into	second-class	westerners	that	he	declared
in	Hind	Swaraj	that	‘deportation	for	life	to	the	[penal	colony	of	the]	Andamans	is	not	enough
expiation	for	the	sin	of	encouraging	European	civilization.’12	As	Vinay	Lal	notes,	it	is	not	at	all
surprising	 that	 the	misery	 of	 human	 beings	 has	 increased	 in	 almost	 direct	 proportion	 to	 the
spread	of	Western	social	sciences	–	from	anthropology	 to	geography	and	economics	–	 in	 the
rest	of	the	world.13

Imperialism	 has	 thus	 remained	 an	 intrinsic	 feature	 of	 the	 world	 knowledge	 system.	 As
Ward	 Churchill	 maintains	 in	 White	 studies:	 ‘The	 system	 of	 Eurosupremacist	 domination
depends	for	its	continued	maintenance	and	expansion,	even	its	survival,	upon	the	reproduction
of	 its	 own	 intellectual	 paradigm	 –	 its	 approved	way	 of	 thinking,	 seeing,	 understanding,	 and
being	–	to	the	ultimate	exclusion	of	all	others.’14

Even	today	the	power	to	maintain	this	dominance	continues	to	be	exercised	in	the	form	of
controls	over	the	textbook	trade,	the	authentification	of	social	science	literature,	the	selective
use	or	promotion	of	scholars,	the	suppression	and	discrediting	of	ideas	from	other	intellectual
traditions,	 unscrupulous	 misappropriation	 of	 such	 ideas	 when	 possible,	 and	 control	 of
circulation	of	ideas	through	the	peer	group	system	which	links	both	the	publishing	and	journal
industries.

This	 is	 the	 reason	 why	 Mahatma	 Gandhi,	 Tolstoy,	 Aurobindo,	 Mao	 Zedong	 and	 other
eminent	person	all	worked	on	revamping	the	educational	systems	they	inherited	as	an	important
element	of	their	political	work.	Gandhi	introduced	the	system	of	Nai	Talim,	in	which	students
would	work	with	their	hands	and	learn	and	earn	while	doing	so.

These	comments	are	about	 the	educational	 enterprise	as	a	whole.	Now	we	shall	 take	up
some	 of	 the	 social	 sciences	 individually.	 But	 before	 we	 do	 that,	 we	 need	 to	 examine	 one
specific	issue,	the	problem	of	the	assumptions	behind	the	social	sciences	of	our	time.

The	framework	of	White	studies	and	the	critique	of	its	assumptions

There	is	a	popular	Indian	story	relating	to	the	foundations	of	our	universe.	Like	most	stories,
there	are	several	versions	of	this	one	depending	on	the	purpose	it	is	meant	to	serve.	In	my	own
favourite	 version,	 an	 Indian	 wise	 man	 is	 asked	 on	 what	 the	 world	 rests.	 His	 answer:	 a
platform,	which	rests	on	a	 tiger.	And	on	what	does	 the	 tiger	rest?	On	an	elephant.	And	what
does	the	elephant	stand	on?	A	turtle.	And	the	turtle?	Well,	after	that,	says	the	wise	man,	almost
in	exasperation,	‘It	is	turtles	all	the	way	down.’

Ask	 similar	 questions	 about	 science	 or	 social	 science	 or	 even	 mathematics:	 on	 what
grounds	are	its	body	of	propositions	and	methods	based?	Like	in	the	turtle	story,	we	find	that



every	 science	 rests	 finally	on	 a	 set	 of	 assumptions	which	 themselves	 are	placed	outside	 the
realm	 of	 questioning	 or	 verification,	 or	 they	 rest	 on	 further	 assumptions	 or	metaphysical	 or
religious	propositions.

An	assumption,	by	definition,	is	a	plank,	a	platform	or	a	proposition	whose	truth	we	simply
assume	or	take	for	granted,	which	can	neither	be	empirically	denied	nor	is	open	to	scientific	or
critical	scrutiny.	Assumptions	are	not	universally	held	beliefs,	but	‘Gospel	Truths’	adopted	by
minority	groups	like	members	of	specific	scientific	communities.	In	other	words,	we	can	never
find	 the	 justification	 for	 why	 we	 use	 an	 assumption	 or	 rely	 upon	 it	 in	 preference	 to	 other
assumptions	except	perhaps	 in	extraneous	grounds	 like	utility	or	performance	or	explanatory
power.

However,	when	pushed,	we	will	quickly	see	 that	 the	 idea	of	universalism	or	universally
valid	 assumptions	 or	 propositions	 in	 the	 social	 sciences	 is	 false	 since	 such	 universals	 are
created	by	human	beings	 and	 therefore	 are	 as	 shaky	 and	unstable	 as	 human	beings	 and	 their
products.	 The	 idea	 that	 fallible	 beings	 can	 create	 infallible	 knowledge	 about	 themselves	 is
itself	a	methodological	impossibility,	a	contradiction	in	terms.

If	this	is	true,	then	every	culture	or	body	of	knowledge	is	de	facto	enable	to	raise	its	own
universals,	that	is,	principles	that	are	adopted	to	guide	its	own	civilisational	discourses.	On	the
very	 same	 grounds,	 it	 may	 dispute,	 reject	 or	 dispose	 of	 the	 intellectual	 products	 of	 other
cultures	especially	where	it	is	found	to	be	necessary	to	reject	the	assumptions	on	which	such
knowledge	is	based	or	if	such	knowledge	is	felt	or	perceived	to	be	irrelevant.

Nowadays,	this	discussion	often	takes	the	form	of	ethnosciences	and	their	relationship	with
so-called	mainstream	universals.	 Today,	modernity	 or	modern	 civilisation	 is	 identified	with
certain	 features	which	 are	 also	 associated	with	 or	 prevalent	 in	 the	modern	West.	The	 basic
idea	 is	 that	 there	 is	 a	 mainstream	 science	 and	 there	 are	 –	 within	 its	 tolerating	 embrace	 –
various	ethnosciences.	The	problem	with	 that	view	 is	 that	 the	so-called	mainstream	science,
being	culturally	determined,	is	itself	an	ethnoscience.	It	reflects	the	preoccupations	and	insights
of	one	culture	area,	one	group	of	societies	 that	have	adopted	certain	assumptions,	principles
and	values.	Once	Western	sociology	or	political	science	 is	perceived	as	an	ethnoscience	for
these	reasons,	there	will	be	progress.

Without	politely	declining	to	accept	the	Eurocentric	assumptions	on	which	modern	social
sciences	are	based,	there	can	be	no	end	to	academic	imperialism.

Let	 us	 take	 a	 few	 disciplines	 in	 the	 social	 sciences	 and	 examine	 how	 extensively	 the
structure	of	Eurocentric	knowledge	is	firmly	entrenched	therein.

Philosophy	teaching	as	an	example	of	academic	imperialism

Asian	 and	 African	 universities	 have	 been	 offering	 graduate	 and	 postgraduate	 courses	 in
‘Philosophy’	 for	 several	 decades.	 However,	 most	 philosophy	 departments	 in	 India	 and
elsewhere	today	are	facing	a	student	famine.

This	 grim	 situation	 is	 not	 related	 only	 to	 the	 perceived	 uselessness	 of	 the	 subject	 of
philosophy	for	employment,	but	also	to	the	actual	irrelevance	of	what	is	taught	under	the	label
of	 ‘philosophy’	 to	 the	 country’s	 concerns;	 to	 philosophical	 activity	 in	 the	 country;	 to	 the
pressing	issues	of	our	time.



Delhi	University	is	a	classic	instance.	This	premier	university	of	the	capital	city	of	India
still	 teaches	 a	 course	 of	 undergraduate	 studies	 that	 comprises	 almost	 wholly	 of	 Western
philosophers	and	Western	philosophical	issues	and	methods.

Where	occasional	papers	in	Indian	philosophy	are	offered,	the	coursework	available	is	so
sterile	and	unattractive	as	to	dissuade	anyone	from	taking	interest.	Indian	philosophical	thought
is	conveyed	as	something	of	a	fossilised	system	of	 ideas:	archaic,	outdated,	quaint,	with	key
concepts	in	a	dead	language,	property	of	indologists	or	sanskritists;	or	there	could	be	attempts
to	show	it	as	measuring	up	to	modern	Western	philosophical	standards	with	equivalent	detailed
analysis	 of	 issues,	 e.g.,	 in	 Nyaya	 and	 Navya	 Nyaya.	 Thus	 for	 the	 present	 day	 philosophy
professors,	their	diet	of	issues	for	active	philosophising	comes	almost	wholly	from	the	Western
academic	tradition.	The	situation	is	hardly	different	in	other	universities	or	other	countries	of
the	South.

In	White	 studies,	Ward	 Churchill	 makes	 the	 following	 observation	 about	 undergraduate
studies	in	philosophy	in	the	US:

Consider	 a	 typical	 introductory	 level	 philosophy	 course.	 Students	will	 in	 all	 probability	 explore	 the	works	 of	 the
ancient	 Greek	 philosophers,	 the	 fundamentals	 of	 Cartesian	 logic	 and	 Spinoza,	 stop	 off	 for	 a	 visit	 with	 Thomas
Hobbes,	 David	 Hume,	 and	 John	 Locke,	 cover	 a	 chapter	 or	 two	 of	 Kant’s	 aesthetics,	 dabble	 a	 bit	 in	 Hegelian
dialectics,	 and	 review	Nietzsche’s	 assorted	 rantings.	A	good	 leftist	professor	may	add	a	dash	of	Marx’s	 famous
“inversion”	of	Hegel	and,	on	a	good	day,	his	commentaries	on	 the	 frailties	of	Feuerbach.	 In	an	exemplary	class,
things	will	end	up	in	the	20th	century	with	discussions	of	Schopenhauer,	Heidegger	and	Husserl,	Bertrand	Russell
and	Alfred	North	Whitehead,	perhaps	an	“adventurous”	summarization	of	the	existentialism	of	Sartre	and	Camus.

Advanced	undergraduate	courses	typically	delve	into	the	same	topics,	with	additive	instruction	in	matters	such	as
“Late	Medieval	Philosophy,”	“Monism,”	“Rousseau	and	Revolution,”	“The	Morality	of	John	Stuart	Mill,”	“Einstein
and	 the	 Generations	 of	 Science,”	 “The	 Phenomenology	 of	 Merleau-Ponty,”	 “Popper’s	 Philosophy	 of	 Science,”
“Benjamin,	Adorno	 and	 the	 Frankfurt	 School,”	 “Meaning	 and	Marcuse,”	 “Structuralism/Post-Structuralism,”	 even
“The	Critical	 Theory	 of	 Jurgen	Habermas.”	Graduate	work	 usually	 consists	 of	 effecting	 a	 coherent	 synthesis	 of
some	combination	of	these	elements.15

	
Those	 students	 who	 have	 completed	 their	 undergraduate	 (and	 graduate)	 studies	 in

philosophy	 in	 Indian	or	African	universities	will	 almost	 readily	concede	 that	 they,	with	 few
exceptions,	have	been	raised	on	precisely	the	same	diet	of	exotic	materials.

From	Nigeria,	Mesembe	Ita	Edet	wrote:	‘For	four	years	the	students	are	saddled	right	from
their	 introductory	 classes	 with	 history	 of	Western	 philosophy	 beginning	 with	 Thales	 in	 the
ancient	period	upto	the	major	characters	of	the	contemporary	period	of	Western	philosophy....
Students	of	philosophy	...	are	treated	to	an	overdose	of	the	metaphysics,	epistemology,	ethics,
political	 philosophy,	 philosophy	 of	 history,	 philosophy	 of	 religion,	 of	 Descartes,	 Berkeley,
Spinoza,	Locke,	Hume,	Kant,	Bentham,	Hegel,	Mill	and	other	Western	philosophers.’16

For	the	teaching	and	study	of	history,	most	universities	have	gradually	reverted	to	their	own
civilisational	 stories.	 However,	 this	 is	 not	 so	 with	 subjects	 like	 philosophy	 and	 sociology.
M.B.	Ramose	has	noted	that	one	could	argue	that	Western	philosophy	taught	in	the	West	could
be	 contextual	 or	 even	 indigenous.	 But	 this	 could	 not	 be	 said	 about	 the	 teaching	 of	Western
philosophy	 in	 Africa	 since	 it	 was	 decontextualised	 to	 the	 extent	 that	 it	 systematically	 and
persistently	ignored	and	excluded	the	experience	of	being	an	African	in	Africa.17

Philosophers	from	Africa	have	in	fact	denounced	key	Western	philosophers	as	racists	who
wrote	 disparagingly	 against	 people	 of	 black	 colour.	 The	 list	 of	Western	 philosophers	 who



were	 openly	 racist	 in	 their	writings	 and	 even	 attempted	 to	 argue	 their	 convictions	 at	 length
includes	 Aristotle,	 Bentham,	 Hegel	 and	 Nietzsche,	 Locke,	 Kant	 and	 Hume.	 African	 critics
today	are	asking	how	academics	could	allow	the	writings	of	such	philosophers	to	be	taught	to
young	African	minds.

In	 India,	 there	 is	 some	 allegiance	 expressed	 towards	 Indian	 ‘spirituality,’	 but	 real
philosophy	as	a	rule	is	only	practised	outside	academia,	under	the	tutelage	of	gurus,	in	places
like	ashrams,	and	under	famous	mentors	like	Baba	Ramdev	who	has	more	students	today	than
all	philosophy	departments	around	the	world	put	together.

In	 the	 year	 2000,	 the	 University	 Grants	 Commission	 (UGC)	 of	 India	 reviewed	 the
coursework	in	philosophy	as	part	of	its	effort	to	revamp	studies	in	32	disciplines.18	The	UGC
model	 curriculum	 for	 philosophy	 attempts	 to	 bring	 Indian	 philosophy	 on	 par	 with	 Western
philosophy:	 weightage-wise	 and	 time-wise,	 it	 appears	 that	 equal	 attention	 is	 now	 to	 be
provided	 to	both	areas.	The	difficulty	with	 the	50-50	approach	 is	 that	 it	 runs	 like	a	 railway
line,	tracks	side	by	side,	with	each	side	neither	interacting	with	nor	acknowledging	nor	battling
the	other,	each	using	categories	that	are	opposed	to	each	other	in	fundamental	ways.	However,
though	the	UGC	model	curriculum	has	been	sent	to	all	Indian	universities	for	consideration	and
use,	few	universities	appear	to	have	worked	with	it,	including	Delhi	University.

What	 is	characteristic	of	curricula	 in	 Indian	departments	of	philosophy	 is	 the	 teaching	of
Western	 philosophy	 without	 a	 comparative	 discussion	 of	 its	 epistemological	 method	 or	 its
assumptions	 or	 presuppositions.	Western	 and	 Indian	 philosophies	 are	 studied	 independently
without	any	attempt	to	see	them	as	two	fundamentally	and	methodologically	different	responses
to	 a	 common	 problem,	 or	 even	 as	 two	 different	 formulations	 of	 the	 same	 problem.	 This
approach	does	not	permit	one	to	see	the	Indian	philosophical	tradition	in	the	context	of	history,
as	having	a	principle	of	motion,	of	dynamic	reform	and	constant	 reformulation;	 the	emphasis
remains,	 by	 default,	 on	 an	 authentic	 but	 essentially	 fossilised	 Indian	 tradition.	 The	 overall
scheme	 of	 Western	 philosophy	 and	 its	 concerns	 over	 the	 ages	 remains	 the	 framework	 of
philosophy	 studies	 in	 India.	 (Replace	 the	 term	 ‘philosophy’	 in	 the	 above	 sentence	with	 any
other	term,	like	‘sociology’	or	‘anthropology’,	and	the	meaning	of	the	sentence	would	be	valid
then	as	well.)	It	is	taken	for	granted	that	this	framework	is	basic,	absolute,	not	to	be	questioned
–	 the	 only	 developed	 tradition	 in	 comparison	 with	 which	 all	 others	 are	 ethnic,	 quaint,
undeveloped,	anachronisms.

When	 one	 goes	 behind	 to	 the	 assumptions	 that	 underlie	Western	 philosophy,	 there	 is	 an
even	greater	surprise	in	store.	Islamic	and	Indian	philosophies	are	not	considered	‘philosophy’
by	Western	 philosophical	 schools	 because	 they	 both	 refuse	 to	 grant	 reason	 pre-eminence	 or
primacy	as	a	tool	for	achieving	absolute	truth.	Islamic	philosophy	is	labelled	‘theology,’	while
Indian	 philosophy	 is	 relegated	 to	 the	 sphere	 of	 ‘religion,’	 (as	 it	 is	 understood	 in	 the	West).
However,	Western	philosophy	itself	bases	its	own	premises	on	foundationless	assumptions	that
are	as	fundamentalist,	religious	or	theological	as	those	it	feels	it	can	distinguish	itself	from.

We	examined	the	philosophy	course	work	for	undergraduates	in	universities	like	Harvard,
California,	Oxford,	etc.,	and	found	that	in	these	academic	institutions	only	Western	philosophy
is	 taught	 to	 the	almost	 total	exclusion	of	systems	of	 thought	from	other	parts	of	 the	world.	 In
fact,	 philosophy	 is	 identified	 wholly	 and	 solely	 with	 Western	 philosophers.	 In	 Indian	 and
several	other	universities	located	in	former	colonies,	the	position	is	reversed:	we	suppress	our



own	 philosophical	 traditions	 and	 give	 principal	 attention	 to	Western	 thought.	Our	 university
professors	are	au	courant	with	contemporaneous	European	philosophy	issues,	but	are	often	cut
off	 from	 the	 philosophical	 obsessions	 of	 their	 countrymen	 and	 women	 from	 the	 rest	 of	 the
Anglo-Saxon	world.

Even	 where	 we	 do	 teach	 Indian	 philosophy,	 this	 is	 largely	 done	 accepting	 the	 West’s
standards	and	parameters	of	philosophical	discussion.

What	 happens	 if	 one	 argues	 that	 these	 different	 traditions	 (Indian,	 African,	 Chinese,
Western)	 are	 incommensurable,	 based	 on	 entirely	 separate	 sets	 of	 assumptions,	 with	 their
foundations	 based	 on	 entirely	 different	 and	 irreconcilable	 faiths	 and	 convictions?	 This
possibility	 should	 be	 brought	 into	 the	 classroom	 and	 the	 implications	 of	 the	 differences
discussed.

Or	what	if	one	develops	a	philosophy	course	that	enable	students	to	recognise	that	India’s
philosophical	traditions	answer	questions	that	Western	philosophical	traditions	have	failed	to.
Or	 which	 enable	 students	 to	 see	Western	 intellectual	 traditions	 as	 intrinsically	 deficient	 or
pointless,	moving	inevitably	into	blind	alleys?

Economics	teaching	as	an	example	of	academic	imperialism

Most	universities	 today	are	committed	 to	 teaching	an	economics	curriculum	in	which	 liberal
economics	 with	 its	 doctrine	 of	 the	 markets	 and	 competition	 is	 considered	 mainstream
knowledge.	The	idea	of	the	‘market’	no	longer	refers	to	the	diversity	of	institutions	involved	in
the	sale	of	produce	 (including	bazaars	and	haats)	 that	continue	 to	 thrive,	nor	 is	 it	associated
with	the	liberal	culture	of	the	Samudri	Raja	of	Calicut	in	1498	when	he	protected	the	access	of
European	 traders	 to	 local	markets	 during	 their	 first	 arrival	 in	 India.	 It	 is	 instead	 nowadays
almost	 wholly	 associated	 with	 the	 Western,	 liberal	 idea	 of	 the	 ‘free	 market’	 which
paradoxically	is	being	imposed	on	every	notion	by	force.	This	has	been	the	course	ever	since
the	installation	of	the	‘cartaz’	by	the	Portuguese	500	years	ago	and	continued	as	serious	policy
after	the	inauguration	of	the	Cold	War.

Despite,	 however,	 living	 today	 in	 a	world	 in	which	 the	Cold	War	 is	 over,	 the	 inherited
framework	 of	 teaching	 a	 liberal	 economics	 curriculum	 remains	 intact	 even	 though	 the	 grand
intellectual	arguments	or	‘science’	behind	the	framework	have	collapsed	on	several	occasions,
the	most	recent	one	being	the	recent	(2008)	US	mortgage	crisis	and	the	manner	in	which	the	US
government	 and	 other	 treasuries	 have	 shamelessly	 intervened	 to	 prevent	 the	 elimination	 of
several	 inefficient	 and	 culpable	 agencies,	 entirely	 contrary	 to	 the	 very	 principles	 of	 liberal
economics	they	preach	relentlessly	to	the	rest	of	the	world.

Thus	the	fact	that	liberal	economics	continued	to	be	taught	as	‘gospel	wisdom’	owes	really
very	 little	 to	 any	 association	 of	 it	 with	 rational	 principles	 or	 with	 knowledge	 that	 can	 be
sourced	to	any	canons	of	objectivity.	This	 is	more	in	 the	nature	of	an	ideology	passed	off	as
science.	The	bulk	of	this	liberal	economics	corpus	is	largely	an	organised	counter-response	to
another	 of	 their	 economists,	 John	 Maynard	 Keynes,	 who	 denied	 the	 central	 tenet	 of	 the
capitalist	 system	 –	 that	 it	 worked	 best	 if	 left	 alone	 and	 kept	 beyond	 the	 interventions	 of
government.

It	 has	 been	 well	 documented	 that	 the	 neo-conservative	 F.A.	 Hayek	 was	 imported	 into



England	 in	 1931	 from	 the	 Austrian	 School	 of	 Economic	 Liberalism	 solely	 to	 offset	 the
influence	of	Keynes.	His	article,	Road	to	Serfdom,	published	in	the	Reader’s	Digest	in	1945,
set	out	to	prove	that	totalitarianism	would	be	the	natural	consequence	of	admitting	Keynesian
economics,	especially	his	proposals	for	full	employment.	But	beyond	this,	we	know	that	Hayek
was	instrumental	thereafter	in	the	formation	of	the	Mont	Pelerin	Society,	a	semi-secret	group	of
neo-conservatives	 which	 desired	 to	 convert	 the	 next	 breed	 of	 intellectuals	 to	 neo-liberal
doctrines.	For	the	inaugural	conference	of	the	Society,	besides	Hayek,	there	were	Karl	Popper,
Lionel	 Charles	 Robbins,	 Milton	 Friedman	 and	 other	 notables	 whose	 works	 continue	 to
dominate	and	adorn	the	curricula	of	non-Western	universities.	Of	the	39	participants,	24	were
from	the	US	and	UK	and	the	rest	from	Europe.	None	came	from	the	non-Western	world	which
would	 however	 soon	 receive	much	 of	 the	 resultant	 academic	 blast.	 The	 conferences	 of	 the
Society	were	thereafter	held	every	two	years.	By	1980,	participation	had	reached	600.

Despite	 its	 membership,	 the	 influence	 of	 the	 Pelerin	 society	 was	 not	 dramatic	 enough.
Things	 changed	with	 the	 arrival	of	Anthony	Fisher,	 a	 successful	poultry	 farmer	 (knighted	by
Thatcher	 in	 1988).	 Fisher	 financed	 the	 start	 of	 the	 Institute	 of	 Economic	Affairs	 (IEA)	 and
other	 free	market	 think-tanks.	 The	 objective	 of	 the	 EIA	was	 to	 propagate	 ‘sound’	 economic
thought	in	the	universities	and	all	educational	institutions.

In	1974,	the	IEA	set	up	the	Centre	for	Policy	Studies	and	in	1980,	the	Social	Affairs	Unit,
to	do	for	sociology	what	the	IEA	had	done	for	economics.	More	institutions	mushroomed	into
existence	including	the	Adam	Smith	Institute	and	the	Heritage	Foundation.	Anthony	Fisher	(yes,
the	very	same	poultry	farmer)	became	the	first	President	of	the	Fisher	Institute	in	Canada	and	in
1977	set	up	the	International	Centre	for	Economic	Policy	Studies	in	New	York.	To	co-ordinate
these	‘institutes’,	Fisher	created	the	Atlas	Economic	Research	Foundation	to	provide	a	central
institutional	structure.	By	1991	it	claimed	to	have	helped,	created,	financed	or	advised	in	some
way	78	institutes	and	had	a	relationship	with	91	others	in	51	countries.	After	the	Berlin	Wall
came	 down,	 many	 of	 its	 key	 personnels	 moved	 into	 Eastern	 Europe	 and	 the	 disintegrating
Soviet	Union	to	ensure	that	academic	teaching	there	was	rendered	adequately	hospitable	to	the
virtues	of	capitalist	economy.

The	Mont	 Pelerin	 Society	 and	Fisher’s	 private	 army	 of	 free-trade	 think-tanks	 sponsored
institutions	 propagating	 economic	 liberal	 philosophy	 all	 over	 the	Western	 world,	 and	 their
economists	became	consultants	and	policy	advisers	 to	governments.	They	naturally	exerted	a
great	influence	on	the	teaching	of	economics	in	non-Western	universities	as	well,	as	the	latter
had	little	confidence	with	their	own	understanding	of	economic	systems.

In	fact,	‘development	economics’	was	originally	invented	in	the	West	and	then	handed	over
to	the	South.19	Its	assumptions	were	the	same	as	those	undergirding	the	economic	assumptions
of	 the	 Western	 economies.	 The	 only	 difference	 was	 their	 rather	 uncavalier,	 unprincipled,
irresponsible	application	to	the	countries	of	the	South.	The	major	‘Third	World’	development
economists	were	all	‘First	World’	people:	Lord	Bauer,	Colin	Clark,	Albert	O.	Hirschman,	Sir
Arthur	 Lewis,	 Gunnar	 Myrdal,	 Paul	 Prebisch,	 Paul	 Rosentein-Rodan,	 Walt	 Rostow,	 Hans
Singer	 and	 Jan	 Tinbergen.	 These	 came	 to	 dominate	 the	 thinking	 on	 economics	 and
development.

What	link	did	these	neoclassical	and	also	sometimes	Keynesian	economists	have	with	the
problems	of	the	South?	Very	little,	under	normal	circumstances.	The	independence	of	colonies,



however,	and	the	transformation	of	these	into	new	states,	produced	for	these	economists	a	fresh
category	of	job	opportunities:	as	advisers	to	the	governments	of	the	South.	Mesmerised	by	the
material	possibilities	evident	in	Western	civilisation,	the	mentally	enslaved	ruling	elites	sought
help	from	those	who,	paradoxically,	could	least	provide	it.

Only	 much	 later	 would	 these	 experts	 confess	 that	 they	 were	 ‘learning,’	 and	 that	 they
therefore	made	serious	blunders.	These	blunders	formed	the	basis	of	policies	which	adversely
affected	millions	of	lives.	They	were	also	taught	confidently	at	universities.

What	 were	 the	 elements	 of	 the	 development	 strategy?	 One	 would	 have	 to	 enumerate,
unnecessarily,	the	cardinal	tenets	of	conventional	growth	theory:	the	Harrod-Domar	model,	in
which	 saving	 and	 investment	 were	 considered	 the	 critical	 element	 for	 growth	 (elsewhere,
Maurice	Dobbs,	 too,	 had	 characterised	 capital	 accumulation	 as	 ‘the	 crux	 of	 development’).
Similarly,	 the	Arthur	Lewis	model:	 how	does	 one	 get	 a	 society	 accustomed	 to	 a	 5	 per	 cent
saving	 rate	 to	 attempt	 a	 12	 to	 15	 per	 cent	 saving	 rate?	 Then	 there	 was	 the	 Clark	 Fisher
hypothesis,	 that	 economies	 advance	 as	 labour	moves	 from	primary,	 to	 secondary,	 to	 tertiary
economic	 activity.	 Finally,	 foreign	 aid	 is	 the	 critical	 stimulant	 to	move	 the	 South’s	 stagnant
economies	out	of	any	traps	or	vicious	circles,	brought	on,	for	instance,	by	population	increase.
No	thought	was	given	to	structural	factors.	Growth	was	supposed	to	be	linear	and	automatic.
Later,	when	the	planners	discovered	theirs	was	too	simplistic	a	model,	they	ruled	that	changes
would	be	needed	in	values,	institutions	and	attitudes:	these	would	have	to	be	replaced	through
social	engineering	as	well.	It	is	consoling	to	discover	that	they	did	not	require	an	entirely	new
population	to	replace	the	existing	one	(which	is	what	they	tried	to	do	when	they	advised	us	to
go	for	Jersey	cows,	Yorkshire	pigs	and	Leghorn	chickens).

Development	 economics	 was	 thus	 nothing	more	 than	 the	 North’s	 mainstream	 economics
applied	to	the	South.	It	was	hardly	an	intellectual	tradition,	but	in	the	absence	of	an	autonomous
tradition,	the	experts	merely	drew	from	their	own	personal	thinking	in	their	task	of	changing	the
South.

Today,	 there	 is	 not	 a	 single	 person	 in	 the	 world	 who	 is	 not	 aghast	 at	 the	 continuing
degradation	 of	 Africa’s	 economies.	 Who	 trained	 Africa’s	 economists?	 Shamans	 from	 the
Congo?	 Is	 there	any	convention	of	economic	 thinking	 in	 the	heads	of	economists	 from	India,
Africa	or	Brazil	which	has	not	been	put	there	by	some	opinionated	godfather	from	the	West?
Today	 the	diet	of	 economic	courses	at	universities	 remains	 such	a	hotch-potch	of	 subjective
economic	 pontificating	 it	 is	 a	 wonder	 that	 it	 ever	 claimed	 the	 status	 of	 a	 ‘science’	 worth
teaching	in	any	university	anywhere.

Psychology	teaching	as	an	example	of	academic	imperialism

There	 is	 no	 better	 example	 of	 the	 total	 disjunction	 between	 university	 curricula	 and	 public
perception	 of	 useful	 knowledge	 than	 the	 teaching	 of	 psychology.	 Take	 a	 country	 like	 India.
While	 literally	millions	(both	from	India	and	abroad)	 take	 instruction	from	gurus	or	come	 to
India	 to	 learn	yoga,	or	 to	 listen	 to	discourses	by	 the	Dalai	Lama	or	his	 cohorts,	 psychology
departments	 continue	 to	be	mired	 in	 the	 teaching	and	practice	of	wholly	 imported	American
clinical	psychology.

This	has	not	gone	on	without	 rebellion.	During	 the	 last	50	years	 there	have	been	several



critics	of	the	teaching	of	psychology	from	very	different	areas,	especially	Africa	and	India.
Scholars	in	Africa	joined	the	Indians	on	the	critique	of	Eurocentrism	in	psychology.	Vernon

Naidoo,	 for	 example,	 declared	 that	 psychology	 teaching	 in	 Africa	 has	 been	 traditionally
Eurocentric,	 deriving	 its	 insights	 for	 a	White,	 middle	 class	 value	 system.20	 The	 issues	 and
problems	concerning	other	social	groups	were	non-existent	among	its	concerns.	He	called	for
an	Africocentric	paradigm	of	psychology	to	contest	the	‘Eurocentric	substrate	of	psychology’
and	its	‘pretension	to	universality.’	He	rejected	the	myth	of	sameness	–	that	person	trained	in
monocultural	perspectives	could	be	able	to	apply	their	theory	to	all	populations.

Other	critics	of	the	teaching	of	American	psychology	in	Africa	observed	that	White	culture
continued	to	serve	as	a	foundation	for	counseling	theory,	research	and	practice.	They	defined
White	 culture	 as	 ‘a	 synthesis	 of	 ideas,	 values,	 norms,	 beliefs	 and	 behaviours	 that	 have
coalesced	from	descendants	of	white	European	ethnic	groups.’

As	 with	 political	 science,	 the	 general	 argument	 against	 working	 with	 psychological
traditions	 in	 India	 or	 elsewhere	 is	 that	 even	 if	 they	 are	 effective	 as	 ‘therapy’,	 there	 is	 an
absence	of	 a	 theoretical	 framework	which	 can	become	 the	object	 of	 inquiry.	However,	 it	 is
important	to	recognise	that	such	statements	or	opinions	invariably	come	from	intellectuals	who
have	 very	 little	 access	 to	 or	 experience	 with	 native	 psychological	 traditions	 and	 theories.
Therefore	they	have	very	little	understanding	of	these	traditions	either	because	of	their	limited
or	 non-existent	 knowledge	 of	 local	 languages,	 literatures	 and	 texts.	 Similar	 unfounded
assertions	have	been	made	not	just	about	the	indigenous	psychological	traditions	of	India,	but
of	other	disciplines	as	well.

Undoubtedly	 things	 are	 now	 changing	 due	 to	 the	 influence	 of	 multicultural	 studies	 and
approaches	 in	which	White	 psychology	 is	 being	 questioned	 on	 grounds	 of	 applicability	 and
relevance.	The	only	problem	with	 the	multicultural	 studies	 approach	 is	when	 it	 continues	 to
evaluate	and	work	within	the	conceptual	and	methodological	bases	of	Eurocentric	psychology.
Not	 only	 is	 the	 European	 concept	 of	 science	 and	 research	 to	 be	 contested,	 according	 to
Naidoo,	 but	 the	 focus	 on	 the	 clinical	 approach	 with	 its	 overemphasis	 on	 diagnosis	 and
treatment	 of	 individual	 mental	 illness	 should	 be	 challenged	 as	 well.	 Psychology	 must	 be
involved	in	broader	health	promotion.

Sociology	teaching	as	an	example	of	academic	imperialism

If	today’s	psychology	is	almost	wholly	American	(with	all	its	displayed	pathologies),	the	field
of	sociology	is	firmly	entrenched	in	the	methods,	concerns,	beliefs	and	experiences	of	Europe.

It	is	entirely	inappropriate,	if	not	ludicrous,	to	attempt	to	fit	Indian	social	history	into	the
confines	 of	 a	 sociology	 that	 has	 reflected	 the	 organisation	of	 society	 in	Europe	 the	 last	 300
years,	there	being	in	fact	little	interaction	between	the	two,	and	when	that	happened,	never	on
the	basis	of	equality	of	any	kind.

The	 most	 recent	 discussion	 of	 the	 extent	 to	 which	 Eurocentric	 discourse	 has	 infected
sociology	teaching	in	almost	all	non-White	societies	is	to	be	seen	in	the	work	of	Farid	Alatas.
In	his	book,	Alternatives	Discourses	 in	Asian	 Social	 Science,	Alatas	 identifies	 several	 key
issues	 that	 can	 be	 identified	with	 the	 present	 state	 of	 social	 science	 (many	 of	 these	 can	 be
profitably	applied	in	the	other	inherited	or	imported	social	sciences	as	well).	I	am	listing	some



of	them:

The	principal	 thrust	of	developments	 in	 social	 sciences	continues	 to	originate	 from	 the
work	 of	American,	British,	 French	 and	Germany	 scholars	 (the	 so-called	Gang	of	Four
Social	 Science	 powers).	 Universities	 in	 other	 parts	 of	 the	 world	 have	 reduced
themselves	 to	 copying	 or	 studying	 the	 output	 of	 the	 social	 scientists	 of	 these	 main
countries,	 including	 new	 ideas,	 selection	 of	 problems,	 methodologies	 and	 research
priorities.

For	this	reason,	there	is	scant	attention	paid	to	local	literary	and	philosophical	traditions.
These	 are	 invariably	 never	 considered	 as	 proper	 sources	 for	 concepts	 (theory)	 in	 the
social	sciences.	The	general	habit	is	to	neglect	them	altogether.

There	is	the	complete	inability	of	social	scientists	outside	of	the	Euro-American	cultural
area	to	generate	original	theories	and	methods	while	working	in	their	areas.	There	is	also
a	massive	lack	of	confidence	in	this	respect.	There	is	very	little	capacity	to	create	new
theoretical	models	or	methods.

Western	science	models	or	theories	or	concepts	are	uncritically	adopted	and	applied	in
societies,	 resulting	 in	 theories	 or	 works	 with	 little	 utility	 or	 value.	We	 also	 face	 the
problem	of	‘auto-orientalism’	in	which	orientalist	 ideas	are	 themselves	adopted	as	 true
pictures	of	non-Western	societies	by	scholars	and	intellectuals	in	non-Western	societies.

	Alatas	observes	 that	European	discourses	on	non-Western	 societies	 invariably	 tend	 to
produce	 essentialist	 constructions	of	 these	 societies,	 thus	 ‘confirming’	 that	 they	 are	 the
opposite	 of	 what	 Europe	 represented	 and	 for	 this	 reason	 can	 be	 labelled	 ‘barbaric,’
‘backward’	and	‘irrational.’

Most	social	science	perspectives	are	elitist.	They	focus	on	the	dominant	groups	in	society
and	their	concerns.	They	do	not	take	into	consideration	the	existence	of	minority	points	of
view.	 Neither	 do	 they	 look	 seriously	 at	 ethnic	 minorities,	 underprivileged	 groups	 or
subalterns.

Of	course,	most	social	science	also	aligns	with	the	State	and	its	concerns.	In	this	sense,
social	scientists	are	mostly	conservative,	status-quoist.	Once	Western	anthropologists	and
geographers	were	handmaidens	of	the	State.	Today,	their	role	is	taken	over	by	Indian	or
Malay	 anthropologists	 or	 geographers.	 The	 relationship	 with	 the	 State	 has	 remained
untransformed.21

Political	science	teaching	as	an	example	of	academic	imperialism

Almost	 all	 political	 science	 courses	 have	 originated	 from	Europe	 or	more	 recently,	 the	US.
Ph.D.	 theses	 in	 our	 part	 of	 the	 world	 are	 compiled	 on	 any	 new	 idea	 or	 book	 on	 political
science	that	comes	out	of	the	US.	When	David	McClelland	first	came	out	with	The	Achieving



Society,	 we	 all	 wrote	 theses	 on	 achievement	motivation.	 Then	 he	wrote	Power:	 The	 Inner
Experience.	 We	 all	 wrote	 theses	 on	 power.	 One	 could	 say	 the	 same	 thing	 about	 Michel
Foucault,	Derrida	 and	 a	 host	 of	 other	European	 and	American	 intellectuals.	The	 intellectual
dependence	and	enslavement	is	complete,	and	shameful.

This	is	again	all	the	more	surprising	because	hardly	anyone	in	her	right	mind	would	deny
that	non-White	societies	have	had	strong	political	traditions.	In	India	and	China,	for	example,
we	have	several	influential	political	treatises	including	the	Book	of	Mencius,	The	Analects	of
Confucius	and	the	Arthashastra	of	Kautilya.	However,	political	students	are	fed	solely	on	a
diet	based	on	the	importance	of	Niccolo	Machiavelli’s	The	Prince.

It	 is	 incredible	 that	 epics	 like	 the	 Ramayana	 and	 the	Mahabharata,	 two	 of	 the	 most
extraordinary	 texts	on	political	 science,	are	nowhere	 to	be	 found	 in	 India’s	political	 science
courses	despite	the	fact	that	these	texts	are	sources	for	discussions	on	philosophy,	ethics	and
politics.	In	fact,	in	the	Mahabharata,	the	discussion	on	the	nature	of	violence	takes	place	in	the
middle	of	 the	battlefield,	with	arrows	 flying	about	even	while	 the	main	protagonists	discuss
finer	points.

Despite	some	of	these	fairly	harsh	critiques	(which	have	been	around	for	some	time),	we
still	have	the	unedifying	spectacle	of	a	university	like	New	Delhi’s,	located	within	the	capital
of	an	independent	country	like	India,	continuing	with	the	unabashed	display	of	its	‘captivation’
of	 Europe’s	 ideas	 and	 methods.	 Durkheim,	 Weber,	 Marx	 may	 be	 good	 for	 European
universities.	Like	the	impact	of	repeated	Coca-Cola	advertising	on	TV,	we	too	may	eventually
come	to	be	convinced	that	these	are	great	product,	having	value,	especially	when	our	English
education	 succeeds	 in	 eliminating	 all	 other	 options	 and	 we	 are	 unable	 to	 access	 different
thinkers	simply	because	we	are	ignorant	of	their	languages.

My	question	is	what	do	we	have	in	common	with	these	economists,	thinkers,	sociologists
and	 political	 scientists?	Why	do	 not	we	 simply	 admit	 that	we	 accept	 their	 greatness	 simply
because	this	has	been	dinned	into	us	day	in	and	day	out?	We	ourselves	have	not	come	to	any
independent	 decision	 about	 them.	How	 could	we?	 These	 thinkers	 wrote	 first	 in	 German	 or
some	 other	 European	 languages	 a	 century	 or	 two	 ago.	 After	 that	 they	 were	 translated	 into
English.	We	had	to	learn	English	or	German	to	read	them.	None	of	them	wrote	in	our	mother-
tongue.	So	why	do	not	we	stop	referring	 to	 them	altogether?	Would	we	be	 the	poorer	 in	any
way?	Would	we	not	be	liberated	to	do	something	more	sensible	than	what	we	are	attempting	to
do	 right	 now:	 to	 still	 examine	 the	 world	 through	 the	 filters	 they	 used	 to	 perceive	 and
understand	their	world	decades,	if	not	centuries	ago?	Why	do	we	submit	that	we	cannot	work
and	think	without	the	mental	crutches	that	we	think	only	these	ghosts	can	provide?

The	primary	agenda	for	any	academic	in	the	non-Western	world	is	resisting	imperialism	in
academia,	 working	 to	 transcend	 Eurocentric	 discourse	 and	 Eurocentric	 frameworks	 of
understanding	and	perception.	If	 the	result	 is	social	science	that	 is	more	diverse,	plural,	 less
easily	 intelligible	 to	 everybody,	 more	 inscrutable	 to	 each	 and	 every	 member	 of	 the	 social
science	community,	then	so	be	it.	(A	good	example	of	this	is	present-day	writing	by	Maoris	in
English	which	 is	 inscrutable	unless	one	also	digests	and	understands	key	Maori	 terms.)	This
would	be	an	infinitely	more	interesting	scenario	–	and	more	creative	and	productive	–	than	the
present	 system	 in	 which	 one	 homogenised	 way	 of	 thinking	 and	 doing,	 originating	 from	 and
suitable	 for	 one	 small	 class	 of	 individuals	 in	 one	 or	 two	 societies,	 becomes	 the	 norm	 for



everyone	everywhere.
In	 the	 section	 that	 follows,	 I	 describe	 fairly	 briefly	 some	 efforts	 and	 proposals	 in	 the

direction	of	a	more	diverse,	plural,	non-Eurocentric,	social	science.

Transcending	eurocentrism:	Notes	towards	evolving	new	frameworks	and	methodologies

For	credible	and	meaningful	work	towards	a	non-Eurocentric	social	science	framework,
a	firm	prior	decision	or	commitment	to	intellectual	de-linking	from	the	existing	theories
and	 the	corpus	of	Eurocentric	 and	European	 social	 sciences	 is	 required	at	 the	 level	of
each	 academic	 council	 or	 university.	 Serious	 efforts	must	 be	made	 to	 discuss	 culture-
rooted	 and	 culture-acceptable	 assumptions	 for	 research	 and	methodology,	methods	 that
are	 in	 harmony	 with	 our	 cultural	 values,	 environment	 and	 all	 life.	 We	 must	 relink
critically	with	indigenous	intellectual	traditions.

Thinking	 in	 terms	of	 an	 ‘alternative	discourse’	 could	be	misleading,	 as	 this	 could	 lead
one	to	assume	the	continued	existence	of	a	‘mainstream’	discourse.	It	would	be	far	better
to	 imagine	 instead	 a	 plural	 discourse	 –	 not	 derivative,	 not	 alternative	 but	 plural.	 This
must	 be	 insisted	 on	 as	 a	 matter	 of	 principle.	 This	 would	 enable	 hundreds	 of	 social
science	flowers	to	bloom.

Serious	reorientation	needs	to	be	made	towards	thinkers	who	are	not	from	Europeans	or
American	 academic	 or	 cultural	 institutions	 but	 come	 from	 our	 own	 regions	 instead.
Borrowing	 from	 the	 Western	 academic	 tradition	 should	 be	 gradually	 replaced	 with
confident	foraging	with	our	own	traditions.

As	a	practical	exercise,	encourage	the	writing	of	papers	without	using	or	citing	Western
sources	 or	 books.	 If	 that	 is	 not	 possible	 immediately,	 reduce	 the	 citation	 rate	 from
Western	 scholars	 and	 enhance	 the	 citation	 rate	 from	non-Western	 scholars.	Better	 still,
encourage	students	to	write	papers	without	referring	to	endless	sources,	i.e.,	show	them
how	to	do	citationless	writing.	The	best	literature	in	the	world	–	stories	–	never	carries
citations.	The	truth	does	not	need	crutches.	If	you	cannot	make	out	a	case	based	on	your
own	experience	and	knowledge,	no	amount	of	quoting	will	help.

	Much	 clarity	 would	 also	 be	 available	 if	 we	 encourage	 a	 stricter	 use	 or	 labelling	 of
social	sciences.	Use	the	words	‘European	sociology’	when	discussing	sociological	work
from	 Europe	 or	 Iranian	 or	 Islamic	 sociology	 or	 American	 sociology,	 etc.,	 when
discussing	 others.	 This	 will	 bring	 balance	 and	 confirm	 the	 idea	 that	 European	 social
sciences	 are	 ethnosciences,	 on	 par	 with	 other	 ethnosciences.	 They	 may	 be	 good	 for
Europe,	but	useless	and	meaningless	for	us.

Prevalent	and	still	influential	Euro-American	positivist	methodologies	must	be	critically
reviewed	and	when	not	 required	 thrown	out	 the	window.	 It	 is	 important	 to	aim	 for	 the
university	as	a	creative	centre	of	knowledge	that	will	matter	to	human	beings	and	other
forms	 of	 life	 and	where	 the	 ecology	 of	 the	 planet	 is	 overall	 respected.	 The	 university



must	 be	 seen	 instead	 as	 a	 centre	 for	 equals	 to	 interact.	 This	 does	 not	 rule	 out
dissemination	entirely,	or	the	conservation	of	useful	and	valid	knowledge,	but	one	will	be
conscious	that	the	act	of	dissemination	will	always	restrict	creative	approaches.

Methodologies	 for	 research	 must	 include	 dialogue	 and	 far	 more	 diverse	 media	 than
wholesale	reliance	only	on	lectures	and	textbooks.	Textbooks	in	our	time	are	a	symbol	of
the	degeneration	of	knowledge.	They	are	a	peculiar	contribution	of	the	university	in	the
modern	era.	Reliance	on	them	for	knowledge	is	not	to	be	placed	on	the	same	footing	as
reading	texts	like	the	Qur’an	or	the	Mahabharata	that	have	guided	and	inspired	societies
for	centuries.	In	fact,	these	classics	ought	to	be	made	basic	texts	for	most	disciplines	and
taken	out	of	the	sphere	of	mythology	or	religious	texts	as	they	discuss	with	great	deal	of
competence	all	the	major	issues	that	fall	within	the	domain	of	the	social	sciences.

Exclude	professional,	Western	 social	 scientists	 from	doing	 research	 in	our	universities
until	 there	 is	 a	 negotiated	 balance	 achieved	 for	 doing	 parallel	 research	 by	 our
researchers	in	their	universities	on	their	societies.

Above	all,	resist	some	present	proposals	that	argue	for	Western	science	being	made	more
‘inclusive,’	 that	 is,	 for	more	 efforts	 to	 be	made	 to	 include	 facts	 from	 the	 non-Western
world	 into	 existing	 deficient	 frameworks	 in	which	 the	West	 continues	 to	 predominate.
Such	actions	do	not	change	anything	since	they	leave	the	superstructure	intact.	They	may
improve	the	state	of	Western	knowledge,	but	they	cannot	improve	the	quality	of	ours.

Mere	 tinkering	with	existing	curricula	here	and	 there	will	 enable	us	neither	 to	get	 rid	of
Eurocentric	influence	nor	bring	the	spirit	of	creative	science	to	our	academic	institutions.	De-
linking	from	both	Eurocentric	social	sciences	as	well	as	European	university	teaching	models
will	at	 least	guarantee	the	prospect	of	a	new	beginning	in	which	the	universities	everywhere
re-appropriate	 their	predominant	function	of	being	centres	for	 the	creation	of	knowledge	 that
serves	the	real	life	concerns	of	all	the	diverse	people	and	societies	of	the	world.
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DECOLONISING	MATH	AND	SCIENCE	EDUCATION
C.K.	Raju

Visiting	Professor,	School	of	Mathematical	Sciences	Universiti	Sains	Malaysia

Math	and	science	are	believed	to	be	universal,	so	is	there	anything	to	decolonise	in	math	and
science	education?	Indeed	there	is.	The	wrong	‘belief’	that	math	and	science	are	universal	but
developed	mainly	in	the	West	played	a	key	role	in	colonisation.	In	19th	century	India,	the	belief
was	bought	by	the	gullible	50	per	cent,	including	Raja	Ramamohun	Roy,1	who	hence	advocated
imitation	 of	 the	West.	 That	 gullible	 but	 influential	 50	 per	 cent	 enable	Macaulay	 to	 push	 in
western-style	 university	 education,	 so	 critical	 to	 colonisation.2	 Despite	 175	 years	 of
experience	to	the	contrary,	that	imitation	can	‘never’	be	used	to	catch	up,	people	still	claim	that
western	education	helps	India	to	‘progress’,	and	the	prescription	to	imitate	the	West,	especially
in	 math	 and	 science,	 is	 again	 being	 used	 today	 to	 recolonise	 India	 by	 promoting	 western
education	 and	 through	 it	 dependence	 on	 the	West.	 The	 same	 175	 year	 old	 rotten	 carrot	 of
‘catching	up’	with	the	West	is	involved	in	the	present-day	ranking	of	universities.	This	led	to
the	 demand	 for	 ‘ISI	 publications,’	 introduced	 by	 the	 Organization	 of	 Islamic	 Conference	 in
2007,3	 which	 forcibly	 brings	 all	 university	 scientists	 in	 the	 Muslim	 world	 under	 the	 total
control	and	intellectual	domination	of	the	West.

Since	so	much	power	continues	to	flow	from	the	claim	that	‘math	and	science	are	universal
but	they	originated	in	the	West’	we	ought	to	examine	it	carefully.	The	claim	is	not	only	false,
but	the	merest	inspection	shows	it	is	absurd	and	contrary	to	commonsense:	if	math	and	science
are	 indeed	universal	 they	should	have	sprung	up	 the	same	everywhere.	So	we	must	abandon
either	the	belief	(a)	 that	math	and	science	are	universal,	or	 the	belief	(b)	that	 they	originated
(mainly)	in	the	West,	or	(c)	both.	Either	way,	this	would	have	a	major	impact	on	university	and
school	curricula.

Mathematics

It	is	very	easy	to	see	why	present-day	university	mathematics	is	not	universal,	and	never	can
be.	 The	 philosophy	 of	 present-day	 mathematics,	 known	 as	 formalism,	 due	 to	 Russell	 and
Hilbert,	 reduces	 mathematics	 to	 metaphysics,	 and	 it	 is	 commonsense	 that	 metaphysics	 can
never	 be	 universal.	 Far	 from	 being	 universal,	 the	 metaphysics	 underlying	 formal	 university
mathematics	 is,	 in	 fact,	 ‘contrary’	 to	 ‘all’	 Indian	 systems	 of	 philosophy	 (including	 Nyaya,
Advaita	 Vedanta,	 Samkhya-Yoga,	 Buddhist,	 Jain	 and	 Lokayata)	 and	 to	 Islamic	 beliefs.	 This
again	 is	 rather	 obvious.	 All	 Indian	 systems	 of	 philosophy,	 without	 exception,	 accept	 the
empirically	manifest	(pratyaksa)	as	the	first	means	of	proof	(pramana).

But	present-day	mathematics	rejects	empirical	proofs.4	Indeed,	the	substance	of	Russell’s
and	Hilbert’s	analyses	of	the	foundations	of	geometry5	(which	preceded	and	led	to	formalism)
was	to	eliminate	the	empirical	proofs	found	in	the	Elements	(in	the	proof	of	the	side-angle-side
theorem	or	proposition	4,	in	proposition	1,	etc.).6

Note	 that	we	 are	 not	 referring	 only	 to	 philosophies	 classified	 as	 ‘religious’.	 The	 Indian
Lokayata	 system	 is	profoundly	anti-religious	and	materialist.	Nevertheless,	Lokayata	accepts



only	empirical	proofs,	and	rejects	inference	as	an	unreliable	means	of	proof,	‘exactly	contrary’
to	present-day	mathematics	which	accepts	 inference	as	 the	 sole	 reliable	means	of	proof	and
rejects	the	empirical.

Further,	 racist	Western	 scholars	 who	 have	 extolled	 deduction,	 made	 a	 naive	mistake	 in
assuming	deduction	to	be	universal.	Thus,	deduction	is	based	on	logic,	mistakenly	assumed	to
be	 universal	 by	western	 philosophers	 since	 the	 Crusades.7	 However,	 the	 Buddhist	 logic	 of
catuskoti	and	the	Jain	logic	of	syadavada	is	different8	from	the	2-valued	logic	declared	to	be
universal	by	the	West	and	used	to	prove	the	theorems	of	present-day	mathematics.9	The	use	of
such	 logics	 (note	 how	 the	 plural	 logics	 is	 considered	 a	 grammatical	 error	 in	 English)	 for
deduction	would	lead,	like	quantum	logic,10	to	a	different	class	of	mathematical	theorems,	and
invalidate	 numerous	 existing	 mathematical	 proofs	 based	 on	 proof	 by	 contradiction.	 Thus,
present-day	mathematics	is	specially	biased	against	Buddhism,	Jainism	and	Lokayata,	the	three
nastika	(‘atheistic’)	Indian	philosophies.

This	does	not	bring	formal	math	any	closer	 to	 the	Indian	astika	 (‘theistic’)	philosophies,
for	formal	mathematics	is	also	especially	biased	against	Advaita	Vedanta,	for	example,	since	it
rejects	 the	 Egyptian/Platonic	 idea	 of	mathesis.	 That	 belief	 about	mathesis	 and	 reincarnation
involved	beliefs	 about	 the	 soul	very	close	 to	 those	 in	 the	Upanishads,	Advaita	Vedanta,	 and
sufi	beliefs.11	This	difference	over	the	notion	of	the	soul	was,	as	we	know,	at	the	heart	of	the
rejection	of	mathematics	 and	philosophy	by	 the	post-Nicene	church,12	 and	 the	quarrel	 it	 had
with	the	philosophers	(‘pagans’).13

Though	 the	 above	 argument	 about	 the	 religious	 bias	 of	 formal	mathematics	 (as	 taught	 in
present-day	universities)	is	conclusive,	there	is	more	to	the	matter.	Though	the	philosophy	of
formal	mathematics	accepts	in	theory	that	the	postulates	of	a	mathematical	theory	are	arbitrary
and	 ‘not’	universal,	 there	 is	no	objective	way	 to	decide	 the	worth	of	 a	 formal	mathematical
theory.	Consequently,	 the	worth	 of	 a	mathematical	 theory	 is	 decided	 solely	 through	Western
endorsement.	 This	 makes	 all	 mathematicians	 dependent	 upon	 Western	 endorsement.	 This
dependence	 has	 similar	 consequences	 to	 dependence	 on	 drugs,	 and	 makes	 non-Western
mathematicians	 beg	 and	 crave	 for	 Western	 endorsement.	 As	 a	 further	 consequence,	 the
postulates	of	a	mathematical	theory	are	decided,	in	practice,	by	Western	mathematicians,	and
students	throughout	the	world	are	wrongly	taught	that	other	ways	of	doing	things,	like	computer
arithmetic,	 for	 example,	 are	 erroneous,	 though	 all	 practical	mathematics	 can	 be	 and	 is	 done
today	 using	 a	 computer.	 Apart	 from	 biases	 against	 practical	 ways	 of	 doing	 things,	 those
postulates	 laid	 down	by	western	mathematicians	may	 and	do	 involve	 biases	 against	 Islamic
thought,	for	example.	As	I	have	explained	elsewhere,14	the	atomistic	beliefs	of	the	followers	of
al-Ashari	are	compatible	with	computer	arithmetic.

Present-day	mathematics	is	also	against	various	other	systems	of	belief.	It	is	in	recognition
of	 these	 differences	 that	 western	 historians	 refer	 to	 ‘Hindu	 mathematics,’	 ‘Egyptian
mathematics,’	 ethnomathematics,	 and	 others,	 as	 kinds	 of	mathematics	 different	 from	present-
day	 ‘universal’	 mathematics,	 better	 called	 university	 mathematics!	 Note	 how	 professional
mathematicians	 in	 the	West	 avoid	 the	 phrase	 ‘Christian	mathematics,’	which	 is	 not	 found	 in
texts	on	the	history	of	mathematics.

Setting	aside	this	play	on	words	(to	which	we	will	return	later),	 the	differences	between



the	 various	 kinds	 of	 mathematics	 become	 especially	 clear	 when	 we	 examine	 cases	 of
transmission	 of	 mathematics.	 Western	 historians	 have	 done	 their	 utmost	 to	 hide	 cases	 of
mathematics	being	transmitted	to	the	West	from	the	non-West	(barring	the	pre-Crusade	case	of
‘Arabic’	numerals).	Nevertheless,	as	I	pointed	out	and	established	a	few	years	ago,15	calculus
developed	 in	 India	and	was	 transmitted	 to	Europe.	Since	 Indians	were	 the	 first	 to	 invent	 the
calculus,	that	is	certainly	a	matter	of	pride	for	Indians,	but	we	should	not	lose	sight	of	the	key
points	 on	 that	 account.	 The	 key	 points	 are,	 firstly,	 that	 western	 historians	 are	 an	 utterly
dishonest	lot,	who	cannot	be	trusted	since	they	deliberately	lied	about	this	to	belittle	others	and
glorify	their	own	selves.	Secondly,	and	more	importantly	for	this	paper,	 the	way	the	calculus
actually	developed	in	India	provides	a	concrete	example	of	how	mathematics	was	and	can	still
be	done	differently.

The	history	of	 the	 transmission	of	 the	calculus	makes	clear	 this	clash	of	philosophies,	or
math	war	as	I	have	called	it.	In	the	16th	century	CE,	Jesuits	based	in	Cochin,	stole	the	calculus
from	 India.	 (I	 say	 ‘stole’	 since	 they	 did	 it	 without	 acknowledgment;	 and	 this	 lack	 of
acknowledgment	 was	 systemic,	 not	 accidental.)16	 The	 reason	 for	 the	 theft	 was	 the	 great
practical	 value	 of	 the	 calculus.	 This	 practical	 value	 arose	 since	 the	 calculus	 was	 used	 by
Indians	 to	 derive	 precise	 trigonometric	 values	 (precise	 to	 the	 9th	 decimal	 place).	 Those
precise	trigonometric	values	were	badly	needed	in	the	16th	century	to	solve	the	problems	of
(and	specific	to)	European	navigation.	Navigation	was	the	key	scientific	problem	in	Europe	at
that	time,	since	Europe	was	very	poor	then,	and	its	dreams	of	wealth	rested	on	overseas	trade
with	 India	 and	China.	This	 required	 an	 accurate	 system	of	navigation	which	Europe	did	not
then	have.	Accordingly,	various	European	governments	offered	large	prizes	for	the	solution	of
the	(European)	navigational	problem,	while	the	Royal	Society	and	the	French	Royal	Academy,
and	others,	were	set	up	with	the	solution	of	the	navigational	problem	as	a	key	objective.	While
recent	histories	have	dwelt	on	the	problem	of	determining	longitude	at	sea,	they	have	neglected
to	mention	 that	 the	major	 problem	 in	 the	 16th	 century	was	 to	 determine	 latitude	 at	 sea	 and
loxodromes.17	(Western	histories	do	not	mention	this,	since	it	makes	their	star	navigators	like
Columbus	and	Vasco	da	Gama	look	foolish	and	ignorant,	as	in	Vasco	da	Gama’s	remark	that	his
Indian	navigator	was	telling	the	distance	by	his	teeth,	or	in	Columbus’	remark	that	he	mistook
Cuba	 for	Cathay	 because	 his	 sextant	was	 broken.)18	 The	 precise	 trigonometric	 values	 taken
from	India	were	used	 then	by	Europeans	 to	solve	 their	problems	of	determining	 latitude	and
loxodromes.

The	practical	value	of	the	calculus	was	immediately	accepted	in	Europe	and	incorporated,
for	example,	in	the	Mercator	chart	(‘map	of	the	world,’	which	mapped	loxodromes	to	straight
lines	using	precise	 trigonometric	values,	or	 tables	of	 secants).	While	Western	histories	with
their	 typical	 dishonesty	 extol	 Regiomontanus	 and	 Clavius,	 the	 fact	 is	 that	 western
mathematicians	(including	Clavius)	were	too	deficient	to	understand	the	high-school	problem
of	how	to	use	precise	trigonometric	values	to	determine	the	size	of	the	earth,	something	which
they	determined	only	as	late	as	1672,	over	a	thousand	years	behind	the	Indians19	and	some	850
years	after	al-Mamun.	The	size	of	the	earth	was	a	critical	parameter	in	Indo-Arabic	navigation
techniques,	 and	Europeans	 lacked	 a	 clear	 value	 of	 this	 parameter.	 (And	 in	 1672	 it	 was	 not
clear	 to	 practical	 navigators	 that	 they	 had	 managed	 to	 fix	 its	 value.)	 Hence,	 European



navigational	 theorists	 were	 unable	 to	 solve	 the	 longitude	 problem	 mathematically,20	 and
developed	 a	 separate	mechanical	 instrument,	 the	 chronometer,	 for	 that	 purpose.	This	 part	 of
history	was	never	told	by	western	historians.

With	this	level	of	understanding	of	the	math	they	imported	from	India,	Europeans	naturally
failed	 to	 understand	 the	 philosophy	 underlying	 the	 calculus.	 Clavius,	 Tycho	 Brahe,	 Kepler,
Galileo,	 Descartes	 and	 Newton	 all	 struggled	 with	 and	 failed	 to	 understanding	 how	 infinite
series	 were	 summed	 in	 India	 to	 derive	 those	 precise	 trigonometric	 values.	 Granting	 that
Europeans	then	were	especially	backward	in	mathematics,	in	my	opinion	this	particular	lack	of
understanding	(as	distinct	from	the	failure	to	determine	the	size	of	the	earth	using	trigonometry)
was	a	characteristic	of	the	clash	of	philosophies	arising	from	imported	knowledge.	Europe	had
experienced	 similar	 epistemological	difficulties	 in	 the	preceding	500	years	 in	understanding
and	accepting	elementary	arithmetic	and	especially	zero	(also	imported	from	India	via	Arabs),
because	 of	 philosophical	 differences	 about	 the	 nature	 of	 number.	 I	 have	 called	 that	 the	 first
math	war.21	 (That	European	difficulty	 in	understanding	zero	 is	 clear	 from	 its	very	name,	 for
zero	derives	from	the	Arabic	sifr	through	zephyr	or	cipher,	and	cipher,	as	we	all	know,	means
hard	to	understand	code.)	To	understand	these	philosophical	differences	we	need	to	clarify	the
nature	of	western	academic	activity,	at	the	fundamental	level.

The	origin	of	the	Western	university	system

Now,	 it	 seems	 to	 have	 gone	 unnoticed	 that	 the	 beginning	 of	 the	 western	 university	 system
coincides	 with	 the	 Crusades	 and	 the	 consequent	 influx	 of	 non-Christian	 knowledge	 into
Europe:	the	first	western	university	in	Bologna	commenced	in	1088	‘after’	the	fall	of	Toledo	in
1085,	when	 its	 large	Arabic	 library	 came	under	Christian	 control.	 22	As	 is	well	 known,	 the
Arabic	books	in	this	library	were	mass	translated	into	Latin,	starting	ca.	1125	to	provide	the
first	books	in	Europe	(apart	from	the	Bible	and	related	religious	literature).	Ever	since	it	burnt
down	the	Great	Library	of	Alexandria,23	the	church	had	for	centuries	carefully	excluded	non-
Christian	 knowledge,	 with	 a	 policy	 to	 kill	 or	 exile	 heretics	 rather	 than	 debate	 with	 them.
Consequently,	 the	 influx	 of	 non-Christian	 knowledge	 threatened	 church	 doctrine	 and	 its
insecure	dominance	based	on	absurd	lies	and	myths.	That	is,	‘from	its	 inception,	 the	Western
university	was	conceived	as	an	institution	to	absorb	incoming	knowledge	after	ensuring	it	was
theologically	correct.’

This	 relationship	of	western	academics	with	Christian	 theology	was	 further	cemented	by
the	 fact	 that	 for	 centuries	 the	 church	was	 the	 key	 consumer	 for	 the	 products	 of	 the	western
university	 system.	 In	 fact,	 the	 graduates	were	 required	 to	 swear	 their	 loyalty	 to	 the	 church.
(This	 applied	 also	 to	Protestant	 countries	 like	Britain.	For	 example,	 though	Newton	himself
managed	to	get	a	dispensation	to	avoid	swearing	allegiance	to	the	church,	as	all	graduates	of
Cambridge	were	then	required	to	do,	the	continuing	dominance	of	the	church	is	clear	from	the
fact	 that	 he	 felt	 compelled	 to	 hide	 his	 true	masterpiece	 –	 the	 history	 of	 the	 church	 –	which
remains	 hidden	 and	 unpublished	 to	 this	 day.)24	 These	 products	 of	 western	 (theological)
education	made	knowledge	theologically	correct	by	following	a	stock	procedure.

The	 first	 step	 of	 this	 stock	 procedure	 was	 to	 falsify	 history	 by	 simply	 denying	 all
theologically-incorrect	sources	of	knowledge.	In	this	step,	all	knowledge	was	attributed	either



to	theologically	correct	sources	such	as	‘friendly’	early	‘Greeks’	(concocted	where	necessary,
like	 ‘Euclid’25),	 or	 directly	 to	 contemporary	 Christians	 (like	 Copernicus),	 by	 claiming
‘independent	 rediscovery.’	 Note	 that	 contrary	 to	 the	 myths	 spun	 by	 western	 historians,
Copernicus	was	not	the	revolutionary	scientist	he	is	made	out	to	be,	but	a	priest	who	merely
translated	and	transliterated	the	works	of	Ibn	Shatir	of	Damascus,	and	the	Margheh	school	of
Nasiruddin	Tusi,	from	Greek	to	Latin.	(The	book	of	Ibn	Shatir	had	already	been	translated	from
Syriac	to	Greek,	and	was	available	in	the	Vatican,	while	Europeans	widely	studied	Maragheh
text	 directly	 in	 Arabic,	 but	 Harvard	 historians	 still	 insist	 that	 Copernicus	 discovered	 the
identical	 system	 independently,26	 just	 as	Western	 historians	 say	Vasco	 da	Gama	 discovered
India	 (or	 ‘independently	 rediscovered’	 the	 sea	 route	 to	 India	 with	 the	 help	 of	 his	 Indian
navigator,	 Kanha).	 This	 system	 of	 claiming	 dependent	 discovery	 in	 the	 non-West	 and
‘independent	 rediscovery’	 in	 the	West	 is	 a	 stock	 aspect	 of	 jaundiced	Western	 history	which
continues	to	this	day.

For	 example,	 a	 former	 President	 of	 the	 Royal	 Society	 claimed	 to	 have	 independently
rediscovered	my	published	work27	about	a	paradigm	shift	in	physics,	from	ten	years	earlier.	He
was	immediately	informed	about	my	work.	Nevertheless,	a	year	on,	it	got	mysteriously	named
after	him,	as	‘Atiyah’s	hypothesis,’	in	a	prominent	article	published	in	consultation	with	him.
When	 I	 objected,	 a	 post-facto	 acknowledgment	 to	my	work	was	 published	patronisingly.28	 I
wrote	a	letter	clarifying	that	this	was	the	‘second’	time	Atiyah	had	claimed	credit	for	my	work,
and	 this	 second	 case	 occurred	 ‘after’	 he	 was	 explicitly	 informed	 of	 my	 work,	 and	 had
acknowledged	that	communication.	The	letter	also	clarified	that	the	term	‘hypothesis’	involved
another	mistake,	in	that	no	hypothesis	was	needed.	The	editor	A.	Magid	refused	to	publish	this
letter.	 He	 deliberately	 allowed	 the	mistake	 in	 his	 journal	 to	 stand.	 This	 action	 of	 retaining
mistakes	had	the	full	support	of	the	American	Mathematical	Society.

This	 is	not	 an	 isolated	case:	 in	cultural	matters,	Western	 institutions	are	 still	proceeding
with	 their	 unethical	 agenda	 of	 colonial	 appropriation.	Western	 pirates	 since	 Francis	 Drake
have	known	they	will	receive	the	fullest	institutional	support.	This	appropriation	agenda	was
aided	by	the	Church	methodology	of	excluding,	suppressing,	and	brutally	killing,	all	those	who
differed	–	hence	Mercator	feared	to	acknowledge	his	non-Christian	sources.	Even	Newton	was
compelled	to	hide	his	history	of	the	church.	This	enable	the	late	Newton	scholar	Whiteside	to
continue	to	lie	about	it	in	this	century,	when	I	pointed	out	that	a	‘cartload’	of	Newton’s	works
had	 been	 suppressed.	 Whiteside	 tried	 to	 ‘suggest’	 to	 the	 contrary	 that	 none	 of	 Newton
manuscripts	were	unpublished,	and	turned	abusive	when	contradicted.29	These	are	only	some
quick	examples	of	how	people	at	the	highest	level	in	western	academics	see	it	as	their	trade	to
try	and	preserve	falsehoods.	Even	with	 the	reduced	power	of	 the	church,	 they	systematically
verbally	abuse,	misrepresent,	and	malign	 those	who	want	 to	bring	out	 the	 truth.	The	point	 is
that	they	still	see	the	western	university	as	an	institution	which	helps	to	carry	forward	the	false
history	 initiated	 by	 the	 post-Crusade	 church	 and	 pursued	 by	 later-day	 racist	 and	 colonial
historians.

The	second	part	of	this	system	of	making	the	incoming	knowledge	theologically	correct	is
less	understood.	This	was	to	make	the	knowledge	itself	(not	merely	its	source)	 theologically
correct	 by	 ‘reinterpreting’	 it	 to	 bring	 it	 in	 line	 with	 church	 theology.	 Accordingly,	 western
thinkers	 tried	 to	 fit	 the	calculus	and	 infinite	 series	within	 the	 frame	of	what	 they	knew	–	 the



notion	of	 infinity/eternity	 familiar	 to	 them	from	Christian	 theology.	 I	have	explained	some	of
these	 issues	elsewhere,	and	will	not	again	go	into	 them	here.	Suffice	 it	 to	say	 that	set	 theory
and	 formalism	 –	 on	 which	 present-day	 university	 mathematics	 is	 founded	 –	 are	 a	 direct
outgrowth	of	this	western	misunderstanding	of	the	calculus	while	trying	to	appropriate	it	and
make	 it	 theologically	 correct.	 (Recall	 that	 Russell	 and	 Hilbert’s	 agenda	 in	 their	 respective
tracts	 on	 the	 foundations	 of	 geometry	 was	 to	 restore	 the	 supremacy	 of	 metaphysics	 by
eliminating	the	empirical	from	the	Elements.)

Making	numbers	theologically	correct

At	this	stage	someone	or	the	other	(usually	a	non-mathematician)	is	bound	to	pop	up	with	what
seems	 (to	 them)	 an	 absolutely	 irrefutable	 objection.	 Is	 not	 2+2	 =	 4	 a	 universal	 truth?	 The
simple	answer	is	no.	I	am	tired	of	explaining	this	repeatedly,	but	here	goes	once	again.	How
much	do	2	big	fish	+	2	small	fish	make?	3	big	fish	or	5	small	fish?	If	I	have	two	stones,	and	you
give	me	 two	 stones,	 but	 I	 break	 one	 of	 them,	 how	many	 stones	 do	 I	 have?	Various	 sorts	 of
‘deviant’	 arithmetics	 are	 eminently	 practical:	 a	 single	 chip	 on	 a	 computer	 implements	 the
arithmetic	of	1+1	=	0	(exclusive	or	gate)	or	1	+	1	=	1	(inclusive	or	gate)	millions	of	time.	We
count	days	of	the	week	using	modular	arithmetic	where	4	(Thursday)+	5	(days)	=	2	(Tuesday),
and	so	on.

The	 next	 layer	 of	 misunderstanding	 through	 simplistification	 is	 to	 imagine	 that	 I	 am
suggesting	 modular	 arithmetic	 or	 some	 variant	 of	 it	 as	 a	 fundamental	 counter-example	 to
integer	arithmetic.	The	argument	actually	is	this:	in	view	of	these	different	types	of	arithmetic
that	are	prevalent,	to	say	that	2+2=4	we	must	first	‘specify’	that	we	are	dealing	with	integers,
and	 not	with	 some	 other	 forms	 of	 arithmetic.	 The	 real	 catch	 is	 this:	 though	 not	 obvious,	 on
formalist	 philosophy,	 some	 notion	 of	 infinity/eternity	 creeps	 in	 the	 process	 of	 such
specification	of	integers.	The	simplest	way	to	understand	this	is	to	observe	that	a	computer	can
‘never’	do	Peano	arithmetic	and	a	Java	programme	for	adding	integers	will	give	2000000000
+	2000000000	=	 –294967296.	 If	we	 try	 to	 get	 around	 this	 difficulty	 by	 using	 floating	 point
numbers	 instead,	 other	 less-obvious	 difficulties	 will	 manifest	 themselves:	 the	 associative
‘law’	for	addition	would	fail,	and	so	on.

Let	me	explain	this	last	point.	Everyone	understands	the	difference	between	a	big	fish	and	a
small	fish,	and	one	will	 typically	not	swap	one	for	 the	other	any	more	 than	one	will	swap	a
heavier	gold	bar	for	a	lighter	one.	One	will,	for	example,	‘weigh’	the	two	fish.	This	involves
using	fractions	so	that	2	big	fish	+	2	small	fish	may	turn	out	to	be	3.2	big	fish.	This	is	perfectly
satisfactory	so	far	as	fish	are	concerned,	but	one	may	well	demand	a	higher	precision	for	gold
coins,	 for	 one	 may	 want	 to	 discriminate	 between	 3.180	 kilogrammes	 of	 gold,	 and	 3.453
kilogrammes,	for	the	difference	of	273	grams	may	be	worth	a	lot	of	money.	Perhaps	one	may	be
satisfied	with	milligrammes	where	gold	is	concerned,	which	when	measured	in	kilogrammes
amounts	to	identifying	numbers	which	differ	in	the	7th	decimal	place.	But	that	is	still	not	quite
the	‘perfect’	mathematics	that	formalism	constructs.	With	floating	point	numbers	on	a	computer
one	stops	discriminating	after	the	7th	decimal	place,	and	this	results	in	the	arithmetic	where	(–
1	+	1)	+	0.0000001	=	0.000001.	However	1	+	0.0000001	=	1	so	that	–1	+	(1	0.0000001)	=	0.
This	arithmetic	is	different	from	the	one	taught	to	school	children,	under	the	western	education



system,	which	 teaches	 that	 numbers	 obey	 the	 (god	 given?)	 associative	 law.	 If	we	want	 that
‘law’,	we	must	first	be	able	to	‘specify’	a	number	to	an	infinite	number	of	decimal	places.	That
is	 physically	 impossible.	 Of	 course,	 it	 can	 be	 declared	 possible	metaphysically,	 and	 in	 the
human	imagination,	according	to	the	postulates	of	formalism	and	set	theory,	but	that	argument
fails	 with	 machines	 like	 computers	 which	 cannot	 be	 persuaded	 about	 the	 metaphysics	 of
infinity.

Since	 western	 philosophy	 was	 all	 done	 by	 priests	 until	 rather	 recently,	 this	 notion	 of
infinity	had	to	be	theologically	correct	on	Christian	theology.	And	that	is	really	what	formalism
is	all	about	(making	infinity	theologically	correct)	even	if	some	of	those	who	implemented	the
formalist	programme	were	non-believers.	(Russell	is	not	a	solitary	example	of	a	non-believer
falling	 victim	 to	 church	 propaganda;	 even	 ardent	 opponents	 of	 the	 church	 like	 Newton	 and
Nietzsche	 fell	 into	Augustine’s	 trap	 of	 a	 dichotomy	 between	 ‘linear’	 and	 ‘cyclic’	 time,	 as	 I
have	explained	elsewhere.)

How	all	of	math	was	made	theologically	correct	is	actually	a	long	story	which	begins	with
the	Crusades.	I	have	explained	this	in	a	series	of	publications	over	the	last	decade,	including
Cultural	Foundations	of	Mathematics	 (Pearson	Longman,	2007).	I	have	also	explained	how
post-Nicene	 and	post-Crusade	Christian	 theology	 (and	mythology)	 has	 deeply	 influenced	 the
philosophy	of	present-day	university	mathematics.	An	explanation	for	the	complete	layperson
is	in	my	forthcoming	book	Euclid	and	Jesus:	How	the	church	changed	mathematics	and	its
history	across	two	religious	wars.	The	following	quote	is	from	its	back	cover.

The	mystery	geometry	of	black	Egypt	aimed	to	arouse	 the	soul,	and	prove	equity,	as	 in	Plato’s	story	of	Socrates
and	the	slave	boy.	Early	Christians	had	similar	beliefs	about	the	soul,	but	the	church	changed	Christian	doctrine	to
enable	 its	 priests	 to	 rule.	When	 ‘pagans’	 resisted,	 the	 church	 retaliated	with	 a	 religious	war:	 it	 cursed	 the	 early
beliefs	 about	 the	 soul,	 and	 banned	 philosophy.	 This	 plunged	 Christendom	 into	 its	 Dark	 Age,	 but	 catalysed	 the
Islamic	Golden	Age.	The	contrast	fanned	envy,	and	the	church	incited	the	Crusades,	hoping	to	grab	Muslim	wealth
–	 but	 the	 Crusades	 failed	 beyond	 Spain.	 To	 convert	 Muslims,	 who	 accepted	 reason,	 the	 church	 now	 sought
mathematics,	 connecting	 it	 to	 Christian	 doctrine	 by	 changing	 both.	 The	myth	 of	 Euclid	 helped	 the	 church	 claim
ownership	of	reason,	and	belittle	both	Muslims	and	early	Egyptians.	Was	the	real	author	of	the	Elements	a	woman,
Hypatia?	Was	she	black?

Mathematics	is	promoted	as	universal	truth,	and	the	Elements	as	its	role	model.	Strangely,	both	harmonize	with
(post-Crusade)	 church	 doctrine.	 So,	 should	 people	 abandon	 all	 other	 religions	 and	 philosophies?	This	 book	 argues
that	a	web	of	myths	and	lies	is	being	used	to	trap	and	enslave	the	human	mind,	and	only	true	knowledge	can	set	it
free.

	
Instead	of	reproducing	the	full	story,	and	forcibly	compressing	those	books	into	this	paper,

I	would	 invite	 people	 to	 read	 the	 books	 and	papers	 unabridged.	Since	 the	 notion	of	 infinity
potentially	lurks	behind	the	simplest	propositions	of	mathematics,	the	western	solution	was	to
make	math	metaphysical.	But	other	 solutions	 are	possible,	 for	 example	 the	 realistic	 solution
provided	by	zeroism,	which	accepts	that	it	is	impossible	to	specify	a	thing	(anything)	exactly.
However,	there	is	no	room	for	students	to	question	the	philosophy	with	which	mathematics	is
taught	 to	 them,	and	there	 is	no	forum	where	 this	philosophy	can	be	fundamentally	questioned
without	monitoring	and	petty	falsehoods	introduced	by	western	gatekeepers.30

Changing	the	mathematics	curriculum

I	hope	I	have	said	enough	to	make	the	point	that	formal	mathematics,	as	taught	in	universities



today,	 is	 not	 universal	 by	 any	 stretch	 of	 the	 imagination,	 but	 it	 has	 been	 forcibly	 made
universal.	Though	no	longer	explicitly	religious,	the	philosophy	of	mathematics	remains	rooted
in	post-Crusade	Christian	theology,	and	contrary	to	all	other	religious	beliefs.	The	harmony	of
present-day	 mathematics	 (and	 its	 ‘history’)	 with	 post-Crusade	 theology,	 together	 with	 the
illiterate	superstition	about	its	universality,	makes	it	an	excellent	tool	for	propaganda.	Imitating
those	 techniques	of	mathematics	creates	a	discord	within	 the	student’s	mind	for	 it	 implants	a
bias	against	all	other	religious	beliefs	and	philosophies.

Ironically,	though	the	mathematics	imported	by	the	West	was	specifically	Christianised,	no
western	 academic	 is	 honest	 enough	 to	 admit	 it.	 They	 insist	 that	 what	 they	 have	 done	 is
‘universal,’	and	though	others	did	mathematics	differently,	 they	keep	insisting	it	was	because
those	others	had	no	understanding	of	what	is	universal!	It	is	time	now	to	reject	this	proposition,
and	 to	 go	 instead	with	 the	 claim	 that	 it	was	 the	West	which	 got	mathematics	wrong	 (among
other	things)	because	it	is	a	society	dominated	for	so	long	by	a	terrible	institution	–	the	church
–	which	propagates	superstitions	as	a	means	of	mind	control.

This	Western	mathematics	(perhaps	better	called	Christian	ethnomathematics)	 is	 taught	 in
universities	today	in	blind	imitation	of	the	things	Western.	(Remember	we	are	trying	to	catch	up
for	the	last	175	years?)	It	is	based	on	premises	and	false	history	never	critically	examined	in
the	non-West.	To	change	the	university	curriculum	in	mathematics	we	need	to	challenge	those
absurdities.	But	they	are	de	facto	hard	to	challenge	because	the	system	is	fortified:	decisions
regarding	 education	 are	 taken	 by	 politically	 powerful	 but	 ignorant	 people,	 too	 ignorant	 to
understand	 the	 criticism.	 For	 example,	 the	 Indian	 Knowledge	 Commission	 was	 headed	 by
someone	politically	 powerful	 but	 not	 knowledgeable.	These	people	who	 seek	 to	 control	 the
knowledgeable,	lack	knowledge	even	about	who	the	real	experts	are,	for	their	simple-minded
process	is	to	select	as	experts	those	endorsed	by	the	West.	These	‘experts’	and	their	graduate
students	 can	 be	 readily	 observed	 wagging	 their	 tails	 before	 westerners	 so	 as	 to	 fetch	 that
endorsement.

These	may	occasionally	be	misguided	people,	but	often	enough	there	are	also	traitors	who
well	 understand	 that	 western	 endorsement	 is	 a	 source	 of	 profit	 and	 are	 out	 to	 profit	 by
betraying	their	people	and	culture	(that	is	how	colonisation	functioned).	I	will	not	name	names,
though	 there	 are	plenty	 to	 choose	 from.	However,	 one	point	must	be	mentioned.	Despite	my
personal	regard	for	Sam	Pitroda,	I	must	say	that	even	a	mediocre	manager	can	see	that	taking
decisions	about	knowledge	by	relying	on	western-approved	‘Indian’	experts	can	only	lead	to
more	 aping	 of	 the	 West,	 which	 benefits	 the	 West	 and	 not	 India.	 This	 reliance	 on	 western
endorsement	 to	 decide	 experts	 (and	 hence	 the	 kind	 of	 mathematics	 to	 teach)	 is	 a	 natural
outcome	 of	 the	 colonial	 educational	 system	 which	 ensures	 that	 most	 people	 remain
scientifically	 illiterate	 and	 learn	 to	 trust	only	 the	West,	 as	 in	 the	 ISI	norm	 introduced	by	 the
OIC.

Now,	the	point	of	this	paper	is	not	to	complain	about	western	dominance,	but	to	understand
and	 expose	 the	 tricks	 used	 to	 bring	 it	 about	 and	 to	 maintain	 it,	 so	 that	 an	 alternative
mathematics	curriculum	can	be	actually	implemented,	and	adopted	in	our	universities,	despite
those	 tricks.	 Changing	 the	 math	 curriculum,	 and	 discarding	 the	 belief	 in	 the	 universality	 of
formal	 math	 and	 its	 Western	 origin	 as	 a	 false	 and	 absurd	 myth,	 is	 necessary	 in	 order	 to
decolonise	our	universities.	In	my	opinion,	if	we	follow	Macaulay’s	logic,	changing	the	math



curriculum	will	be	far	far	more	potent	 than	revising	 the	curriculum	in	all	 the	social	sciences
put	together.

However,	we	must	also	understand	that	Western-endorsed	experts,	the	comprador	elements
in	our	universities,	will	oppose	any	curriculum	change	tooth	and	nail	 just	because	they	were
brought	 up	 in	 the	Western	 system,	 and	 changing	 it	would	make	 valueless	 their	 own	work	 in
mathematics.	Of	course,	that	work,	especially	in	pure	mathematics,	is	anyway	utterly	useless	to
people	in	the	non-West	–	the	vast	majority	of	the	mathematical	theorems	they	have	proved	are
as	 worthless	 as	 propositions	 about	 the	 number	 of	 angels	 dancing	 on	 a	 pin.	 Nevertheless,
western	 endorsement	 being	 the	 sole	 criteria	 by	 which	 colonised	 societies	 judge	 scientific
achievements,	 this	 endorsement	 fetches	 the	 experts	 numerous	 financial	 benefits.	While	 there
are	honest	person	who	would	be	willing	to	forego	those	financial	benefits,	there	are	also	many
who	would	put	their	financial	self-interest	first	and	the	larger	needs	of	society	later.

The	thinking	behind	the	suggested	change	in	the	math	curriculum	is	simple.	Why	do	math?
In	 the	 non-West	 the	 key	 reason	 to	 do	 math	 is	 for	 its	 ‘practical’	 application	 to	 science	 and
technology.	That	practical	application,	then,	should	be	the	goal	of	our	revised	curriculum.	To
avoid	 the	danger	of	 simplistification,	 let	me	clarify	 that	 I	 am	not	merely	 advocating	applied
math	over	pure	math.	I	am	advocating	a	different	epistemology,	called	zeroism,	which	rejects
formal	 math	 as	 altogether	 worthless,	 and	 based	 on	 an	 erroneous	 epistemology.	 The	 new
epistemology,	 called	 zeroism,	 is	 a	 realistic	 philosophy.	 This	 means,	 for	 example,	 that	 we
accept	 the	 reality	 that	 a	 number	 can	be	 specified	only	 to	 a	 finite	number	of	 decimal	places.
That	again	means,	for	example,	that	the	limits	taught	in	a	calculus	course	are	not	only	worthless
but	 an	 ‘erroneous’	 Western	 understanding	 of	 non-Western	 mathematics,	 and	 should	 be
abandoned.

I	 have	 argued	 out	 this	 particular	 case	 of	 calculus	 in	 some	 detail.	 The	 450	 years	 of
confusion	 about	 the	 calculus	 in	 Europe	 has	 failed	 to	 resolve	 even	 the	 most	 elementary
epistemological	 problems.	 Thus	 consider	 the	 question,	 ‘Is	 a	 discontinuous	 function
differentiable?’	 According	 to	 elementary	 calculus,	 as	 taught	 at	 the	 first	 year	 level	 in	 the
university,	the	answer	is	‘no’;	one	can	easily	use	limits	to	formally	prove	that	a	differentiable
function	must	be	continuous.	On	the	other	hand,	at	an	advanced	level,	we	have	several	formal
theories,	 such	 as	 the	 Schwartz	 theory	 of	 distributions	 or	Mikusinski’s	 operational	 calculus,
which	 do	 allow	 a	 discontinuous	 function	 to	 be	 differentiated:	 it	 is	 well	 known	 even	 to
physicists	 that	 the	 derivative	 of	 the	 discontinuous	 Heaviside	 function	 is	 the	 Dirac	 delta
function.	(Curiously,	 the	first	such	theory	of	Sobolev	was	put	forward	even	before	set	theory
was	 formalised	 to	 put	 real	 numbers	 and	 limits	 on	 a	 firm	 formal	 footing.)	That	 is,	while	 the
answer	 to	 our	 question	 is	 ‘no’	 on	 elementary	mathematics,	 the	 answer	 is	 ‘yes’	 on	 advanced
mathematics.	 This	 is	 the	 way	 of	 metaphysics,	 one	 can	 juggle	 around	 and	 select	 whatever
answer	 one	 wants	 for	 the	 time	 being!	 Though	 the	 critics	 who	 opposed	 the	 constructivist
changes	in	the	US	math	curriculum	(during	the	Carter	regime)	seem	unaware	of	it,	formalism	is
the	best	route	to	no-correct-answer	math!

However,	 if	 the	 aim	of	mathematics	 is	 to	do	physics	one	 cannot	have	 two	answers.	The
more	serious	difficulty	is	that	one	has	no	answer	at	all,	for	one	cannot	accept	‘either’	answer
provided	 by	 formal	math!	Thus,	what	 should	 one	 believe	 about	 the	 differential	 equations	 of
physics?	Do	 they	 or	 do	 they	 not	 admit	 discontinuous	 solutions?	On	 elementary	mathematics



they	clearly	do	not.	The	advanced	mathematics	of	the	Schwartz	theory	too	does	not	work	for
the	 equations	 of	 physics	 are	 non-linear	 and	 the	 Schwartz	 theory	 is	 not,	 so	 that	 Schwartz
distributions	cannot	be	multiplied.	However,	 the	 ‘observation’	 is	 that	a	 shock	wave	or	blast
wave	leads	to	a	discontinuity.	In	classical	physics	one	can	pretend	that	this	discontinuity	is	not
real	 by	 going	 over	 to	 statistical	 mechanics.	 However,	 this	 artifice	 is	 not	 available	 in	 the
general	 theory	 of	 relativity	 since	 there	 is	 no	 relativistic	 statistical	mechanics	 to	 connect	 the
continuum	 to	 a	 particular	 distribution	 of	 matter:	 accordingly,	 relativistic	 shocks	 must	 be
regarded	as	real	hypersurfaces	of	discontinuity.

To	complete	this	account	of	the	total	mess	in	formal	mathematics	on	this	elementary	issue
in	 the	calculus,	 since	mathematics	goes	with	Western	authority	 rather	 than	commonsense,	 the
‘accepted’	theory	of	multiplying	Schwartz	distributions	is	that	of	Colombeau	which	is	a	rather
bad	theory	since	it	can	be	used	to	derive	any	conclusion	one	wants31	and	hence	cannot	lead	to
any	 refutable	 results.	The	correct	 solution	 to	 the	problem,	using	zeroism,	 is	explained	 in	 the
appendix	to	my	book	Cultural	Foundations	of	Mathematics.	It	leads	to	new	(and	empirically
refutable)	 conditions	 for	 shock	 waves.	 In	 fact,	 this	 philosophy	 changes	 mathematics	 from
metaphysics	to	an	auxiliary	physical	theory.	There	are	similar	issues	about	infinity	in	quantum
field	theory	(renormalisation	problem)	and	Maxwell’s	equations	(runaway	solutions),	and	the
same	procedure	can	be	and	has	been	applied	there	as	well,	but	I	will	not	go	into	that	here.	The
point	is	that	the	theory	of	limits	does	not	help	the	practical	applications	of	the	calculus	which
can	 be	 better	 done	 by	 abandoning	 limits.	 (I	 should	 add	 that	 this	 is	 especially	 helpful	 in
resolving	the	long-standing	problem	with	the	frequentist	interpretation	of	probability.)32

Incidentally,	contrary	to	what	western	mathematicians	repeatedly	say,	the	calculus	as	it	was
historically	 developed	 in	 India	 did	 sum	 infinite	 series	 in	 a	 completely	 rigorous	 way	 by
discarding	 infinitesimals.	 However,	 even	 after	 450	 years,	 this	 simple	 point	 still	 remains
beyond	the	comprehension	of	Western	mathematicians	who	are	obsessed	with	their	own	sense
of	authority,	and	with	the	compatibility	of	notions	of	eternity/infinity	with	Christian	theology,
and	can	only	understand	things	explained	in	those	terms.	In	fact,	even	in	those	terms,	the	matter
is	 quite	 easy	 to	 understand:	 formally	 speaking,	 Indian	mathematicians	worked	with	 rational
functions,	which	are	like	rational	numbers	except	that	 they	form	what	is	 today	called	a	‘non-
Archimedean’	field.	Discarding	infinitesimals	 in	such	a	field	 is	equivalent	 to	 limits	by	order
counting	which	is	the	exact	procedure	followed	in	Indian	texts	to	sum	infinite	series,	as	I	have
explained.

With	 a	 view	 to	 establish	 an	 alternative	 mathematics	 curriculum,	 I	 have	 taught	 calculus
without	 limits	 to	 six	 batches	 of	 students	 until	 now.	 Three	 batches	 consisted	 of	 non-math
students	 and	 three	 batches	 of	math	 students.	The	 course	 involved	 five	 to	 seven	 lectures	 and
practicals	in	a	computer	lab,	which	were	integrated	with	the	course	in	some	cases.	At	the	end
of	the	course	the	students	were	able	to	(a)	understand	the	core	concepts	of	the	calculus,	(b)	use
a	computer	programme	to	calculate	symbolic	integrals	and	derivatives,	and	(c)	use	a	computer
programme	 to	 numerically	 solve	 ordinary	 differential	 equations	 and	 analyse	 the	 solution
qualitatively.

Advantages	and	disadvantages



The	 disadvantages	 of	 the	 existing	 (calculus	with	 limits)	 curriculum	 are	 the	 following.	 First,
limits	cannot	really	be	taught	correctly	even	according	to	formalism,	since	that	would	involve
teaching	formal	real	numbers	and	axiomatic	set	theory.	These	are	regarded	as	advanced	topics,
and	 most	 students	 of	 science	 and	 engineering	 are	 not	 exposed	 to	 them.	 While	 formal	 real
numbers	are	taught	in	advanced	courses	on	mathematical	analysis,	axiomatic	set	theory	is	not
taught	 even	 to	 mathematicians,	 except	 to	 specialists	 in	 logic.	 Hence,	 even	 professors	 of
mathematics	 in	IITs	are	not	familiar	with	it.	The	assumption	is	 that	some	confused	and	naive
ideas	 about	 set	 theory	 and	 real	 numbers	 are	 adequate	 for	 most	 people.	 On	 this	 same
assumption,	naive	 set	 theory	 is	 taught	 to	 school	children	with	 all	 sorts	of	wrong	definitions,
and	that	confusion	persists	with	most	people	for	the	rest	of	their	lives.	One	completely	fails	to
see	why	students	should	be	 taught	 limits	 in	a	naive	and	confused	way	when	 the	objective	of
limits	is	purportedly	to	eliminate	naivete	and	confusion!	Apparently,	this	is	intended	to	teach
some	sort	of	ritual	obeisance	to	the	confusion	implanted	into	the	calculus	by	the	West.

Secondly,	 most	 engineering	 students	 learn	 the	 formulae	 of	 calculus	 by	 rote.	 That	 is,
everyone	can	write	down	the	derivative	of	the	exponential	function,	say,	but	few	can	provide
the	definition	of	the	exponential	function.

Thirdly,	the	other	thing	that	students	take	away	from	existing	calculus	courses	is	the	ability
to	use	tricks	to	‘solve’	integrals	symbolically	in	terms	of	elementary	functions.	This	is	a	dead
skill	for	a	computer	can	perform	the	task	easily.

Fourthly,	students	are	taught	to	prove	theorems.	First,	as	pointed	out	above,	theorems	have
lost	their	raison	d’etre	since	due	to	cultural	variations	in	logic,	mathematical	theorems	provide
no	 epistemological	 security.	 Second,	 proofs	 are	 by	 design	 something	 that	 can	 be	 checked
mechanically.	Further,	 despite	Godel’s	 theorem,	 there	 is	 no	guarantee	 at	 all	 that	 the	 class	of
theorems	 proved	 by	 human	 beings	 is	 any	 evidence	 of	 human	 creativity	 for	Godel’s	 theorem
says	nothing	at	all	about	human	creativity:	the	entire	class	of	theorems	proved	by	humans	and
most	 future	 theorems	 that	 humans	 are	 capable	 of	 proving	may	 soon	be	 readily	 proved	using
computers.	Third,	computers	can	prove	 theorems	(like	 the	 four-colour	 theorem)	 too	complex
for	humans	to	understand,	so	 if	complexity	 is	a	measure	of	 the	value	of	proofs,	 then	theorem
proving	 is	 a	 task	 best	 left	 to	 computers.	 Indeed,	 theorem-proving	 mathematicians	 are
perpetually	 under	 the	 thumb	 of	Western	 authority:	 that	 is	 all	 that	 theorem-proving	 achieves.
Lastly,	many	mathematicians	desperate	to	defend	themselves,	often	jump	to	the	old	and	rejected
mathesis	idea	of	mathematics	as	an	art	form.	This	is	a	specious	defence,	for	if	they	are	serious,
they	 ought	 to	 go	 back	 also	 to	 the	 mathesis	 notion	 of	 soul,	 and	 reject	 the	 post-Nicene
modifications	to	Christianity.	In	any	case,	if	mathematics	is	primarily	an	art	form,	it	should	be
taught	only	to	students	of	arts,	and	not	to	students	of	science,	and	there	too	only	to	those	who
want	to	specialise	in	Western	arts,	Western	music,	and	others.

In	 contrast,	 the	 course	 on	 calculus	 ‘without’	 limits	 has	 clear-cut	 advantages.	 As	 briefly
described	in	my	blog:	it	makes	math	easy,	by	eliminating	the	religious	bias	in	it,	and	gives	a
better	math,	physics	and	history.	This	can	be	expanded	as	follows.

First,	 it	does	away	with	 the	existing	religious	bias,	 for	mathematics	 is	being	done	for	 its
practical	value	in	a	religiously	neutral	way.	This	is	big	gain	for	the	non-West.

The	 second	 advantage	 is	 that	 of	 conceptual	 clarity.	 Limits	 cannot	 be	 taught	 in	 a
conceptually	 clear	 way	 since	 they	 presuppose	 a	 knowledge	 of	 formal	 real	 numbers	 which



depends	upon	axiomatic	set	theory,	neither	of	which	is	taught	except	in	a	naive	way	to	first	year
university	 students	 who	 take	 calculus	 courses.	 Limits	 have	 no	 practical	 implications
whatsoever:	 in	 physics	 as	 we	 saw	 above,	 the	 non-existence	 of	 limits	 (as	 in	 the	 case	 of
discontinuous	functions)	rules	out	nothing,	while	the	existence	of	limits	guarantees	nothing.	So,
teaching	of	limits	is	more	a	matter	of	paying	ritual	obeisance	to	what	western	mathematicians
regard	 as	 correct,	 and	many	 engineering	 students,	 for	 example,	 resent	 it,	 for	 they	 find	 limits
valueless.	 In	 contrast,	 Aryabhata’s	 method	 of	 solving	 differential	 equations	 by	 using	 linear
interpolation	is	so	very	simple	for	it	involves	only	the	elementary	arithmetic	rule	of	3	taught	to
primary-school	 students.	This	 remains	 a	 simple	 technique	of	 calculation	which	has	 immense
practical	 advantage	 and	 there	 is	 no	 need	 to	 defend	 the	 grandiose	 claim	 of	 infallibility
underlying	the	notion	of	limits.	(I	again	emphasize	that	I	am	not	advocating	this	as	a	technique
of	 calculation	 frozen	 in	 time:	 we	 should	 certainly	 accept	 any	 newer	 modifcations	 to	 this
technique	which	are	of	practical	value,	and	I	do	so.)

The	third	issue	is	a	pedagogical	one	and	relates	to	ease	of	learning.	For	non-math	students
the	 new	 course	 ensures	 that	 they	 are	 not	 cut	 off	 from	 science,	 and	 rendered	 scientifically
illiterate,	as	happens	under	the	present	dispensation,	where	calculus	is	considered	too	hard	to
teach	 to	 non-math	 students.	 For	 math	 students,	 the	 new	 course	 enables	 them	 to	 do	 harder
problems	 with	 immediate	 practical	 applications	 in	 science,	 as	 I	 have	 demonstrated:	 for
example,	the	use	of	Jacobian	elliptic	functions	involved	in	the	motion	of	the	simple	pendulum,
or	 the	 study	 of	 ballistics	with	 air	 resistance,	 and	 others,	which	 no	 one	 else	 even	 dreamt	 of
teaching	in	a	calculus	course	so	far.33	Note	carefully	that	this	advantage	of	gain	in	technology
shows	 that	what	 I	 am	 advocating	 is	 exactly	 contrary	 to	 the	 usual	 prejudice	 that	 abandoning
Western	mathematics	will	result	in	loss	of	technology.

There	 are	 further	 advantages	 such	 as	 that	 of	 a	 better	 math	 which	 is	 able	 to	 deal	 with
discontinuous	 solutions	 of	 differential	 equations,	 required	 for	 studying	 everything	 from
earthquakes	to	ballistic	missiles	and	explosions.	Since	this	is	a	more	advanced	topic,	I	will	not
go	into	further	details	apart	from	what	has	already	been	outlined	above.	The	issue	of	a	better
physics	 in	 other	 respects	 (such	 as	 the	 renormalisation	 problem	 of	 quantum	 field	 theory,
reformulation	 of	 Maxwell’s	 equations	 and	 Newtonian	 gravity,	 etc.,)	 is	 partly	 considered
below.

Calculus	without	limits	naturally	requires	modifications	to	other	aspects	of	mathematics.	It
goes	well	with	geometry	with	a	string	and	without	a	geometry	box.	I	emphasise	that	calculus
without	 limits	 is	not	 the	end,	but	only	a	prelude	 to	math	without	formalism.	Working	out	 this
entire	agenda	will,	however,	take	time.

Physics

Since	math	is	 the	basis	of	science,	one	can	expect	 that	 the	theology	in	present-day	university
math	would	also	creep	 into	physics.	Stephen	Hawking’s	 singularity	 theory	 is	a	clear	case	 in
point	–	a	singularity	means	an	infinity	of	some	sort,	and	in	Hawking’s	theory	that	infinity	arises
by	differentiating	discontinuous	functions.	All	Hawking’s	grandiose	claims	about	‘creation’34
reduce	to	this:	his	theory	has	shown	(granting	its	questionable	assumptions)	that	discontinuities
develop	 so	 that	 we	 are	 in	 the	 above	 situation	 of	 discontinuous	 solutions	 of	 differential



equations	(of	general	relativity).	Though	this	goes	beyond	the	math	that	most	physicists	learn,
as	noted	above,	that	infinity	can	be	easily	tackled	just	by	changing	the	math	or	its	philosophy.
Thus	Hawking’s	infinities	are,	like	the	infinities	of	quantum	field	theory,	a	problem	of	formal
math,	not	of	physics.35

Singularity	 theory	 has	 been	 used	 by	 influential	 scientists	 to	 assert	 in	 print	 that	 ‘Judeo-
Christian	theology	is	a	part	of	physics’36	This	last	claim	by	Tipler	has	been	directly	backed	by
his	 publication	 on	 singularity	 theory	 in	 the	 high-impact	 science	 journal	Nature	 –	 that	 ‘no-
return’	 theorem	 directly	 supported	 the	 curse	 on	 ‘cyclic’	 time	 so	 critical	 to	 post-Nicene
Christian	 theology.	 Hawking	 himself	 had	 earlier	 directly	 linked	 singularity	 theory	 to	 the
chronology	condition	(which	rejects	‘cyclic’	time	by	fiat)	to	arrive	at	the	concept	of	creation
peculiar	to	post-Nicene	Christian	theology.	He	did	that	in	his	serious	scientific	book	published
by	Cambridge	University	 Press.	 In	 his	 latest	 book,	 called	The	Grand	Design,	 Hawking	 has
indirectly	endorsed	Tipler’s	 idea	by	dwelling	on	 the	Hollywood	film	Matrix	which	seeks	 to
popularise	 these	utterly	pseudo-scientific	beliefs,	 for	 the	 reason	 that	 they	have	been	 fitted	 to
Christian	myths.37

Going	beyond	the	level	at	which	Hawking,	Penrose,38	and	especially	Tipler,	operate,	there
is	a	subtler	aspect	to	the	whole	thing,	which	again	relates	to	time	beliefs.	The	notion	of	time
being	central	to	both	science	and	religion,	theology	creeps	into	science	through	time	beliefs,	as
I	 argued	 at	 length	 in	 The	 Eleven	 Pictures	 of	 Time.	 Indeed,	 even	 Newtonian	 physics	 has	 a
problem	with	time,	and	that	problem	arose	just	because	of	Newton’s	misunderstanding	of	the
calculus.

Now	 it	 is	 known	 (though	 not	 well	 known)	 that	 Newtonian	 physics	 had	 a	 problem	with
time.39	This	is	apparent	even	from	Newton’s	first	‘law’,	which	states	that	a	body	continues	in
its	 state	 of	 rest	 or	 uniform	 motion	 in	 the	 absence	 of	 external	 forces.	 Present-day	 physics
textbooks	 say	 that	 this	 ‘law’	 defines	 an	 inertial	 reference	 frame.	 That	 is	 not	 the	 point	 here.
Suppose	we	want	to	test	the	‘law’	(in	an	inertial	or	freely	falling	frame).	How	do	we	go	about
doing	it?	One	understands	a	state	of	rest,	but	what	is	uniform	motion?	A	body	is	said	to	be	in
uniform	motion	 if	 it	 covers	equal	distances	 in	equal	 times.	Let	us	 suppose	we	know	how	 to
measure	equal	distances.	But	what	are	equal	times?	We	cannot	put	two	time	intervals	side	by
side	and	compare	them.	Therefore,	we	need	a	clock	to	determine	whether	two	intervals	of	time
are	equal.	But	which	clock	should	one	use?	Newtonian	physics	does	not	tell	us.	It	is	clear	that
different	clocks	will	give	different	answers.	If	my	heart	beats	are	used	as	a	clock,	every	time	I
run	up	the	stairs,	instead	of	saying	that	my	pulse	rate	has	gone	up,	we	would	have	to	say	that	a
body	earlier	in	uniform	motion	would	not	stay	in	uniform	motion,	and	we	would	be	compelled
to	 say	 that	 a	 force	 is	 acting	 upon	 it,	 just	 because	 I	 run	 up	 the	 stairs.	 The	 same	 problem	 of
measuring	equal	intervals	of	time	appears	with	renewed	force	in	the	case	of	Newton’s	second
‘law’	which	quantifies	 force	as	 the	 rate	of	change	of	momentum.	The	momentum	is	 the	mass
times	 the	velocity,	 and	 to	measure	 the	velocity	or	 its	 rate	of	 change	 (acceleration)	we	again
need	a	clock,	and	different	clocks	will	give	different	answers.

In	fact,	Newton	was	unaware	of	any	physical	clock	which	would	give	the	‘right’	answer,
having	 tried	 and	 rejected	 the	 natural	 clock	 (days	 and	 nights),	 sand	 clock,	 simple	 pendulum
(which	 was	 known	 to	 be	 non-isochronous	 since	 Huygens),	 and	 others.	 He	 opined	 that	 no
proper	clock	might	exist	(and	also	that	there	may	be	no	inertial	frame	anywhere	in	the	cosmos,



because	 of	 gravitation).	 In	 this	 situation,	 he	 did	 what	 the	 church-dominated	 Western	 mind
typically	does:	he	appealed	 to	God.	That	 is,	Newton	made	 time	metaphysical.	He	observed,
‘absolute,	true	and	mathematical	time	flows	on	without	regard	to	anything	external.’40	Though
often	 quoted,	 this	 statement	 is	 little	 understood.	 Each	 adjective	 ‘absolute,’	 ‘true,’
‘mathematical,’	 emphasises	 the	metaphysical	nature	of	 time	as	Newton	conceived	 it.	 In	 case
there	is	still	a	residual	doubt	after	three	adjectives,	this	is	eliminated	by	saying	‘without	regard
to	anything	external.’	Newton	evidently	thought	it	was	all	right	if	time	were	known	to	God	but
not	to	man.

There	are	three	issues	here.	The	first	is	that	one	cannot	do	physics	in	this	way.	The	time	of
physics	must	be	known	to	humans,	it	is	not	enough	to	say	it	is	known	to	God;	‘we’	must	know
how	 to	 measure	 equal	 intervals	 of	 time.	 The	 second	 issue	 is	 that	 Newton	 appealed	 to	 a
specifically	Christian	God	who	is	(on	the	stock	interpretation	of	the	church)	against	all	other
religious	beliefs,	and	 tortures	even	Prophet	Mohammad	SAW	in	hell;	 this	has	naturally	been
used	to	attack	Islam,	Hinduism,	Buddhism,	and	others,	as	contrary	to	science.	The	third	issue	is
this:	Newton	made	this	mistake	about	time	in	his	physics	just	because	he	did	not	understand	the
calculus	 imported	 from	 India,	 though	 he	 used	 it	 to	 formulate	 his	 second	 ‘law’.	 Briefly,	 this
mistake	in	Newtonian	physics	arose	because	of	Newton’s	religious	beliefs	about	math.

Regarding	the	first	 issue,	 it	 took	Westerners	 two	centuries	 to	realize	 that	physics	needs	a
physical	measure	of	equal	intervals	of	time.	The	point	was	first	clarified	by	Poincare,41	who
rightly	suggested	that	equal	intervals	of	time	may	be	defined	on	the	criterion	of	convenience	by
declaring	 the	 speed	 of	 light	 to	 be	 constant	 (so	 that	 a	 photon	 or	 particle	 of	 light	 bouncing
between	 parallel	mirrors	measures	 equal	 intervals	 of	 time).	 This	 constancy	 of	 the	 speed	 of
light	 had	 nothing	 to	 do	 with	 any	 experiment42	 (notwithstanding	 the	 glorification	 of	 the
Michelson-Morley	 experiment	 in	 present-day	 physics	 texts),	 for	 there	 is	 no	way	 to	measure
speed	or	anything	else	in	the	absence	of	a	proper	clock,	so	the	Michelson-Morley	experiment
could	 not,	 in	 principle,	 have	 measured	 the	 speed	 of	 light.	 Poincare’s	 definition	 of	 equal
intervals	of	time,	using	a	bouncing	photon,	on	grounds	of	convenience,	brought	in	its	wake	the
special	theory	of	relativity.

Unfortunately,	issues	got	confused	because	the	special	theory	of	relativity	was	attributed	to
Einstein,	 who	 did	 not	 fully	 understand,	 till	 the	 end	 of	 life,	 the	 change	 this	 brings	 about	 in
physics.43	Mathematically	speaking,	the	key	change	is	not	so	much	the	time	dilation	and	length
contraction;	 it	 is	 that	 physics	must	 use	 functional	 differential	 equations	 and	 not	 the	 ordinary
differential	equations	used	in	the	formulation	of	Newton’s	‘laws’.	This	was	the	reason	for	the
incompatibility	 between	 electrodynamics	 and	 Newton’s	 ‘laws’	 which	 incompatibility
precipitated	relativity.	Poincare,	a	mathematician,	understood	this,	Einstein	did	not.44	But	 the
story	about	Einstein	became	so	big	that	people	blindly	followed	Einstein,	and	continue	to	do
so.	Many	of	these	people	who	jump	to	defend	the	Einstein	myth	have	never	read	the	original
papers	 of	Poincare	 and	Einstein,	 and	never	will.	Their	 knowledge	 about	 these	 issues	 is	 not
first-hand	knowledge,	but	is	based	on	trust.	This	shows	how	myths	(like	those	about	Newton,
Einstein,	and	Hawking)	are	such	an	integral	part	of	science,	as	are	the	superstitions	introduced
by	these	people.

Irrespective	of	these	myths,	and	irrespective	of	what	people	believe,	the	use	of	functional



differential	equations	brings	about	a	paradigm	shift	in	physics.45	A	quick	way	to	understand	it
is	 this.	 Newton’s	 ‘laws’	 of	 motion	 are	 reversible,	 but	 it	 is	 a	 matter	 of	 direct	 personal
observation	that	many	features	of	the	world,	like	aging	and	death,	are	irreversible.	Therefore,
Newton’s	 ‘laws’	 are	 ‘contrary’	 to	 this	 observation	 repeated	 countless	 times	 by	 so	 many
ordinary	 people.	 Why	 then	 should	 we	 continue	 to	 believe	 in	 those	 ‘laws’	 when	 they	 are
contrary	to	observation?	The	reason	is	that	western	science	is,	in	fact,	all	about	trust	in	western
authority,	not	reliance	on	one’s	own	experience.

Incidentally,	when	I	presented	these	ideas	about	a	paradigm	shift	at	a	meeting	in	Groningen
(Holland)	 in	 1999,	 a	 physicist	 there	 protested	 so	 vigorously	 that	 the	 whole	 meeting	 was
hijacked	 on	 this	 one	 issue.	However,	 no	 one	 could	 come	 up	with	 any	 serious	 arguments	 to
refute	what	I	said,	and	the	most	serious	‘argument’	was	the	one	hissed	at	me	during	lunch:	‘If
you	are	 right,	you	would	be	 famous!’	Notice	how	this	argument	 requires	 implicit	 trust	 in	 the
utopian	nature	of	western	society,	contrary	to	all	observation	which	shows	up	that	society	as
extremely	exploitative	and	untrustworthy.

The	 actual	 nature	 of	 western	 scientific	 societies	 was	 once	 again	 made	 clear	 when
Newton’s	 successor	 and	 a	 former	president	of	 the	Royal	Society	 repeated	my	 ideas	 about	 a
paradigm	 shift	 in	 physics	 through	 the	 use	 of	 functional	 differential	 equations	 in	 his	 Einstein
centenary	lecture	of	2005.	While	it	is	regarded	as	unethical	for	a	person	to	claim	ignorance	of
previously	 published	 work,	 this	 applies	 only	 to	 the	 non-West:	 the	 norm	 in	 the	 West	 from
Copernicus	to	Einstein	is	to	copy	what	others	have	said	before	and	then	shamelessly	claims	to
have	independently	rediscovered	it.	Anyway,	Sir	Michael	Atiyah	told	people	not	to	forget	that
this	was	his	own	suggestion.	Given	the	change	in	technology,	the	video	multicast	of	his	speech
reached	me	in	a	day.	(It	has	now	been	taken	off.)	Atiyah	was	promptly	informed	of	my	work,
but	nine	months	later	the	same	claim	of	a	paradigm	shift	in	physics	through	the	use	of	functional
differential	 equations	 was	 published	 prominently	 in	 the	 Notices	 of	 the	 American
Mathematical	Society,	and	christened	as	‘Atiyah’s	hypothesis.’	If	Western	endorsement	is	the
test	of	scientific	truth,	this	is	exactly	what	one	can	expect	to	happen,	for	that	endorsement	will
naturally	 be	 extended	 to	 authoritative	 Westerners,	 but	 denied	 to	 non-authoritative	 non-
Westerners,	even	when	both	say	the	same	thing.

Exactly	 when	 was	 this	 article	 naming	 my	 theory	 as	 ‘Atiyah’s	 hypothesis’	 submitted	 for
publication?	How	many	days	 or	months	 ‘after’	Atiyah	 had	 been	 informed?	This	 information
would	help	to	pin	down	Atiyah’s	guilt	for	the	authors	of	the	article	admitted	that	it	was	shown
to	Atiyah	 prior	 to	 publication.	With	 full	 knowledge	 of	 these	 facts,	 the	 editor	 of	 the	 journal
refused	 to	 inform	 me	 about	 the	 date	 of	 submission,	 despite	 three	 queries.	 He	 treated	 this
information	as	if	it	were	some	sort	of	secret,	though	this	information	is	ordinarily	public,	and
should	have	been	made	public	especially	when	this	ethical	issue	of	a	repeated	attempt	to	copy
came	 to	 light.	 The	 editor	 also	 refused	 to	 publish	 my	 letter	 pointing	 out	 that	 this	 was	 the
‘second’	time	that	Atiyah	had	claimed	credit.	The	American	Mathematical	Society	upheld	the
principle	of	 editorial	 freedom	 (to	unethically	 suppress	 information).	No	doubt	people	 in	 the
West	privately	recognised	that	the	editor’s	real	job	is	to	promote	and	defend	powerful	vested
interests,	 by	unethical	means	where	necessary.	There	 is	not	 the	 slightest	doubt	 that	 the	 same
group	of	people	would	have	screamed	blue	murder	if	a	non-Westerner	had	tried	to	grab	credit
for	 the	 work	 done	 by	 a	 westerner,	 not	 once	 but	 twice.	 This	 is	 not	 the	 first	 time	 that	 some



Westerners	have	‘repeatedly’	tried	to	grab	credit	for	my	work,	and	this	is	not	the	first	time	that
the	 ‘most	 reputed’	 Western	 institutional	 structures	 have	 upheld	 such	 repeated	 unethical
practices	so	 long	as	 they	come	from	 their	own	people,	but	 that	 is	another	 story.	This	 sort	of
ganging	up	to	defend	unethical	actions	by	their	own	people	is	a	key	aspect	of	Western	culture:
when	did	the	West	‘ever’	condemn	any	Westerner	for	copying	from	the	non-West	and	claiming
it	 as	 his	 own	 discovery?	Was	Marconi,	 for	 example,	 so	 condemned?	 This	 is	 the	 ‘morality’
about	‘discovery’	which	papal	bulls	demand	as	a	religious	duty!	By	reducing	science	to	belief
in	Western	 authority,	 non-Westerners	 are	 foolishly	 relying	 on	 people	who	 have	 continuously
cheated	them	for	centuries.

To	return	to	physics	(as	distinct	from	what	Western	academics	are	willing	to	endorse),	if
we	define	a	measure	of	equal	 intervals	of	 time	conveniently,	physics	 in	 future	must	be	done
using	functional	differential	equations	as	I	stated	long	ago	in	my	1994	book,	and	the	papers	that
preceded	it.	This	applies	also	to	gravity,	and	Newton’s	law	of	gravity	must	be	appropriately
amended.46

This	brings	us	 to	 the	second	 issue	 that	Newton	believed	 in	a	specifically	Christian	God.
The	very	 term	Newton’s	 ‘laws’	 is	 testimony	 to	 this	 fact,	 and	 to	Newton’s	belief	 that	he	had
discovered	 some	 laws	 which	 would	 hold	 eternally.	 Since	 Aquinas,	 post-Crusade	 Christian
theology	has	maintained	that	God	rules	 the	world	with	eternal	 laws.	This	 is	not	 the	belief	 in
other	philosophies	and	religions.	For	example,	the	belief	that	God	answers	prayers,	allows	for
direct	 providential	 intervention.	 Likewise,	 the	 Islamic	 belief	 in	 creation	 as	 a	 continuous
process,	involves	continuous	intervention,	is	not	compatible	with	the	belief	that	God	rules	the
world	with	‘natural	laws’	after	one-time	creation.	Though	various	other	religions	do	allow	for
some	regularity,	as	in	the	Hindu	belief	in	dharma,	the	Islamic	belief	in	sunnah,	or	the	Buddhist
belief	that	the	past	only	conditions	the	present,	all	of	these	beliefs	leave	room	for	human	action
to	create	the	world	at	the	next	instant	of	time.	This	is	denied	by	the	belief	in	a	world	governed
by	natural	‘law’	where	everything	is	pre-determined.	The	contrary	belief	 in	human	creativity
(mundane)	time	is	the	belief	that	people	live	by,	but	when	it	comes	to	science,	one	is	required
to	swear	by	the	belief	in	‘natural	laws’!

Naturally,	 the	belief	 in	 ‘natural	 laws’	 is	not	scientifically	established;	 it	 is	not,	 in	 fact,	a
scientific	belief,	for	it	is	not	refutable.	It	is	a	religious	belief,	for	it	is	part	of	the	theology	of
Aquinas	in	Summa	Theologica.47	Nevertheless,	this	belief	is	drilled	into	young	children	who
are	wrongly	taught	it	as	the	first	aspect	of	science.	The	net	result	is	that	they	grow	up	into	paid
or	 unpaid	 mouthpieces	 of	 the	 West	 like	 Pervez	 Hoodbhoy.	 The	 point	 that	 the	 West	 has
hammered	all	along	is	that	science	developed	only	in	the	West	for	the	reason	that	the	West	had
the	right	religious	beliefs.	This	continues	to	be	hammered	today	in	various	ways.	A	key	issue
here	is	that	Islam,	for	example,	does	not	believe	in	‘natural	laws’,	and	is	hence	against	science.
The	myth	propagated	by	people	like	Hoodbhoy48	is	this:	the	development	of	science	in	Muslim
countries	was	arrested	because	Islamic	theologians	like	al-Ghazali	somehow	wrongly	rejected
the	belief	in	‘natural	laws’.	This	criticism	applies	not	only	to	al-Ghazali,	but	to	all	Islam	which
believes	in	continuous	creation.	Since	Hoodbhoy	retired	as	the	head	of	a	physics	department,
there	 is	 little	 to	 say:	 he	 either	 never	 learnt	 even	 elementary	 physics	 properly,	 or	 else	 is
repeating	and	giving	currency	to	a	deliberate	slander	commenced	by	Western	academics.

Because	science	has	been	reduced	to	blind	imitation	of	the	West	and	to	superstitious	belief



in	 its	 false	stories	about	 the	achievements	of	Western	scientists,	 from	Euclid	and	Ptolemy	 to
Copernicus,	Newton	and	Einstein,	no	non-Western	school	text	could	so	far	summon	the	courage
to	 state	 the	 truth	 that	 the	 belief	 in	 natural	 laws	 is	 not	 a	 scientific	 belief,	 that	 Newton	 was
suffering	from	a	serious	religious	delusion	when	he	imagined	himself	as	the	prophet	of	science
to	whom	God	had	revealed	 the	 laws	with	which	he	supposedly	controlled	 the	universe.	Nor
could	they	summon	the	courage	to	teach	Newtonian	physics,	as	it	ought	to	be	taught	as	a	way	to
model	regularities,	and	without	this	silly	superstitious	belief	in	‘laws	of	nature’.	At	least	this
point,	 together	with	a	critique	of	Newton’s	 ‘laws’,	should	now	be	 introduced	 into	university
syllabi	in	the	non-West.	As	for	the	West,	let	it	remains	prey	to	its	own	superstitions.

This	brings	us	 to	 the	 third	 issue,	 that	 this	harmony	of	 science	with	a	particular	 religious
belief	 came	about	because	of	Newton’s	 attempts	 to	 reconcile	 the	calculus	with	his	 religious
beliefs	 about	math	 as	 perfect.	To	 formulate	 his	 second	 ‘law’	 of	motion,	Newton	needed	 the
notion	 of	 the	 time	 derivative	 (d/dt).	As	 he	made	 clear	 in	 his	 anonymous	 auto-review	of	 his
report49	exonerating	himself	against	Leibniz’s	complaint,	his	own	contribution	to	the	calculus
was	 to	make	 it	 rigourous.	 (Otherwise	 he	 ‘modestly’	 claimed	 credit	 only	 for	 ‘Taylor’s’	 sine
series,	an	infinite	series	imported	from	India	where	it	was	known	from	a	couple	of	centuries
earlier!)	 This	 issue	 of	 rigour	 was	 first	 raised	 by	 Descartes	 in	 response	 to	 the	 enthusiastic
acceptance	of	the	calculus	by	Fermat	and	Pascal.

Descartes’	 objection	 was	 an	 excessively	 naive	 one:	 he	 opined	 that	 summing	 an	 infinite
series	would	 need	 an	 infinite	 amount	 of	 time,	while	 summing	 only	 a	 finite	 number	 of	 terms
would	result	in	an	approximation	which	was	not	acceptable,	since,	on	his	ethnic	understanding,
mathematics	was	eternal	 truth,	 and	hence	had	 to	be	perfect.	 (This	 religious	understanding	of
math	 as	 perfect	 arose	 from	 the	 Egyptian	 idea	 of	 mathesis	 was	 repeated	 by	 Plato:	 that
mathematics	 as	 eternal	 truth	 was	 best	 suited	 to	 arouse	 the	 eternal	 soul.	 Though	 the
Egyptian/Platonic	notion	of	soul	was	rejected	by	post-Nicene	theology,	it	did	nothing	to	change
the	idea	of	mathematics	as	eternal	truth	which	persisted.	Hence,	it	came	to	be	believed	that	the
eternal	 laws	 of	 God	 were	 formulated	 in	 the	 language	 of	 mathematics	 for	 mathematics
represented	 eternal	 truth.)	 Newton	 thought	 he	 had	 made	 the	 calculus	 perfect	 through	 his
doctrine	of	fluxions,	by	postulating	a	metaphysical	time	which	‘flowed	smoothly,’	whatever,	if
anything,	 that	 might	 mean.	 The	 curious	 thing	 is	 that	 this	 is	 a	 core	 Western	 belief	 that
mathematics	can	be	made	perfect	by	turning	it	into	metaphysics.	Present-day	mathematics	does
something	 similar.	Though	 it	 avoids	 the	naivete	of	postulating	a	 ‘flowing	 time,’	 it	postulates
that	time	is	like	the	real	line	(and	not	like	the	rational	numbers,	for	example)	just	because	the
real	 line	is	used	in	current	formulations	of	 the	(elementary)	calculus.	That	 is,	 the	question	of
atomic	vs	continuous	 time	 is	 resolved	 in	present-day	physics	not	on	grounds	of	any	physical
experiment	or	observation,	but	because	of	the	metaphysics	applied	by	Europeans	to	the	Indian
calculus!	 Note	 that	 this	 metaphysics	 is	 completely	 irrelevant	 to	 any	 calculation	 in	 physics,
which	will	always	use	only	rational	numbers.

Europeans	then	were	too	backward	and	unsophisticated	to	understand	the	subtle	techniques
used	 by	 Indians	 to	 sum	 infinite	 series,	 which,	 as	 explained	 earlier,	 involved	 discarding
infinitesimals	 in	 the	 non-Archimedean	 field	 of	 rational	 functions,	 a	 technique	which	 can	 be
readily	 formalised,	 and	 does	 not	 have	 to	 be	 discarded	 like	 Newton’s	 fluxions.	 There	 is,
however,	no	reason	to	formalise	that	process	today;	instead	the	correct	approach,	as	explained



earlier,	is	to	discard	formalism,	which	is	an	outgrowth	of	this	misunderstanding,	and	to	replace
it	by	zeroism	better	suited,	among	other	things,	to	computer	arithmetic	used	to	do	physics	today.
If	the	West	still	does	not	understand	that,	we	should	let	it	wallow	in	its	misunderstandings	of
mathematics,	and	move	forward.

To	summarise,	the	physics	syllabus	ought	to	be	altered	in	three	ways.	First,	given	the	new
way	of	doing	mathematics,	the	old	emphasis	on	deriving	symbolic	formulae	should	be	dropped
as	 representing	a	 ritual	obeisance	 to	an	 illusory	exactitude.	Second,	physics	 itself	 should	be
done	 differently,	 denying	 the	 belief	 in	 any	 natural	 laws,	 and	 emphasising	 that	 physics	 only
seeks	to	model	certain	observed	regularities,	and	that	these	models	are	fallible	and	perpetually
subject	 to	 improvement.	 Third,	 post-Newtonian	 physics,	 involving	 new	 mathematical
techniques,	such	as	 those	requiring	 the	solution	of	functional	differential	equations	should	be
introduced	in	the	syllabus.	None	of	this	has	yet	been	done	in	the	West,	so	here	is	an	opportunity
to	get	ahead	by	transforming	the	educational	system,	provided	we	give	up	the	slavish	attitude
of	waiting	for	Western	endorsement.	Note	once	again	that	this	will	move	us	forward	in	terms	of
technology,	not	backward.

There	 is	a	fourth	feature,	concerning	causality,	which	is	somewhat	subtler.	First,	 I	would
like	 to	 clarify	 that	 ‘causality’	 in	 physics	 refers	 to	 the	 assumption	 that	 interactions	 propagate
from	past	to	future	and	not	the	other	way	around.	Specifically,	this	causality	is	contrary	to	the
belief	in	agency.	This	causality	ensures	mechanical	control.	This	sort	of	mechanistic	science	is
characteristic	of	the	West,	and	is	preferred	by	governments	and	corporations	who	want	control.
Munir	Fasheh	has	emphasised	that	control	was	advocated	as	the	objective	of	science	even	by
Francis	 Bacon	 (though,	 in	 fact,	 he	 allowed	 that	 witches	 and	 spooks	 could	 overcome	 such
control,	 leading	 eventually	 to	 Einstein’s	 invalid	 polemic	 of	 ‘spooky	 action	 at	 a	 distance;’
denial	of	causality	leads	to	the	possibility	of	instantaneous	action	at	a	distance).	In	fact,	even
Roger	 Bacon	 advocated	 science	 on	 the	 grounds	 that	 it	 would	 help	 the	 church	 wins	 the
Crusades.	 This	 constant	 attempt	 to	 harmonise	 science	 with	 the	 dominant	 religious	 beliefs,
accepted	on	trust,	is	also	made	clear	by	Hoodbhoy	and	Co.,	who	have	argued	that	the	absence
of	 belief	 in	 ‘causality’	 in	 Islam	 was	 another	 key	 reason	 for	 Islam’s	 arrested	 development,
thereby	suggesting	indirectly	that	Islamic	beliefs	should	be	abandoned	or	modified	in	view	of
science,	and	particularly,	causality.

Causality,	though	commonly	treated	by	physicists	as	an	established	scientific	principle,	is	a
theological	 principle	 essential	 for	 the	 post-Nicene	 doctrine	 of	 sin.	 The	 Buddhist	 notion	 of
paticca	samuppada	(conditioned	coorigination),	like	the	Hindu	notion	of	karma	has	no	room
for	 such	 mechanical	 causality	 which	 is	 not	 an	 empirically	 established	 part	 of	 physics.	 To
establish	it,	one	would	need	to	have	two	physical	theories,	a	causal	one	and	a	non-causal	one,
and	 show	 that	 the	 causal	 theory	 is	 better.	 In	 fact,	 few	 physicists	 bothered	 to	 check	 the
consequences	of	non-causal	electrodynamics.	(Wheeler	and	Feynman	did,	but	 their	reasoning
was	seriously	faulty,	as	I	pointed	out.	Strangely,	physicists	are	neither	able	to	spot	that	mistake
themselves,	nor	has	any	one	of	those	concerned	[Paul	Davies,	J.V.	Narlikar,	...]	ever	responded
to	my	critique,	except	in	private,	though	both	those	named	have	stopped	referring	to	that	theory.
This	is	an	example	of	how	Western	science	is	all	about	dependence	upon	Western	authority.)	A
key	consequence	of	dropping	causality	is	spontaneity	and	absence	of	full	control	(from	either
past	or	future).



In	 fact,	 as	 already	 pointed	 out,	mundane	 life	 is	 premised	 on	 the	 belief	 that	 one’s	 action
serves	 to	create	 some	 (tiny	and	perhaps	 insignificant)	part	of	 the	 future	cosmos.	That	 is,	 the
belief	is	that	the	future	is	decided	(in	a	not-entirely-controllable	way)	by	one’s	actions,	and	not
by	 some	 pre-ordained	 ‘natural	 laws’.	 This	 mundane	 fact,	 observed	 thousands	 of	 times	 by
billions	of	people	every	day	is	contrary	to	the	belief	in	any	‘natural	laws,’	so	that	the	belief	in
‘natural	 laws’	 ought	 to	 be	 abandoned	 as	 bad	 physics.	 (But	 that	 does	 not	 happen	 because
science	is	not	based	on	experience,	but	Western	endorsement	is	as	necessary	to	decide	‘valid’
science	as	church	endorsement	was	once	necessary	to	decide	‘valid’	theology.)

It	 is	 exceedingly	 strange	 that	 pointing	 out	 this	 simple	 mundane	 fact	 of	 life	 immediately
causes	some	people	to	jump	to	thinking	about	‘free	will.’	This	notion	of	‘free	will’	is	peculiar
to	Christian	 theology,	and	Western	philosophy	(the	difference	between	 the	 two	being	hard	 to
discern).	 More	 modern	Muslim	 philosophers	 have	 occasionally	 discussed	 the	 issue	 as	 that
between	jabr	and	qadr.	However,	this	notion	is	largely	absent	from	Indian	philosophy,	though
Buddhists	and	Jains	accused	each	other	of	not	believing	in	what	orientalists,	with	their	crude
conceptual	vocabulary,	translated	as	‘manly	strength.’

The	point	I	want	to	make	is	just	this:	though	science	is	supposedly	based	on	observation,
the	 simplest	 physics	 (Newton’s	 ‘laws’,	 say)	 cannot	 be	 reconciled	 with	 the	 simplest
observation	without	 bringing	 in	 categories	 of	 belief	 (‘free	will’)	 and	 harangues	 peculiar	 to
post-Nicene	 Christian	 theology	 with	 its	 need	 to	 reconcile	 conflicting	 beliefs	 about	 a
transcendental	 but	 omnipotent	 god	 and	 the	 doctrine	 of	 sin.	 That	 is,	 science	 is	 not	 based	 on
simple	 experience,	 which	 it	 denies,	 but	 requires	 that	 the	 most	 mundane	 experience	 be
interpreted	within	Christian	theology	under	the	guise	of	Western	endorsement!

This	 is	 another	 aspect	of	 current	physics	which	ought	 to	be	undone.	One	way	 is	 to	keep
emphasising	all	 the	 silly	mistakes	and	unethical	 things	 that	Western	 scientists	have	done	and
keep	 doing,	 and	 to	 put	 these	 things	 into	 texts	 and	 supplementary	 reading	 material,	 so	 that
students	can	learn	the	realities	of	science	from	that.

Summary	and	conclusions

Indoctrination	 through	 Western	 education	 enable	 colonisation	 by	 capturing	 the	 mind.
False	 claims	 about	 the	 Western	 origin	 of	 ‘hard’	 sciences	 enable	 Westernisation	 of
education,	 and	 are	 still	 used	 to	 maintain	 it.	 In	 fact,	 the	 Western	 university	 system
originated,	 after	 the	 fall	 of	 Toledo,	 to	 make	 the	 flood	 of	 incoming	 knowledge
theologically	 correct.	 Like	 censorship,	 the	 present-day	 process	 of	 West-endorsed
publications,	as	the	primary	means	of	validating	hard	science	(as	in	the	ISI	norm	adopted
by	 OIC	 countries),	 serves	 the	 same	 Western	 tradition	 of	 avoiding	 public	 debate	 and
seeking	 secretive	 endorsement.	 This	 has	 helped	 to	 propagate	 bad	 science	 because
innovators,	who	are	usually	dissenters,	are	branded	and	excluded	as	‘heretics’.

The	 calculus	 is	 at	 the	 base	 of	 hard	 science,	 since	 physics	 is	 today	 formulated	 using
differential	 equations.	 Its	 false	 history	 and	 consequent	 bad	 present-day	 philosophy
accordingly	needs	to	be	refuted.

	Historically,	 the	calculus	developed	 in	 India	over	a	 thousand	years	 (starting	 in	 the	5th



century)	 in	 relation	 to	 the	 two	key	means	of	producing	wealth	 in	 India:	agriculture	and
overseas	 trade.	 Monsoon-dependent	 Indian	 agriculture	 and	 navigation	 both	 required	 a
good	calendar,	hence	good	astronomical	models,	hence	accurate	trigonometric	values.	In
the	 5th	 century	 CE	 these	 were	 calculated	 in	 India,	 to	 an	 accuracy	 of	 the	 4th	 decimal
place,	by	numerically	solving	differential	equations	(5th	century).	Later	(ca.	14th	century)
the	accuracy	was	pushed	up	to	the	9th	decimal	place	using	infinite	series	expansions.

These	accurate	 trigonometric	values	were	critical	 for	solving	 the	problem	of	European
navigation	 (latitude,	 longitude,	 and	 loxodromes),	 on	which	European	dreams	of	wealth
then	rested.	In	1500,	the	first	Indian	Roman	Catholic	mission	was	set	up	in	Cochin,	and
this	turned	into	a	Jesuit	college	by	1550	which	then	taught	Malayalam	to	locals	(Syrian
Christians).	Indian	astronomy	texts	from	the	vicinity	of	Cochin,	which	‘explained’	those
infinite	 series,	were	 translated	and	despatched	 to	Rome	 from	 the	Cochin	college.	 (The
Jesuit	 syllabus	 was	 changed	 to	 include	 practical	 mathematics	 from	 ca.	 1570.)	 These
trigonometric	values	could	also	have	been	used	to	solve	the	longitude	problem,	but	that
needed	two	things:	a	correct	value	for	 the	size	of	 the	globe	and	an	ability	 to	do	mental
calculations,	both	of	which	Europeans	lacked.

While	 the	 practical	 advantages	 of	 the	 imported	 calculus	were	 immediately	 grasped	 in
Europe,	 the	 infinite	 series	 posed	 a	 philosophical	 challenge	 which	 floored	 European
minds	such	as	Descartes	and	Newton.	Descartes	declared	the	length	of	a	curved	line	to
be	beyond	 the	human	mind,	 though	 Indian	children	were	 taught	how	 to	measure	curved
lines	 using	 a	 flexible	 string.	 Newton	 attempted	 to	 fit	 the	 Indian	 calculus	 to	 Western
metaphysics,	using	fluxions.	To	this	end	he	insisted	that	time	‘flows	smoothly’	and	hence
made	 the	 fatal	 mistake	 of	 turning	 time	 metaphysical,	 leading	 to	 the	 eventual	 fall
Newtonian	physics.

In	the	West,	infinities	got	associated	with	the	simplest	mathematical	propositions,	such	as
2	+	2	=	4,	because	of	the	religious	view	of	mathematics	(as	a	relic	of	mathesis)	as	eternal
and	universal	truth,	hence	perfect.	Formal	mathematics	(real	numbers,	set	theory,	limits)
is	an	outgrowth	of	the	Western	struggle	to	make	those	infinities	compatible	with	western
philosophy,	founded	on	confused	Western	theological	beliefs	about	eternity.	The	net	result
was	that	in	the	20th	century	mathematics	was	turned	into	pure	metaphysics.

This	metaphysics	 is	 NOT	 universal.	 It	 is	 contrary	 to	 ‘all’	 Indian	 philosophies,	 and	 to
Islamic	 beliefs.	 It	 serves	 no	 practical	 purpose	 whatsoever,	 since	 theorem-proving
guarantees	 no	 epistemic	 security,	 given	 the	 cultural	 variation	 in	 logic	 which	 is	 not
empirically	 certain.	 However,	 under	 pressure	 to	 imitate	 the	 West	 and	 fetch	 Western
endorsement,	this	religiously	biased	Western	mathematics	is	imitated.	Teaching	this	kind
of	mathematics	indoctrinates	people	against	all	indigenous	systems	of	knowledge.

Accordingly,	it	is	harmful	to	the	interests	of	former	colonies	to	teach	mathematics	the	way
it	 is	 taught	 in	 the	West.	Governments	 in	 these	countries	ought	not	 to	 rely	on	 the	private
opinion	of	 a	 few	West-endorsed	 experts,	 but	 ought	 to	notice	 that	 their	 private	 interests



may	be	in	conflict	with	the	interests	of	people	at	large.	Students	should	be	informed	that
there	 is	 no	 universal	model	 for	 the	 philosophy	 of	mathematics,	 and	 forcing	 an	 inferior
Western	philosophy	of	mathematics	on	students	is	a	political	exercise.

An	alternative	history	and	philosophy	of	mathematics	has	been	worked	out,	and	 its	use
for	 teaching	 calculus	 at	 the	 early	 university	 level	 has	 been	 tested	 and	 reported.	 This
teaching	model	needs	to	be	grown	and	extended	backwards	to	school	level	mathematics,
changing	concepts	of	geometry,	number,	and	others.

Physics	should	be	taught	as	firmly	based	on	observations.	Contradictions	with	mundane
experience	 (such	 as	 the	 contradiction	 of	mechanical	Newtonian	 physics	with	mundane
time	 beliefs,	 allowing	 creativity,	 or	 the	 contradiction	 between	Newtonian	 reversibility
and	observed	irreversibility)	should	not	be	‘managed’	by	sliding	into	western	theology	of
free	will,	and	others.	On	the	contrary,	it	should	be	explained	to	students	that	any	theory
can	be	defended	against	any	facts	by	piling	on	the	hypotheses.	The	objective	of	physics
should	 be	 to	 teach	 practical	 value	 and	 not	 to	 inculcate	 awe	 of	 some	Westerners,	 and
defend	their	silly	mistakes	by	stock	tricks	of	theological	discourse.	As	such,	critiques	of
existing	 science	 should	 be	 included	 in	 university	 texts,	 to	 dispel	 the	 false	 feeling	 of
universality.

Early	 university	 texts	 in	 physics	 should	 point	 out	 that	 functional	 differential	 equations
(and	not	ordinary	differential	equations)	are	the	correct	way	to	do	classical	physics.	They
should	point	out	that	the	equations	of	motion	of	classical	electrodynamics	are	functional
differential	equations,	and	explain	the	difficulties	in	solving	those	equations	and	the	way
out	of	those	difficulties.	It	is	a	shame	that	this	has	not	been	incorporated	even	into	the	first
year	university	syllabus	of	special	relativity.

The	emphasis	on	old-fashioned	formulae	and	their	symbolic	derivation	should	be	given
up	 in	 favour	 of	 numerical	 calculation,	 and	 it	 should	 be	 explained	 that	 a	 numerical
calculation	 is	not	 inferior	 to	a	 formula.	Students’	creativity	should	be	directed	 towards
building	and	studying	more	complex	models	which	can	be	handled	numerically	but	not
symbolically.

The	history	of	astronomy	and	physics	in	texts	should	be	fundamentally	revised.	It	should
be	 pointed	 out,	 for	 example,	 that	 a	 scientific	 evaluation	 of	 the	 evidence	 indicates	 that
Claudius	Ptolemy	did	not	exist	(this	would	also	teach	students	a	lesson	on	how	and	why
to	do	physics	practicals	in	a	more	genuine	way).	It	should	also	point	out	that	Copernicus
was	no	revolutionary,	that	Newton	was	a	deeply	religious	person,	and	that	Einstein	might
have	played	 legalistic	 tricks	which	a	patent	clerk	 is	expected	 to	know.	There	are	many
other	aspects	of	history	and	physics	nomenclature	which	need	to	be	revised	(in	texts).

These	 again	 are	 preliminary	 recommendations	 for	 a	 fundamental	 change	 in	 the	 physics
curriculum.
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SOCIAL	THEORY	AS	ALTERNATIVE	DISCOURSE
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National	University	of	Singapore

Orientalism	may	define	the	form	and	content	of	education	in	such	a	manner	that	the	origins	of
the	 various	 social	 science	 disciplines	 and	 the	 possibilities	 of	 the	 emergence	 of	 alternative
points	of	view,	particularly	in	concept	formation	and	theory	building,	are	not	thematised.	It	is
this	neglect	which	virtually	guarantees	that	the	works	of	non-European	thinkers	would	not	be
given	 the	 same	 attention	 as	 European	 and	 American	 social	 theorists	 such	 as	Marx,	Weber,
Durkheim	 and	 others.	 It	 must	 also	 be	 stressed	 that	 orientalism	 is	 not	 a	 thought-style	 that	 is
restricted	 to	Europeans.	Much	of	 the	social	sciences	are	 taught	 in	 the	many	parts	of	 the	non-
Western	world	in	an	Orientalist	manner.	This	functions	to	perpetuate	the	state	of	alienation	of
social	 scientists	 from	 local	 and	 regional	 scholarly	 traditions.	 The	 curriculum	 is	 such	 that
courses	 in	 sociology	 and	 the	 other	 social	 sciences	 generally	 do	 not	 attempt	 to	 correct	 the
Orientalist	bias	by	introducing	non-Western	thinkers.	Typically,	a	history	of	social	thought	or	a
course	on	social	thought	and	theory	would	cover	theorists	such	as	Montesquieu,	Vico,	Comte,
Spencer,	 Marx,	 Weber,	 Durkheim,	 Simmel,	 Toennies,	 Sombart,	 Mannheim,	 Pareto,	 Sumner,
Ward,	Small,	and	others.	Generally,	non-Western	thinkers	are	excluded.

Taking	the	19th	century	as	an	example,	a	glance	at	the	history	of	social	thought	and	theory
will	 give	 the	 impression	 that	 during	 this	 period	 it	 was	 only	 Europeans	 who	 thought
systematically	 about	 the	nature	of	 society	 and	 its	 development.	The	 impression	 is	 given	 that
there	were	no	thinkers	in	Asia	and	Africa	who	theorised	about	the	emerging	modernity	of	their
time.	 The	 absence	 of	 attention	 to	 non-European	 thinkers	 in	 histories	 of	 social	 thought	 and
social	theory	textbooks	is	particularly	scandalous	when	it	 is	realised	that	non-Europeans	had
actually	influenced	the	development	of	social	 thought.	An	obvious	example,	of	course,	 is	Ibn
Khaldun.

Here	it	is	necessary	to	make	a	distinction	between	orientalism	as	the	blatantly	stereotypical
portrayal	 of	 the	 ‘Orient’	 that	 was	 so	 typical	 of	 19th	 century	 scholarship,	 and	 the	 new
orientalism	of	today	which	is	characterised	by	the	neglect	and	silencing	of	non-Western	voices.
If	 at	 all	 non-Europeans	 appear	 in	 the	 texts	 and	 courses	 they	 are	 objects	 of	 study	 of	 the
European	scholars	and	not	as	knowing	subjects,	that	is,	as	sources	of	sociological	theories	and
ideas.	This	is	what	is	meant	by	the	silencing	or	marginalisation	of	non-Western	thinkers.1

Teaching	social	theory	and	universalising	the	canon:	The	case	of	José	Rizal

It	 is	 appropriate	 and	 necessary,	 therefore,	 to	 provide	 examples	 of	 social	 thought	 from	 non-
European	settings	that	address	topics	and	theorise	problems	that	would	be	of	interest	to	those
studying	 the	 broad	 ranging	 macro	 processes	 that	 have	 become	 the	 hallmark	 of	 classical
sociological	thought	and	theory.	Examples	of	such	thinkers	are	Ibn	Khaldun	(1332–1406),	José
Rizal	(Philippines,	1861–1896),	Benoy	Kumar	Sarkar	(India,	1887–1949),	and	Yanagita	Kunio
(Japan,	1875–1962).	In	my	own	teaching,	I	have	been	concentrating	on	Ibn	Khaldun	and	José
Rizal	(Alatas,	2006a,	2007,	2009).	In	this	section	I	would	like	to	discuss	Rizal,	as	I	believe



that	his	work	is	of	particular	interest	to	those	of	us	who	are	teaching	and	researching	in	Asia.
It	 would	 not	 be	 an	 exaggeration	 to	 say	 that	 the	 Filipino	 thinker	 and	 activist,	 Rizal	 was

among	the	first	systematic	social	thinkers	in	Asia	and	the	first	in	southeast	Asia.	Rizal	raised
original	 problems	 and	 treated	 them	 in	 a	 creative	 way.	 He	 wrote	 on	 topics	 and	 theorised
problems	that	should	be	of	interest	to	those	studying	the	kind	of	macro	issues	that	the	European
classical	social	theorists	in	the	19th	century	were	interested	in.	Although	Rizal	lived	during	the
same	 period	 as	 Max	 Weber	 and	 Emile	 Durkheim,	 his	 work	 was	 never	 considered	 as	 a
candidate	for	a	distinctively	southeast	Asian	social	 thought,	despite	 the	fact	 that	he	 theorised
about	the	nature	of	society	in	ways	not	done	by	his	European	counterparts.	If	his	thought	were
to	be	reconstructed	as	social	theory,	it	would	provide	us	with	a	different	understanding	of	the
colonial	dimension	of	19th	century	colonial	society	and	the	contradictions	of	modernisation.

Born	 into	 a	wealthy	 family,	Rizal	 attended	 the	 best	 schools	 in	Manila	 and	 furthered	 his
studies	 at	 the	 prestigious	 Ateneo	 de	 Manila	 University	 and	 then	 the	 University	 of	 Santo
Thomas.	 In	 1882	 Rizal	 went	 to	 Spain	 to	 take	 up	 a	 course	 in	 medicine	 at	 the	 Universidad
Central	in	Madrid.	Here	he	also	studied	the	humanities.

Rizal’s	first	novel,	Noli	Me	Tangere	(Touch	Me	Not)	was	published	in	1887,	also	the	year
that	he	returned	to	the	Philippines.	The	novel	provided	a	diagnosis	of	the	problems	of	Filipino
society	 and	 reflected	 the	 exploitative	 conditions	of	Spanish	 colonial	 society.	Rizal’s	 second
novel,	El	Filibusterismo	(The	Revolution),	published	in	1891,	examined	the	possibilities	and
consequences	 of	 revolution.	 Both	 novels	 greatly	 angered	 the	 authorities,	 particularly	 the
friars.2

Rizal	 was	 not	 a	 sociologist	 but	 it	 is	 possible	 to	 constitute	 a	 social	 theory	 of	 colonial
society	from	his	novels,	political	writings	and	correspondence.	Three	foundational	aspects	of
Rizal’s	social	thought	can	be	discerned	from	his	writings.	First,	there	is	his	theory	of	colonial
society,	 explaining	 the	 nature	 and	 conditions	 of	 colonial	 society.	 Secondly,	 we	 have	 his
critique	of	colonial	knowledge	of	the	Philippines.	Thirdly,	we	have	Rizal’s	discussions	on	the
meaning	and	prerequisites	for	emancipation.

For	Rizal,	the	root	of	the	problem	in	colonial	society	was	the	corrupt	colonial	authorities,
and	the	oppression	and	exploitation	of	Filipinos.	Rizal	noted,	however,	that	in	the	view	of	the
colonisers	the	backwardness	of	the	Filipinos	was	blamed	on	their	supposed	indolence.	Rizal’s
aim	was	to	prove	that	the	backwardness	of	the	Filipinos	was	an	outcome	of	colonialism	and
that	they	were	an	advanced	society	in	pre-colonial	times.	This	latter	point,	however,	could	not
be	known	from	the	existing	historical	writings	on	 the	Philippines	 that	were	for	 the	most	part
biased	 in	 favour	 of	 the	 colonisers’	 perspective.	 Furthermore,	 there	 was	 little	 critique	 of
colonial	knowledge	of	the	Philippines	among	Spanish	colonial	and	Filipino	scholars.	Rizal,	in
fact,	 engaged	 in	 the	 critique	 of	 what	 decades	 later	 was	 to	 be	 referred	 to	 as	 Orientalist
constructions.	 Rizal’s	 critique	 can	 be	 found	 in	 his	 annotation	 of	 the	 Spaniard	 colonial
administrator	Antonio	 de	Morga’s	Sucesos	 de	 las	 Islas	Filipinas	 (Historical	Events	 of	 the
Philippine	Islands),	first	published	in	1609.3

Rizal	 came	 out	with	 a	 new	 edition	 of	 this	work.	His	 own	 annotations	were	 attempts	 to
correct	 misreporting	 and	 slanderous	 accounts	 that	 characterised	 Spanish	 writings	 on	 the
Philippines,	 and	 to	 uncover	 the	 pre-colonial	 past	 that	 was	 erased	 from	 historical	 memory
records	by	colonisation	(Rizal,	1890/1962:	vii).	For	Rizal,	colonial	accounts	of	the	history	of



the	 Philippines	 were	 problematic	 because	 they	 were	 biased	 as	 well	 as	 unscientific	 and
irrational.	Through	his	annotations,	Rizal	hoped	to	achieve	the	following:

to	provide	examples	of	filipino	advances	in	agriculture	and	industry;
to	provide	the	perspective	of	the	colonised;
to	expose	the	injustices	of	colonial	rule;
to	expose	the	hypocrisy	of	colonial	rule;	and
	to	critique	the	irrationality	of	the	discourse	of	the	Church	on	various	issues.

In	a	famous	statement,	Rizal	declared	that	the	‘miseries	of	a	people	without	freedom	should
not	 be	 imputed	 to	 the	 people	 but	 to	 their	 rulers’	 (Rizal,	 1963a:	 31).	 In	 his	 novels,	 political
writings	and	correspondence,	Rizal	furnishes	us	with	examples	of	these	miseries	including	the
confiscation	 of	 lands,	 appropriation	 of	 labour	 of	 farmers,	 high	 taxes,	 and	 so	 on.	 Rizal
expressed	disgust	with	 the	‘boasted	ministers	of	God	[the	friars]	and	propagators	of	 light(!)
[who]	 have	 not	 sowed	 nor	 do	 they	 sow	Christian	morals,	 they	 have	 not	 taught	 religion,	 but
rituals	and	superstitions’	(Rizal,	1963a:	38).	Rizal’s	attribution	of	the	causes	of	the	miseries	of
the	Filipinos	to	the	colonial	rulers	and	not	to	the	Filipinos	own	alleged	indolence	required	him
to	undertake	a	critique	of	the	colonial	knowledge	of	the	Filipinos.	For	this	he	had	to	reassess
historical	writings	on	the	Philippines	in	order	to	address	the	colonial	allegation	regarding	the
supposed	 laziness	 of	 the	 Filipinos.	 This	 led	 to	 his	 understanding	 of	 the	 conditions	 for
emancipation	and	the	possibilities	of	revolution.

Bearing	 in	 mind	 the	 reinterpreted	 account	 of	 Filipino	 history,	 Rizal	 then	 undertakes	 a
critique	of	the	discourse	on	the	lazy	Filipino	native	that	was	perpetuated	by	the	Spaniards.	The
idea	of	the	indolent	native	was	a	central	theme	in	colonial	scholarship	and	a	vital	constituent	of
the	 ideology	of	colonial	capitalism.	Rizal	would	have	been	among	 the	 first	 to	deal	with	 this
theme	in	a	systematic	manner.	A	much	more	systematic	treatment	was	later	to	be	provided	by
Syed	Hussein	Alatas	 in	 his	 classic,	The	Myth	 of	 the	Lazy	Native	 (1977),	which	 contains	 a
chapter	entitled	‘The	Indolence	of	 the	Filipinos’,	 in	honour	of	Rizal’s	essay	of	 the	same	title
(Rizal,	1963b).

It	can	be	said	that	Rizal’s	critique	of	the	idea	of	the	lazy	Filipino	is	the	foundation	of	his
social	 thought.	 Rizal	 had	 to	 undertake	 this	 critique	 in	 order	 to	 be	 able	 to	 assert	 that	 the
backwardness	 of	 Filipino	 society	 was	 due	 not	 to	 the	 any	 inherent	 weaknesses	 among	 the
Filipinos	themselves	but	to	the	exploitative	rule	of	the	colonial	administration	and	Church.	In
‘The	 Indolence	 of	 the	 Filipinos’,	 Rizal	 defines	 indolence	 as	 ‘little	 love	 for	 work,	 lack	 of
activity’	(Rizal,	1963b:	111).	Indolence	is	discussed	in	two	senses.	First,	there	is	indolence	in
the	sense	of	the	lack	of	activity	that	is	caused	by	the	warm	tropical	climate	of	the	Philippines
that	‘requires	quit	and	rest	for	 the	individual,	 just	as	cold	incites	him	to	work	and	to	action’
(Rizal,	1963b:	113).	Rizal	presents	his	argument	as	follows:

The	 fact	 is	 that	 in	 the	 tropical	 countries	 severe	 work	 is	 not	 a	 good	 thing	 as	 in	 cold	 countries,	 for	 there	 it	 is
annihilation,	 it	 is	death,	 it	 is	destruction.	Nature,	as	a	 just	mother	knowing	this,	has	therefore	made	the	land	more
fertile,	more	productive,	as	a	compensation.	An	hour’s	work	under	that	burning	sun	and	in	the	midst	of	pernicious
influences	coming	out	of	an	active	nature	is	equivalent	to	a	day’s	work	in	a	temperate	climate;	it	is	proper	then	that
the	land	yields	a	hundredfold!	Moreover,	don’t	we	see	the	active	European	who	has	gained	strength	during	winter,
who	feels	the	fresh	blood	of	spring	boil	in	his	veins,	don’t	we	see	him	abandon	his	work	during	the	few	days	of	his



changeable	 summer,	 close	 his	 office,	where	 the	work	 after	 all	 is	 not	 hard	 –	 for	many,	 consisting	 of	 talking	 and
gesticulating	 in	 the	 shade	beside	a	desk	–	 run	 to	watering-places,	 sit	down	at	 the	cafes,	 stroll	 about,	 etc.?	What
wonder	 then	 that	 the	 inhabitant	 of	 tropical	 countries,	worn	 out	 and	with	 his	 blood	 thinned	 by	 the	 prolonged	 and
excessive	heat,	is	reduced	to	inaction?	(Rizal,	1963b:	113)

Syed	 Hussein	 Alatas	 noted	 that	 Rizal’s	 reference	 here	 to	 the	 physiological	 reaction	 to
tropical	heat	 is	 inconsistent	with	Rizal’s	own	definition	of	 indolence,	 that	 is,	 ‘little	 love	 for
work.’	In	other	words,	the	conditioning	of	work	habits	by	the	heat	of	a	tropical	climate	should
not	be	seen	as	resulting	from	indolence	(Alatas,	S.H.	1977:	100).

	
The	 second	 sense	 in	 which	 Rizal	 refers	 to	 indolence	 is	 more	 interesting	 from	 the

sociological	point	of	view.

The	evil	is	not	that	a	more	or	less	latent	indolence	[in	the	first	sense,	that	is,	the	lack	of	activity]	exists,	but	that	it	is
fostered	and	magnified.	Among	men,	as	well	as	among	nations,	 there	exist	not	only	aptitudes	but	also	tendencies
toward	good	 and	 evil.	To	 foster	 the	good	ones	 and	 aid	 them,	 as	well	 as	 correct	 the	bad	ones	 and	 repress	 them
would	be	the	duty	of	society	or	of	governments,	if	less	noble	thoughts	did	not	absorb	their	attention.	The	evil	is	that
indolence	in	the	Philippines	is	a	magnified	indolence,	a	snow-ball	indolence,	if	we	may	be	permitted	the	expression,
an	evil	which	increases	 in	direct	proportion	to	 the	square	of	 the	periods	of	 time,	an	effect	of	misgovernment	and
backwardness,	as	we	said	and	not	a	cause	of	them.	(Rizal,	1963b:	114)

A	similar	point	was	made	by	another	globally	neglected	social	thinker,	Gilberto	Freyre	in
the	context	of	Brazil.

And	when	 all	 this	 practically	 useless	 population	of	caboclos	 and	 light-skinned	mulattoes,	worth	more	 as	 clinical
material	 than	 they	 are	 as	 an	 economic	 force,	 is	 discovered	 in	 the	 state	 of	 economic	 wretchedness	 and	 non-
productive	 inertia	 in	 which	Miguel	 Pereira	 and	 Belisário	 Penna	 found	 them	 living	 –	 in	 such	 a	 case	 those	 who
lament	our	lack	of	racial	purity	and	the	fact	that	Brazil	is	not	a	temperate	climate	at	once	see	in	this	wretchedness
and	inertia	the	result	of	intercourse,	forever	damned,	between	white	men	and	black	women,	between	Portuguese
males	and	Indian	women.	In	other	words,	the	inertia	and	indolence	are	a	matter	of	race	...

All	 of	 which	 means	 little	 to	 this	 particular	 school	 of	 sociology.	 Which	 is	 more	 alarmed	 by	 the	 stigmata	 of
miscegenation	than	it	is	by	those	of	syphilis,	which	is	more	concerned	with	the	effects	of	climate	than	it	is	with	social
causes	 that	 are	 susceptible	 to	 control	 or	 rectification;	 nor	 does	 it	 take	 into	 account	 the	 influence	 exerted	 upon
mestizo	 populations	 –	 above	 all,	 the	 free	 ones	 –	 by	 the	 scarcity	 of	 foodstuffs	 resulting	 from	monoculture	 and	 a
system	of	slave	labor,	it	disregards	likewise	the	chemical	poverty	of	the	traditional	foods	that	these	peoples,	or	rather
all	Brazilians,	with	a	regional	exception	here	and	there,	have	for	more	than	three	centuries	consumed;	it	overlooks
the	 irregularity	 of	 food	 supply	 and	 the	 prevailing	 lack	 of	 hygiene	 in	 the	 conservation	 and	 distribution	 of	 such
products.	(Freyre,	1956:	48)

	
Rizal	would	have	agreed	with	Freyre	who	said:

It	was	not	the	‘inferior	race’	that	was	the	source	of	corruption,	but	the	abuse	of	one	race	by	another,	an	abuse	that
demanded	a	servile	conformity	on	the	part	of	the	Negro	to	the	appetites	of	the	all-powerful	lords	of	the	land.	Those
appetites	were	stimulated	by	idleness,	by	a	‘wealth	acquired	without	labor	(Freyre,	1956:	329)

Freyre	suggested	that	it	was	the	masters	rather	than	the	slaves	who	were	idle	and	lazy.	He
referred	 to	 the	 slave	 being	 ‘at	 the	 service	 of	 his	 idle	 master’s	 economic	 interests	 and
voluptuous	pleasure’	(Freyre,	1956:	329).

Rizal’s	 contribution	 to	 social	 theorising	 is	 his	 thematisation	 of	 indolence,	 and	 his
discussion	relating	the	discourse	on	indolence	to	the	problem	of	the	backwardness	of	Filipino
society.	While	 we	 may	 disagree	 with	 Rizal	 as	 to	 whether	 the	 behaviour	 of	 Filipinos	 who
refused	to	work	was	a	result	of	any	indolence	on	their	part	as	opposed	to	their	reluctance	to



work	under	exploitative	Spaniards,	he	must	be	credited	for	raising	the	issue	of	indolence	in	a
sociological	manner.

An	alternative	sociology	from	India:	Benoy	Kumar	Sarkar

Another	 scholar	 who	 is	 an	 appropriate	 candidate	 for	 a	 source	 of	 alternative	 discourses	 in
sociology	 is	 the	Indian	Benoy	Kumar	Sarkar.	 I	offer	here	some	brief	 remarks	on	his	 thought.
Sarkar	is	much	less	cited	than	Rizal	but	an	important	early	social	thinker.	He	was	engaged	in
the	 systematic	 critique	 of	 Indology	 in	 the	 early	 20th	 century	which	 amounts	 to	 a	 critique	 of
what	later	would	be	referred	to	as	orientalism.	He	rebuked	Indian	and	other	Asian	thinkers	for
having	 accepted	 the	 ‘fallacious	 sociological	 methods	 and	messages	 of	 the	modern	West,	 to
which	 the	 postulate	 of	 an	 alleged	 distinction	 between	 the	 Orient	 and	 Occident	 is	 the	 first
principle	 of	 science’	 (Sarkar,	 1937:	 19).	 Apart	 from	 attacking	 such	 dichotomies,	 he	 also
enumerated	 other	 Eurocentric	 notions	 to	 be	 found	 in	 the	 literature	 on	 Indology	 such	 as	 the
inferiority	 of	 Hindus	 in	 science	 and	 their	 one-sided	 emphasis	 on	 the	 religious	 and	 other-
worldly	 dimension	 of	 the	Hindu	 spirit	 (Sarkar,	 1937:	 4,	 18).	 Furthermore,	 he	 criticised	 the
methodological	assumptions	of	the	Indology	of	his	time	on	three	grounds.	First,	it	failed	to	give
importance	 to	 the	 positivist,	 materialist	 and	 secular	 institutions	 and	 theories	 of	 the	 Hindus.
Second,	 it	made	 erroneous	 comparisons	between	pre-modern	 Indian	 conditions	 and	 those	of
modern	 Europe	 and	 America.	 Third,	 it	 failed	 to	 make	 a	 distinction	 between	 institutions	 or
factual	achievements,	on	the	one	hand,	and	ideals	or	pious	wishes,	on	the	other	(Sarkar,	1937:
20–21).

At	 the	 heart	 of	 these	 errors	 of	 Indology	was	 the	 failure	 to	 properly	 apply	 the	 historico-
comparative	 method	 in	 studying	 Indian	 phenomena.	 If	 it	 were	 remembered	 that	 the	 great
achievements	 of	 the	 west	 in	 science	 and	 technology,	 industrialisation	 and	 democracy	 came
about	during	the	last	100	years	or	so,	and	comparisons	were	made	between	pre-modern	Indian
and	Western	 civilisations,	 more	 similarities	 rather	 than	 differences	 would	 be	 seen	 (Sarkar,
1937:	4–5).

Sarkar’s	task	was	to	demonstrate	that	Hindu	thought	had	a	positive	background	by	which	he
meant	 it	 was	 informed	 by	 exact	 knowledge,	 experience	 and	 experiment,	 generalisation,	 and
specialisation,	 and	 to	 rescue	 India	 from	 the	one-sided	 and	monistic	 interpretations	of	Hindu
culture	by	Indologists	and	social	scientists	(Sarkar,	1937:	11,	19).	It	was	the	positivism	in	this
sense	that	Indologists	such	as	Max	Müller	or	sociologists	such	as	Max	Weber	ignored	(Sarkar,
1937:	17–18).

What	was	the	alternative	for	Sarkar?	There	is,	of	course,	Sarkar’s	own	system	of	sociology
that	 has	 yet	 to	 be	 fully	 reconstructed	 from	 his	 works.	 But	 Sarkar	 also	 identified	 Pitirim
Sorokin’s	writing	as	representing	the	‘new	Indology’	founded	on	a	‘new	logic’	that	rejected	the
idolas	or	superstitions	of	the	19th	century.	For	example,	Sorokin	attempted	to	think	outside	of
the	 Orient-Occident	 dichotomy	 when	 he	 saw	 parallels	 between	 Indian	 and	 European
stratification	and	social	mobility	(Sarkar,	1937:	28–33).

Sarkar	is	also	inspiring	for	us	because	he	attempted	to	break	out	of	the	division	of	labour
that	is	a	defining	feature	of	academic	dependency.4	One	of	the	aspects	of	this	division	of	labour
is	 that	 non-Western	 scholars	 tend	 to	 specialise	 in	 their	 own	 societies	 and	 not	 others,	while



Western	scholars	specialise	in	both	their	own	and	other	societies.	Sarkar	dealt	with	universal
themes	in	his	writings	and	contributed	to	debates	on	the	nature	of	historical	change	and	human
progress	(Sinha,	2007).	He	would	have	been	among	the	very	first	of	Asian	social	scientists	to
violate	this	‘rule’	when	he	wrote	Chinese	Religion	through	Hindu	Eyes	(Sarkar,	1988).	Here
there	is	the	attempt	not	only	to	break	out	of	this	division	of	labour	but	also	to	present	a	Hindu
perspective	 on	Chinese	 religion.	By	 this	 Sarkar	 did	 not	mean	 a	Hinducentric	 sociology.	By
looking	at	Chinese	religion	through	Hindu	eyes,	Sarkar	discovered	universal	themes	common
to	 Asian	 religions	 that	 for	 him	 formed	 the	 basis	 of	 an	 ‘Asiatic	 sociology.’	 This	 was	 to	 be
achieved	through	the	philosophical	and	historical	methods	of	inquiry	(Sarkar,	1988:	304–306).

Teaching	social	theory:	Salvaging	European	works

From	the	example	of	the	social	thought	of	Rizal,	it	should	be	obvious	that	the	history	of	social
thought	and	social	theory	textbooks	have	to	be	rewritten,	and	course	syllabi	revamped.	In	such
rewriting,	however,	the	idea	is	not	to	only	cover	and	focus	on	non-Western	materials.	A	course
on	social	theory	that	corrects	the	Orientalist	or	Eurocentric	bias	should	not	only	focus	on	non-
Western	thinkers.	It	should	critically	deal	with	Western	thinkers	that	make	up	the	canon.	This	is
what	a	colleague,	Vineeta	Sinha,	and	I	have	done	in	our	course	on	Social	Thought	and	Social
Theory	at	the	National	University	of	Singapore,	a	discussion	of	which	was	carried	out	in	the
journal,	Teaching	Sociology	(Alatas	&	Sinha,	2001).	The	discussion	in	the	rest	of	this	section
draws	on	some	of	the	discussion	in	that	paper.5

In	thinking	about	how	to	teach	social	theory	in	a	non-Eurocentric	way,	we	had	to	be	aware
of	 the	manner	 in	which	 eurocentrism	 affected	 the	 development	 of	 sociology	 in	 non-Western
societies.	I	would	like	to	highlight	the	following:

There	was	a	lack	of	knowledge	of	local	and	regional	histories.	In	social	theory	textbooks
used	 in	Asia,	 for	 example,	 there	was	 little	discussion	on	Asian	histories	as	 these	 texts
tended	to	be	written	in	the	US	or	the	UK.	As	a	result,	we	know	more	about,	for	example,
European	working	class	conditions	in	the	19th	century	than	peasant	life	in	our	own	areas
during	the	same	period.	This	historical	bias	needed	to	be	corrected	in	order	to	provide
the	proper	historical	background	to	the	social	thought	of	thinkers	like	Rizal	who	were	not
writing	in	the	context	of	the	transition	from	feudalism	to	capitalism.	There	is	the	need	to
drop	the	European	historical	context	as	the	defining	one.

There	is	a	dearth	of	original	theorising.	Because	teaching	and	writing	in	social	theory	is
dominated	 by	works	 originating	mainly	 in	North	America,	 Great	 Britain,	 and	 to	 some
extent,	Germany	and	France,	there	has	been	little	theorising	emerging	from	the	ground,	as
it	were.

If	the	above	are	seen	as	problems	to	begin	with,	it	would	become	clear,	as	we	hoped	it	did
to	 our	 students,	 that	 there	 was	 a	 need	 to	 (1)	 consider	 the	 cultural,	 political	 and	 economic
context	 in	 which	 sociological	 theory	 emerged;	 (2)	 assess	 the	 utility	 of	 this	 theory	 for	 non-
Western	settings;	and	(3)	be	aware	of	the	Eurocentric	aspects	of	social	theory	as	these	detract
from	 its	 scientific	 value.	 Teaching	 social	 theory	 in	 Asia,	 therefore,	 requires	 establishing



eurocentrism	 as	 a	 context	 in	 which	 theory	 is	 generally	 done	 and	 taught.	 In	 the	 Eurocentric
orientation	there	is	a	subject-object	dichotomy	in	which	Europeans	are	in	the	foreground,	they
are	presented	as	originators,	and	it	is	their	categories	and	concepts	that	dominate	the	discourse.
Although	we	were	very	much	aware	that	the	critique	of	eurocentrism	in	the	works	of	some	of
the	social	theorists,	particularly	Marx	and	Weber,	has	been	done,	we	did	note	that	such	critique
had	yet	to	restructure	the	way	in	which	theory	was	thought	about	and	taught.	Furthermore,	we
were	emphatic	in	our	position	that	characterising	the	works	of	Marx,	Weber	and	Durkheim	as
Eurocentric	did	not	mean	that	they	had	to	be	thrown	out	or	rejected	in	toto.	What	we	stressed
was	the	need	to	generate	alternative	readings	of	their	works.

Therefore,	our	aim	was	not	only	to	look	for	non-European	founding	fathers	or	mothers	of
sociology,	but	 to	also	 reassess	how	we	should	 read	 the	major	works	of	 the	canon,	given	 its
eurocentrism.	This	 reassessment	 required	 focusing	on	 those	aspects	of	Western	social	 theory
that	 demonstrate	 its	 eurocentrism.	 For	 example,	 in	 addition	 to	 dealing	 with	 the	 traditional
topics	 usually	 dealt	 with	 in	 social	 theory	 courses	 such	 as	 the	 transition	 from	 feudalism	 to
capitalism,	circulation	and	production,	alienation,	class	consciousness,	the	state,	and	ideology,
we	 also	 chose	 to	 focus	 on	 Marx’s	 discussion	 of	 the	 Asiatic	 mode	 of	 production	 and	 his
discussions	on	colonialism	 in	 India	 (Marx	&	Engels,	1968),	 themes	 that	are	often	 left	out	 in
sociological	 theory	 courses.	 Our	 purpose	 in	 including	 them	was	 to	 identify	 the	 Eurocentric
biases.

The	class	had	to	read	Marx	on	the	transition	from	feudalism	to	capitalism	in	Europe	against
his	 writings	 on	 the	 Asiatic	 mode	 of	 production,	 Oriental	 despotism	 and	 the	 ‘failure’	 of
capitalism	to	originate	outside	of	Europe.	The	students	were	asked	to	think	about	the	assertion
that	the	preconditions	for	capitalism	were	absent	in	non-European	societies.	They	were	asked
to	 think	 to	 what	 extent	 this	 was	 true	 and	 to	 what	 extent	 this	 is	 a	 Eurocentric	 view.	 It	 was
pointed	out	to	the	students	that	not	only	was	Marx	often	wrong	in	his	accounts	of	non-Western
societies,	but	Orientalist	assumptions	often	informed	his	views.	But,	we	also	pointed	out	that
although	there	were	limitations	in	Marx’s	notion	of	the	Asiatic	mode	of	production,	his	concept
of	 the	 ‘mode	 of	 production’	 is	 valid	 and	 central	 to	 sociological	 and	 political	 economic
analysis.

The	discussions	on	the	eurocentrism	of	Marx’s	thought	facilitated	a	more	critical	reading	of
southeast	 Asian	 history,	 while	 retaining	 the	 universalistic	 dimension	 of	 Marx’s	 theory.	 For
example,	by	assigning	an	article	on	colonial	ideology	in	British	Malaya	(Hirschman,	1986),	it
was	 possible	 to	 show	 the	 usefulness	 of	Marx’s	 concept	 of	 ideology	 for	 the	 critique	 of	 the
Eurocentric	 aspects	 of	 colonial	 capitalism,	 of	which	Marx	himself	was	 a	 victim.	This	 is	 an
example	of	our	attempt	to	expose	the	eurocentrism	in	sociological	theory	while	preserving	its
universal	aspects.

Academic	dependency	and	the	captive	mind

The	context	of	my	 interest	 in	 the	 topic	of	eurocentrism	and	 the	 impact	 it	has	on	 the	way	we
think	 and	 teach	 is	 the	 phenomenon	 of	 academic	 dependency.	 However,	 it	 is	 the	 idea	 of
intellectual	 imperialism	 that	 provides	 us	 with	 the	 starting	 point	 for	 the	 understanding	 of
academic	 dependency.	 Much	 thinking	 on	 this	 was	 done	 by	 Syed	 Hussein	 Alatas	 (1969a,



2000),6	who	also	wrote	on	the	related	theme	of	the	captive	mind	(Alatas,	S.H.,	1969b,	1972,
1974).	Alatas	defines	intellectual	imperialism	as	the	‘domination	of	one	people	by	another	in
their	 world	 of	 thinking’	 (Alatas,	 S.H.,	 2000:	 24).	 Intellectual	 imperialism	 today	 is	 brought
about	by	the	control	and	influence	the	West	exerts	over	the	flow	of	social	scientific	knowledge.
Intellectual	 imperialism	 today	 is	 indirect	 in	 comparison	 to	 the	 colonial	 period	 when	 the
Western	powers	had	ownership	and	control	of	academic	institutions	in	the	colonies.	As	Alatas
noted,	intellectual	imperialism	today	is	a	form	of	hegemony	that	was	‘not	imposed	by	the	West
through	colonial	domination,	but	accepted	willingly	with	confident	enthusiasm,	by	scholars	and
planners	 of	 the	 former	 colonial	 territories	 and	 even	 in	 the	 few	 countries	 that	 remained
independent	during	that	period’	(Alatas,	S.H.,	2006:	7–8).

Intellectual	 imperialism	 is	 the	 context	 within	 which	 academic	 dependency	 persists.
Academic	 dependency	 theory	 theorizes	 the	 global	 state	 of	 the	 social	 sciences.	 Academic
dependency	 itself	 is	 defined	 as	 a	 condition	 in	 which	 the	 knowledge	 production	 of	 certain
social	 science	 communities	 is	 conditioned	 by	 the	 development	 and	 growth	 of	 knowledge	 of
other	scholarly	communities	to	which	the	former	is	subjected.	The	relations	of	interdependence
between	 two	 or	more	 scientific	 communities,	 and	 between	 these	 and	 global	 transactions	 in
knowledge,	assumes	the	form	of	dependency	when	some	scientific	communities	(those	located
in	 the	 knowledge	 powers)	 can	 expand	 according	 to	 certain	 criteria	 of	 development	 and
progress,	while	 other	 scientific	 communities	 (such	 as	 those	 in	 the	developing	 societies)	 can
only	 do	 this	 as	 a	 reflection	 of	 that	 expansion,	which	 generally	 has	 negative	 effects	 on	 their
development	according	to	the	same	criteria.

This	 definition	 of	 academic	 dependency	 parallels	 that	 of	 economic	 dependency	 in	 the
classic	form	in	which	it	was	stated	by	Theotonio	dos	Santos:

By	dependence	we	mean	a	situation	in	which	the	economy	of	certain	countries	is	conditioned	by	the	development
and	expansion	of	another	economy,	to	which	the	former	is	subjected.	The	relation	of	interdependence	between	two
or	more	economies,	and	between	 these	and	world	 trade,	assumes	 the	 form	of	dependence	when	some	countries
(the	dominant	ones)	can	expand	and	be	self-sustaining,	while	other	countries	(the	dependent	ones)	can	do	this	only
as	 a	 reflection	 of	 this	 expansion,	 which	 can	 have	 either	 a	 positive	 or	 a	 negative	 effect	 on	 their	 immediate
development.	(dos	Santos,	1970:	231)

The	 psychological	 dimension	 to	 this	 dependency	 is	 the	 state	 of	 mental	 captivity	 as
conceptualised	 by	 Syed	 Hussein	 Alatas	 (1969b,	 1972,	 1974).	 The	 academically	 dependent
scholar	 is	 a	passive	 recipient	of	 research	agenda,	 theories	and	methods	 from	 the	knowledge
powers	(Alatas,	S.F.,	2003:	603).	As	noted	by	Garreau	and	Chekki	it	is	no	coincidence	that	the
great	economic	powers	are	also	the	great	social	science	powers	(Garreau,	1985:	64,	81,	89;
see	 also	 Chekki,	 1987).	 However,	 this	 is	 only	 partly	 true	 as	 some	 economic	 powers	 are
actually	marginal	as	social	science	knowledge	producers.	Japan	is	an	interesting	case	in	this
regard.

There	are	seven	dimensions	of	academic	dependency.	These	are	(1)	dependence	on	ideas;
(2)	 dependence	 on	 the	media	 of	 ideas;	 (3)	 dependence	 on	 the	 technology	 of	 education;	 (4)
dependence	on	aid	for	research	and	teaching;	(5)	dependence	on	investment	in	education;	and
(6)	dependence	of	scholars	 in	developing	societies	on	demand	 in	 the	knowledge	powers	 for
their	skills;	and	(7)	dependence	on	recognition.

Dependency	on	 the	recognition	of	our	works	 is	manifested	 in	 term	of	our	efforts	 to	enter



our	journals,	departments	and	universities	into	international	ranking	protocols.	We	are	forever
striving	 to	 attain	higher	 and	higher	places	 in	 the	 rankings.	The	 consequences	of	 this	 form	of
dependency	include	but	are	not	restricted	to	the	following:

The	de-emphasis	on	publications	in	local	journals	to	the	extent	that	local	journals	are	not
listed	on	the	international	rankings.	The	result	of	this	is

The	devaluation	of	local	journals	and	the	underdevelopment	of	social	scientific	discourse
in	local	languages

The	problem	is	not	to	that	we	do	not	know	how	to	engage	in	alternative	ways	of	teaching
the	 social	 sciences.	 It	 is	 not	 that	 there	 are	 no	 materials	 available	 for	 teaching.	 Rather,	 the
problem	 has	 to	 do	 with	 the	 psychological	 problem	 of	 mental	 captivity	 and	 the	 structural
constraints	within	which	this	takes	place,	that	is,	academic	dependency.7

Conclusion

While	the	critique	of	eurocentrism	and	orientalism	in	sociology	and	the	other	social	sciences
has	 been	 carried	 out	 for	 a	 long	 time	 and	 is	 well-known	 among	 the	more	 critically	 learned
scholars,8	this	has	yet	to	be	translated	into	new	ways	of	teaching	introductory	and	mainstream
social	 science	 courses	 in	many	of	 the	 universities	 of	 the	world.	Many	 courses	 in	 the	 social
sciences	are	founded	on	American	or	British	theoretical	perspectives,	and	rely	on	illustrations
and	reading	materials	 from	North	America	and	 the	UK.	Now,	 the	 logical	consequence	of	 the
critique	 of	 eurocentrism	 in	 the	 social	 sciences	 is	 the	 generation	 of	 alternative	 theories	 and
concepts,	and	theories	that	goes	beyond	Western	civilisation	as	its	sources.	In	order	for	this	to
be	done,	 the	critique	of	eurocentrism	must	be	a	dominant	 theme	 in	 social	 science	education.
But	it	is	not	sufficient	to	engage	in	the	critique	of	eurocentrism.	It	is	also	necessary	to	develop
alternative	traditions.	This	requires	developing	a	sustained	interest	in	the	thinkers	of	the	non-
Western	 world	 that	 are	 relevant	 for	 the	 social	 sciences.	 Examples	 of	 such	 thinkers	 are	 Ibn
Khaldun,	Syed	Sheikh	al-Hady,	José	Rizal,	Benoy	Kumar	Sarkar,	Said	Nursi,	Yanagita	Kunio,
Ali	Shariati	and	Pramoedya	Ananta	Toer.	Developing	 interest	 in	 these	 thinkers	 requires	both
metatheoretical	as	well	as	theoretical	activities.

By	 metatheory	 I	 mean	 the	 reflexive	 study	 of	 theory,	 that	 is,	 the	 study	 of	 the	 underlying
structure	 of	 theory	 or	 the	 historical	 and	 social	 context	 within	 which	 theory	 develops.	 The
underlying	 structure	 of	 theory	 includes	 its	 methodological	 and	 logical	 assumptions.	 Such
studies	are	necessary	if	the	contributions	of	particular	traditions	of	scholarship	are	to	remain
relevant.	There	is	also	the	theoretical	level.	There	has	to	be	more	theoretical	and	conceptual
work	on	the	variety	of	creative	and	interesting	non-Western	scholars.	Works	on	these	thinkers
have	to	be	more	than	descriptive.	Taking	Ibn	Khaldun	as	an	example,	there	are	many	works	that
describe	his	theory,	but	there	has	been	hardly	any	theory	building	resulting	in	what	one	might
call	Khaldunian	or	neo-Khaldunian	social	theory.

The	idea	behind	promoting	scholars	like	Ibn	Khaldun,	José	Rizal,	Benoy	Kumar	Sarkar	and
a	host	of	other	well-known	and	lesser	known	thinkers	in	Asia,	Africa,	Latin	America,	Eastern
Europe	 as	well	 as	 in	 Europe	 and	North	America,	 is	 to	 contribute	 to	 the	 universalisation	 of



sociology.	Sociology	may	be	 a	global	discipline	but	 it	 is	 not	 a	universal	 one	 as	 long	as	 the
various	civilizational	voices	that	have	something	to	say	about	society	are	not	rendered	audible
by	the	institutions	and	practices	of	the	discipline.

Notes

1.	For	a	discussion	on	such	neglect	see	Lewis	&	Alshtawi	(1992).
2.	For	discussions	on	Rizal’s	life	and	thought,	see	Guerrero	(1991),	Ocampo	(1990)	and	Nery	(2011).
3.	Morga	served	eight	years	in	the	Philippines	as	Lieutenant	Governor	General	and	Captain	General	and	was	also	a	justice	of
the	Supreme	Court	of	Manila	(Audiencia	Real	de	Manila)	(Morga,	1890/1991:	xxxv).

4.	For	more	on	academic	dependency	as	a	theory	and	empirical	reality	see	Sinha-Kerhoff	&	Alatas	(2010).	The	papers	in	this
volume	were	originally	presented	at	the	workshop,	‘Academic	Dependency	in	the	South’	organised	by	SEPHIS	and	the	Asian
Development	Research	Institute,	Patna,	India	in	February	2008.

5.	The	issue	of	teaching	is	also	discussed	in	my	book	on	Eurocentrism.	See	Alatas	(2006b,	Chap.	8).
6.	Syed	Hussein	Alatas	passed	away	on	January	23,	2007.
7.	For	more	on	academic	dependency	see	Sinha-Kerkhoff	&	Alatas	(2010).
8.	Of	late,	more	and	more	attention	has	been	given	to	the	problem.	See	Burawoy	(2010).
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HISTORY	‘OUTSIDE’	THE	‘WEST’
Vinay	Lal

Professor	of	History,	University	of	Delhi

Prolegomenon	to	the	analytics	of	history

In	his	early	19th	century	History	of	British	India,	a	voluminous	work	that	not	only	remained
until	 the	 end	 of	 the	 century	 the	 standard	 narrative	 of	 the	 Indian	 past	 but	 also	 exercised	 an
incalculable	 influence	 on	 the	 ‘heavenly	 born’	 British	 civil	 servants	 for	whom	 James	Mill’s
history	was	required	reading,	the	father	of	John	Stuart	Mill	set	out	to	periodise	Indian	history.1
By	his	time	the	distinction	between	ancient,	medieval,	and	modern	was	quite	commonplace,2
not	even	tempered	by	such	phrases	as	‘early	modern’,	and	to	an	innocent	reader	Mill	may	not
have	 appeared	 as	 effecting	 any	 kind	 of	 departure	 from	 the	 established	 template.	 He
characterised	 ancient	 India	 as	 ‘Hindu’	 and	 rendered	 medieval	 India	 as	 ‘Mahomedan’.	 In
English,	 of	 course,	 the	 word	 ‘medieval’	 has	 since	 long	 had	 overwhelmingly	 pejorative
overtones:	the	medieval	represents	not	merely	a	chronological	stage	of	history,	but	even	more
so	a	 state	of	mind	–	a	 state	 characterised	by	 the	 lack	of	 reason,	disregard	 for	progress,	 and
primitivism	in	thought,	belief,	and	conduct.	Mill	would	not	at	all	have	hesitated	in	associating
the	medieval	 period,	 apparently	 corresponding	 to	 Europe’s	 ‘Middle	Ages’	 or	 ‘Dark	Ages’,
predominantly	with	Islam.	As	Mill’s	history	demonstrates,	he	was	fully	aware	that	north	India
had,	in	the	second	millennium	CE,	come	firmly	under	Muslim	rule,	commencing	at	least	with
the	Delhi	Sultanate;	and	he	may	even	have	had	some	knowledge	of	Muslim	sultanates	 in	 the
Deccan,	 though	 like	most	 colonial	 (and	many	contemporary)	historians	 and	 commentators	 of
India,	he	had	fallen	into	the	habit	of	supposing	that	the	history	of	north	India	could	effortlessly
be	passed	off	as	the	history	of	the	entirety	of	India.

There	 are,	 as	 would	 be	 obvious	 to	 any	 student	 of	 Indian	 history,	 numerous	 grounds	 on
which	Mill’s	 characterisation	 of	 ancient	 India	 as	 ‘Hindu’	 and	 especially	medieval	 India	 as
‘Mahomedan’	 might	 have	 been	 cogently	 contested.	 Though	 Islam	 gained	 many	 converts,
Saivism,	Vaishnavism,	Shaktoism,	and	other	strands	absorbed	into	what	later	became	known	as
Hinduism	 continued	 to	maintain	 a	 formidable	 presence.	Medieval	 India	was	 far	 from	 being
congruent	with	 Islamic	 India,	 and	Mill	would	only	have	had	 to	 read	 the	equally	voluminous
work,	Annals	and	Antiquities	of	Rajasthan	(1829–1832),	of	his	contemporary,	James	Tod,	to
get	a	sense	of	how	far	the	Hindu	presence	remained,	for	instance	in	western	India.3	Groups	in
certain	strata	of	Indian	society	embraced	Islam	much	more	readily	than	other	social	groups.	If
later	historians	were	inclined	to	think	that	north	India	had	fallen	under	the	iron	grip	of	Muslim
rule	from	1200	onwards,	many	contemporary	Islamic	theologians	doubted	that	India	could	be
characterised	 as	 a	 land	 governed	 under	 the	 Sharia.	 Mill,	 moreover,	 made	 the	 mistake	 of
assuming	 –	 and	 he	was	 scarcely	 the	 only	 European	writing	 on	 India	who	 did	 so	 –	 that	 the
periods	 of	 Indian	 history	 could	 be	 characterised	 by	 the	 religion	 of	 the	 rulers.	Whatever	 the
facile	assumptions	about	the	superior	ratiocinative	faculties	of	Europeans,	there	is	little	trace
of	logic	in	thinking	that	since	the	rulers	of	north	India	in	the	13th	century	and	thereafter	were
increasingly	of	Muslim	faith,	therefore	the	people	were	to	be	characterised	in	like	terms.	Mill



permitted	his	understanding	of	British	and	European	history	 to	 furnish	 the	 terms	of	 reference
for	studying	the	past	of	India,	even	as	he	adopted	the	view	that	the	capacity	to	be	objective	and
neutral	is	a	trait	only	to	be	found	among	the	inheritors	of	the	Judaeo-Christian	civilization	of
the	west.	Mill’s	periodisation	obviously	cannot	account	for	the	unique	Indo-Islamic	synthesis
forged	 in	 the	 supposedly	 dark	 period	 of	 Indian	 history.	 With	 that	 characteristic,	 seamless
arrogance	that	marks	and	mars	colonial	(and	some	neo-colonial)	narratives	of	Indian	history,
Mill	and	hundreds	of	his	contemporaries	assumed	that	‘the	dark	ages’	of	Europe	were	‘dark’
everywhere.

Mill	was	thus	among	those	who	contributed	to	the	communalisation	of	Indian	history.	His
prejudices	were	 by	 no	means	 exclusive,	 for	 in	 their	 racism	 and	 sneering	 hostility	 to	 others,
Mill	 and	 his	 fellow	 Europeans	were	 often	 equal	 opportunity	 employers.	 If	 he	 displayed	 an
unremitting	 hostility	 to	 Islam,	 common	 to	 his	 ancestors	 and	 successors,	 he	 was	 even	 more
vituperative	 in	 his	 condemnation	 of	 Hinduism	 as	 a	 barbarous	 religion	 of	 monkey	 gods	 and
goddesses	 adorned	 with	 necklaces	 of	 human	 skulls.	 Though,	 as	 I	 have	 suggested,	 there	 are
many	justifiable	grounds	for	critiquing	him,	there	is	yet	a	more	profound	reason	for	viewing	his
writings	with	deep	suspicion.

Having	 designated	 the	 ancient	 and	 middle	 periods	 of	 Indian	 history	 as	 Hindu	 and
Mahomedan,	 respectively,	 one	 can	 reasonably	 expect	 that	 Mill	 should	 have	 designated	 the
modern	period	as	Christian.	By	the	time	that	the	first	edition	of	Mill’s	history	was	published	in
1818,	substantial	portions	of	India	had	fallen	under	British	rule.	The	charter	of	the	East	India
Company	had	initially	put	a	brake	on	Christian	missionary	activities	in	India,	but	the	East	India
Company	Act	of	1813	opened	the	country	to	missionaries.	There	is,	moreover,	no	doubt	that	the
Englishmen	ruling	India	thought	of	themselves	as	representatives	of	a	Christian	power.	When
Charles	 Grant	 presented	 his	 tract,	 ‘Observations	 on	 the	 State	 of	 Society	 among	 the	 Asiatic
Subjects	 of	 Great	 Britain,’	 to	 the	 Company’s	 directors	 in	 1797,	 it	 was	 a	 signal	 that	 the
Evangelicals	 had	 decided	 to	 join	 battle	 in	 turning	 British	 India	 into	 a	 fertile	 ground	 for
Christian	 proselytisation.	 Grant	 was	 candid	 in	 the	 declaration	 of	 his	 faith	 that	 nothing	 was
more	 calculated	 to	 lift	 the	 superstitious	 and	 ignorant	 Hindu	 from	 his	 adherence	 to	 hideous
customs	 than	 persistent	 exposure	 to	Christianity.	 It	was	 ‘repugnant	 to	 the	 past	 experience	 of
Europeans,’	 Grant	 wrote,	 to	 believe	 that	 the	 ‘obstinate	 attachment’	 of	 Hindus	 to	 their	 faith
would	prevent	‘their	conversion	to	Christianity.’4

If	Britain	was	a	Christian	power,	and	Englishmen	 in	 India	saw	themselves	upholding	 the
ideals	of	Christianity,	Mill	should	have	in	all	honesty	characterised	the	modern	period	in	India
as	‘Christian,’	much	as	he	rendered	the	ancient	period	as	‘Hindu’	and	the	medieval	period	as
‘Mahomedan.’	 He,	 however,	 termed	 the	 modern	 phase	 of	 Indian	 history	 as	 ‘British,’	 and
devoted	two-thirds	of	his	work	to	the	history	of	the	British	in	India.5	There	is	cunning	of	reason
here	that	speaks	volumes,	even	today,	about	the	exercise	of	power	in	the	Christian	west.	For
Mill,	as	for	the	greater	bulk	of	his	intellectual	contemporaries,	Protestant	Christianity	furnished
the	 template	 for	 a	 proper,	 rational	 faith.	 Quite	 predictably,	 all	 other	 religions,	 and	 even
Catholicism,	were	 judged	 against	Protestantism	and	 found	 terribly	wanting.	Yet	 the	pretence
that	inspires	Mill,	and	permits	him	the	sleight	of	hand,	is	one	where	modern	Britain	is	seen	as
having	transcended	religion.

Mill	was	guided	by	several	assumptions,	beginning	with	 the	notion	 that	 religion	was	 the



predominant	and	inextricable	element	in	the	constitution	of	Indian	society;	whatever	else	might
be	 said	 about	 India,	 religion	 and	 the	 battles	 over	 it	 had	 shaped	 its	 history.	 Secondly,	 the
European	Enlightenment	 had	 succeeded	 in	 establishing	 a	 division	 between	 church	 and	 state,
and	to	be	modern	one	had	to	embrace	secularism.	Thirdly,	cognizant	of	the	fact	that	in	Britain
itself	 the	 evangelicals	 had	 come	 to	 occupy	 a	 significant	 space	 in	 the	 public	 sphere,	 Mill
implicitly	 advocated	 a	 realist	 position	 that	 transformed	 religion	 into	 ‘the	 invisible	 hand.’	 In
principle,	it	was	all	well	and	good	to	argue	that	religion,	a	private	affair,	was	to	be	banished
from	 the	 public	 sphere;	 but	 fidelity	 to	 realpolitik	 demanded	 that	 religion	 would	 function
somewhat	as	the	uncrowned	king.

With	this	one	example,	I	have	sought	to	establish	a	number	of	fundamental	principles.	First,
Europe’s	 history	 invariably	 serves	 as	 the	 template	 for	 all	 history,	 even	 when	 we	 are	 least
aware	 of	 it	 or	 writing	 history	 in	 opposition	 to	 Eurocentric	 history.	 What	 is	 true	 of	 Indian
history	is	true	of	nearly	every	national	history:	the	categories	–	ancient,	medieval,	and	modern,
to	take	only	one	example	–	that	have	informed	the	study	of	the	European	past	are	assumed	to	be
the	 ‘natural’	 categories	 through	 which	 one	 might	 interpret	 any	 history.	 I	 would	 like	 to
underscore	the	phrase,	‘national	history,’	in	part	for	the	reason	that	history	occupies	a	distinct
place	in	the	framework	of	the	modern	nation-state.	Moreover,	we	should	recognise	that	there
are	traditions	of	non-European	historiography	which	might	have	followed	a	different	mode	of
periodization	but	nonetheless	betray	some	of	those	same	features	that	we	encountered	in	Mill’s
History	of	British	India.

Older	Tibetan	chronicles,	for	example,	suggest	the	presence	of	a	historiographic	tradition
in	Tibet	that	divided	the	religious	history	of	Tibet	into	four	phases,	commencing	with	the	‘pre-
history’	 of	 Tibet	 before	 the	 arrival	 of	 Buddhism.	 The	 pre-history	 of	 Tibet	 is,	 predictably,
rendered	in	Buddhist	chronicles	as	a	period	when	Tibetans	were	savages.	This	period	is	said
to	have	been	succeeded	by	two	centuries,	until	the	mid-9th	century,	of	enlightened	rule	under
Buddhist	 kings,	 followed	 by	 a	 period	 of	 ‘darkness’	 when	 Buddhist	 imperial	 authority
collapsed	 and	 adherents	 of	 the	 faith	 faced	 unrelenting	 oppression.	 In	 the	 late	 10th	 century,
however,	Tibetan	Buddhism	would	experience	a	Renaissance.6	Though	contemporary	Tibetan
histories	might	perhaps	speak	of	a	fifth	phase,	 in	which	Tibetan	Buddhism	once	again	stands
suppressed,	 this	 time	 under	 the	 firm	 rule	 of	 a	 communist	 regime	 that	 presents	 itself	 as	 the
emancipator	of	a	people	 living	 in	‘medieval	serfdom,’	what	 is	notable	 is	 the	 tendency	 in	 the
historiography	 of	 Tibet	 to	 render	 Buddhism	 as	 the	 opposite	 of	 ‘darkness’.	 Mill,	 I	 suspect,
would	have	understood	the	principle	at	work.

Secondly,	an	order	of	temporal	 linearity	is	explicitly	or	 tacitly	the	informing	principle	of
all	contemporary	history:	as	we	move	from	the	ancient	age	to	the	modern	age,	it	is	assumed	that
we	also	gravitate	from	slavery	to	liberty,	from	the	religious	life	to	secularism,	and	from	a	life
embedded	 in	 community	 to	 individualism.	 In	 this	 narrative,	 the	 most	 bitter	 contemporary
conflicts	 readily	 become	 relics	 of	 the	 medieval	 age:	 thus	 the	 ‘fanaticism’	 of	 the	 Serbian
nationalist,	the	Hindu	fundamentalist,	or	the	Islamic	terrorist	is	something	that	the	perpetrator
of	atrocities	has	been	unable	to	leave	behind	in	his	halting	and	existentially	troubled	journey
towards	modern	freedom.

Thirdly,	 the	 enterprise	 of	 history	 perforce	 condemns	 the	 people	 outside	 Europe	 to	 live
someone	 else’s	 history,	 with	 consequences	 that	 have	 been	 seen	 across	 all	 domains	 of	 life.



Europe’s	past	 is	 the	present	of	 those	 living	 in	 India	or	Africa;	when,	at	 long	 last,	 the	native
arrives	 at	 the	 destination,	 it	 is	 only	 to	 discover	 that	 the	 European	 has	moved	 on	 to	 another
station,	leaving	only	his	baggage	to	be	collected	by	natives.

Fourthly,	as	a	corollary	of	the	above	points,	it	becomes	imperative	to	understand	that	much
of	 history	 is	 not	 merely	 Eurocentric,	 but	 is	 in	 fact	 European	 history:	 the	 histories	 of	 Latin
America,	 Africa,	 or	 India	 are	 thus	 not	 merely	 ancillary	 histories,	 the	 limbs	 to	 the	 body	 of
European	history,	 rather	 they	 are	 illustrative	 of	 certain	 strands	 of	European	 culture,	 thought,
and	sensibility	that	are	invisible	or	only	partially	visible	to	Europe	itself.	We	are	reminded	of
those	 19th	 century	 travellers	 who,	 on	 visiting	 India,	 Mexico,	 or	 the	 Maghreb,	 derived	 a
peculiar	 satisfaction	 from	having	 gained	 insight,	 as	 they	 imagined,	 into	 16th	 or	 17th	 century
Europe,	a	Europe	that	could	now	only	be	encountered	in	Europe’s	other.

Fifthly,	the	problem	of	Eurocentrism	distorts	not	only	the	study	of	non-European	cultures,
but	also	the	understanding	of	the	contours	of	the	history	of	Europe	and	the	entire	west.	It	is	a
remarkable	 fact	 that	 most	 British	 histories	 of	 Britain	 still	 remain	 largely	 oblivious	 to	 the
history	of	colonialism:	it	is	recognised,	of	course,	that	Britain	had	an	empire,	but	the	bulk	of
British	historians	work	under	the	impression	that	Britain’s	overseas	history	had	little	bearing
on	British	history,	culture,	and	politics.

To	 take	 another	 example:	 American	 exceptionalism,	 whatever	 its	 precise	 features,	 is	 a
problem	equally	for	those	seeking	to	unravel	the	history	of	American	history	and	culture	as	it	is
for	 those	who	have	 to	 bear	 the	 brunt	 of	American	 foreign	policy	or	 contend	with	American
‘soft	power’.	I	had	once	put	forth	publicly	an	admittedly	immodest	proposal	 that	every	adult
around	the	world	ought	to	be	permitted	to	vote	in	the	elections	for	the	American	presidency:
since	 the	 fate	of	much	of	 the	world,	 and	certainly	of	 its	most	vulnerable,	 smaller,	 or	 (in	 the
language	of	the	Americans	and	their	camp	followers)	‘rogue’	nations,	rests	so	much	on	who	is
elected	 to	 the	 most	 powerful	 office	 of	 the	 world,	 surely	 the	 victims	 of	 the	 American	 war
machine	 must	 be	 permitted	 to	 choose	 the	 agent	 of	 their	 destruction?7	 But	 American
exceptionalism	 has	 also	 prevented	Americans	 from	 embracing	 the	 awareness	 that	 they	 have
been	a	people	of	plenty:	they	may	imagine	that	it	is	their	supposed	addiction	for	democracy	that
revolutionises	 the	world,	but	America’s	attraction	 to	 the	world	may	stem	from	a	plurality	of
other	considerations,	from	the	country’s	aggressive	claims	of	‘manifest	destiny’	to	its	unusual
success	 in	 fostering	 an	 amnesia	 about	 the	 multiple	 horrors	 of	 genocide,	 slavery,	 and
institutionalised	racism	that	are	stitched	into	the	fabric	of	American	society.	We	ought	perhaps,
then,	 to	 insist	 that	national	histories,	 insofar	as	such	histories	are	at	all	attempted,	should	be
never	be	left	entirely	in	the	hands	of	the	citizens	of	the	nation-state	in	question.	In	the	matter	of
national	histories,	nearly	everyone	is	a	nationalist.

The	Eurocentric	wolf	in	sheep’s	clothes:	The	new	malaise	of	world	history8

The	perils	of	what	are	termed	‘Eurocentric	history,’	and	some	prospects	for	our	emancipation
from	such	problems,	are,	not	so	obviously,	best	gleaned	by	a	reasonably	lengthy	account	of	the
latest	malaise	in	historiographic	writing,	namely	the	recent	renaissance,	particularly	in	the	US,
of	world	history.

The	conference	circuit	in	world	history	has	witnessed	rapid	growth	since	the	mid-1990s,



job	openings	in	this	area	have	multiplied,	and	ambitious	works	in	world	history,	such	as	Jared
Diamond’s	Guns,	Germs	and	Steel:	The	Fates	of	Human	Societies	 (1997),	David	Landes’s
The	Wealth	and	Poverty	of	Nations:	Why	Some	Are	So	Rich	and	Some	So	Poor	(1998),	and
Niall	Ferguson’s	Empire:	The	Rise	and	Demise	of	the	British	World	Order	and	the	Lessons
for	Global	Power	 (2004),	 have	garnered	numerous	 accolades	 as	well	 as	 an	 unusually	wide
readership.	As	 the	prolonged	US	recession	diminishes	 the	capacity	of	even	 the	most	affluent
private	 universities	 to	make	 new	 hires,	 or	 even	 replace	 those	 historians	who	 have	 reached
retirement,	university	history	departments	are	increasingly	looking	to	replenish	their	faculties
with	 scholars	 whose	 expertise	 extends	 well	 beyond	 national	 history.	 Globalisation,	 the
emergence	of	China,	and	new	polarities	in	world	power	may	be	among	the	many	factors	that
have	given	rise	to	a	renewed	appetite	for	world	history.

At	 the	University	of	California,	 a	multi-campus	 initiative	 in	world	history	was	 launched
over	a	decade	ago,	and	among	its	first	products	is	a	series,	published	by	the	university’s	press,
called	 ‘The	 California	 World	 History	 Library’.	 Though	 the	 series	 may	 be	 marked	 by	 an
aspiration	to	cover	the	entire	globe,	by	no	stretch	of	the	imagination	can	many	of	the	volumes
be	described	as	enterprises	in	‘world	history’.

The	second	volume	 in	 this	 series,	Maps	of	Time	 (2004),	 is	 described	 as	 a	work	 in	 ‘big
history’;	 and	 its	 author,	 David	 Christian,	 characterises	 his	 intellectual	 endeavour	 as	 having
originated	from	his	feeling	that	scholarship	has	been	enervated	by	the	fragmented	accounts	of
reality	which	have	been	in	fashion	over	the	last	two	decades,	and	that	historians	can	learn	from
scientists	 (p.	 3).	 If	 scientists	 no	 longer	 find	 the	 idea	 of	 a	 ‘grand	 unified	 theory’	 absurd	 or
preposterously	vain,	why	should	historians	shun	grand	narratives?	Christian	argues	that	‘large
stories’	 can	 provide	 a	 ‘sense	 of	 meaning,’	 and	 that	 intellectuals	 who	 disavow	 ‘grand
narratives’	do	so	at	the	risk	of	rendering	themselves	insignificant	(pp.	9–10).

Let	 us,	 for	 the	 moment,	 leave	 aside	 the	 fact	 that	 Christian’s	 heady	 embrace	 of	 ‘grand
narratives’	 is	 obviously	 precipitated	 by	 a	 profound	 disenchantment	 with	 the	 principal
theoretical	 trajectories	 of	 the	 last	 few	decades,	many	of	which	were	 in	 turn	 inspired	by	 the
desire	 that	 the	grand	narratives	 emanating	 from	 the	 traditions	of	Western	 intellectual	 inquiry
should	be	put	into	serious	question	if	not	altogether	jettisoned.	What	is	striking	is	that	Christian
does	not	reflect	on	the	other	most	obvious	rejoinder,	namely,	that	the	emulation	of	the	scientists
has	long	been	one	of	the	principal	problems	in	the	social	sciences;	nor	is	there	any	degree	of
self-reflexivity	 on	 his	 part,	 or	 else	 he	might	 have	 had	 to	 think	 about	 just	 how	 precisely	 an
American	trait	it	is	to	think	big,	all	so	that	one	might	not	be	rendered	‘insignificant’.	California
is,	after	all,	a	‘big’	state	–	with	an	economy	that	dwarfs	most	nations	–	in	an	equally	big	nation-
state	accustomed	to	throwing	its	weight	around	the	world.	It	may	not	be	evident	to	everyone,
but	Americans	like	everything	big,	from	the	‘big	slurp’	to	Home	Depot	and	Wal-mart	stores	that
are	larger	than	several	football	fields	put	together.	Those	who	come	from	countries	such	as	Sri
Lanka,	Fiji,	or	Mauritius	are	much	less	likely	to	think	‘big’,	unless	by	‘big’	we	also	mean	the
kind	of	profound	questions	that	at	least	some	Buddhists	in	Sri	Lanka	have	been	thinking	about
for	generations.

My	point,	as	should	now	be	apparent,	is	that	big	history	and	world	history	have,	in	myriad
ways,	 their	 own	 political	 economy.	 From	 Spengler	 onwards,	 world	 history	 has	 been	 a
conversation	in	which	colonised	and	now	underdeveloped	subjects	have	had	no	place,	except,



of	 course,	 as	 the	 objects	 of	 the	 wise	 discourse	 of	 knowing	 subjects.	 In	 big	 places	 one’s
pretensions	are	likely	to	be	big	as	well,	and	it	is	inconceivable,	at	least	at	the	present	juncture
of	history,	that	world	history	would	emanate	from	Khartoum,	Tripoli,	Dhaka,	Kuala	Lumpur,	or
Lima.

In	 most	 formerly	 colonised	 parts	 of	 the	 world,	 the	 struggle	 to	 decolonise	 received
narratives	and	take	possession	of	the	past	is	far	from	over:	in	some	cases,	people	have	been
unable	 to	 abandon	 colonial	 frameworks	 of	 knowledge,	 in	 others	 the	 desired	 ‘national’
narrative	is	deeply	contested	by	groups	within	the	country,	and	in	yet	other	places	most	of	the
scholarly	 infrastructure	 required	 to	 rewrite	 history	 and	 have	 revisionist	 accounts	 widely
accepted	is	still	lacking.	Indians	may	have	taken	charge	of	their	history,	as	have	(to	howsoever
lesser	 an	 extent)	 Africans	 of	 African	 history,	 but	 ‘world	 history’,	 which	 is	 generally
represented	 as	 the	 playing	 field	 of	 more	 ecumenical	 minds,	 remains	 firmly	 within	 the
provenance	 of	 the	 Western	 scholar.	 The	 paraphernalia	 of	 almost	 any	 kind	 of	 modern
scholarship	 is	 vast,	 but	much	 vaster	 still	 are	 the	 array	 of	 texts,	 in	 diverse	 languages,	 that	 a
world	 historian	 might	 require	 and	 that	 seldom	 are	 available	 to	 those	 outside	 the	 Western
academy.	We	might	say,	from	the	vantage	point	of	political	economy,	that	world	history	does
not	merely	restore	Europe	as	the	hegemon	of	history	–	a	restoration	occurring	in	the	midst	of
much	anxiety	about	the	loss	of	faith	in	grand	narratives,	the	nefarious	influence	of	those	French
diseases	of	the	mind	that	go	under	the	name	of	poststructuralism	and	Lacanian	psychoanalysis,
the	demotion	of	scientific	history,	and	the	infusion	of	interpretive	frameworks	that	steadfastly
probe	the	nexus	of	knowledge	and	power	–	but	rather	returns	history	to	its	‘proper’	home.	This
occurs,	moreover,	in	spite	of	the	fact	that	many	of	the	most	liberal	practitioners	and	advocates
of	world	histories	are	themselves	critical	of	the	eurocentrism	of	what	passes	for	world	history,
and	 have	made,	 as	 they	 see	 it,	 genuine	 attempts	 to	 generously	 accommodate	 Africa,	 China,
Japan,	India,	Southeast	Asia,	and	Islam	within	the	orbit	of	world	history.9

Let	us	think,	then,	of	a	world	history	emanating	from	some	place	other	than	a	metropolitan
centre	 in	 the	West.	Between	1930	and	1933,	Jawaharlal	Nehru	(India’s	first	Prime	Minister)
penned	 nearly	 200	 letters	 to	 his	 daughter	 Indira	 that	 offered,	 to	 invoke	 the	 title	 of	 the
subsequent	 collection,	Glimpses	of	World	History.10	 It	 is	 apposite	 that	 those	 chained	within
prison	walls	should	indulge	in	large	canvases,	and	everywhere	the	sumptuous	history	of	prison
literature	offers	striking	reminders	of	the	often	inverse	relationship	of	the	narrowness	of	one’s
lodgings	to	the	catholicity	of	thought;	but	rarely	has	someone,	confined	to	a	prison	cell	by	the
colonial	regime,	been	able	to	command	as	expansive	a	conception	of	the	world	as	Nehru	did	in
Glimpses	of	World	History.

Nehru	made	no	pretense	at	being	a	historian;	nor	did	he	suppose	that	his	letters	would	teach
his	daughter	history.	He	did	not	even	presume	to	offer	an	account	of	world	history:	his	canvas
may	be	large,	but	Nehru	was	sage	enough	to	realize	that	he	could	only	furnish	‘glimpses’	of	a
vast	 past.	History’s	practitioners	 seldom	suppose	 that	 they	 are	offering	only	 ‘glimpses’,	 and
‘world	 historians’	 are	 quite	 candid	 that	 they	 are	 interested	 in	 the	 dissemination	 of	 the	 ‘big’
picture.	 Nehru’s	 very	 title	 stands	 as	 a	 partial	 admonishment	 to	 those	 who	 take	 their	 world
history	too	seriously.

Yet	he	was	clearly	animated	by	other	questions:	how	was	he	to	convey	to	a	13-year	old	girl
the	unspeakable	horrors	of	 famine	 in	19th	century	 India,	 and	sensitise	her	 to	 the	 suffering	of



common	people,	and	yet	do	so	without	filling	her	with	‘anger	and	great	bitterness’	for	which
there	was	time	enough?	He	worried	as	well	that	he	might	have	tarried	too	long	on	India,	China,
Russia,	 and	 Europe:	 thus	 in	 one	 letter	 he	 reminds	 Indira	 that	 he	 last	 treated	 the	 history	 of
Cambodia	when	it	was	under	Hindu	kings,	but	that	is	no	reason	to	suppose	that	‘exciting	things’
did	 not	 take	 place	 there	 in	 subsequent	 decades	 to	 which	 he	 had	 been	 unable	 to	 give	 his
attention.

As	 a	 relentless	 advocate	 of	 India’s	 cause,	 both	 before	 and	 subsequent	 to	 independence,
Nehru	was	hardly	a	critic	of	the	nation-state	system;	and	yet,	as	letters	129–134,	where	Nehru
allowed	 himself	 extended	 discussions	 of	 revolutions,	 literature,	 science,	 democracy,
socialism,	Marxism,	 and	 the	 growth	 of	 workers’	 organisations	 unequivocally	 show,	 he	 had
foreseen	 the	 shortcomings	of	a	world	history	centered	on	nation-states.	Like	other	colonised
subjects,	Nehru	had	been	stirred	by	accounts	of	the	Japanese	victory	over	Russia	in	1905;	but,
unusually	for	a	nationalist	of	his	 time,	he	was	determined	 that	Japan’s	 triumph	should	not	be
construed	 as	 a	model	 for	 Indians	 to	 emulate.	 ‘Japan	 not	 only	 followed	Europe	 in	 industrial
methods,’	 he	 commented,	 ‘but	 also	 in	 imperialist	 aggression.	 She	 was	 more	 than	 a	 faithful
pupil	of	the	European	powers:	she	often	improved	on	them’	(p.	457).	There	are	moments,	to	be
sure,	when	Nehru	 is	writing	as	an	Indian,	or	as	an	advocate	of	Fabian	socialism;	and	yet	he
advises	 Indira,	 apropos	 of	 all	 the	 ‘isms’	 in	 circulation	 –	 ‘feudalism,	 capitalism,	 socialism,
communism’	–	 that;	 behind	 them	all	 stalks	opportunism’	 (p.	947).	This	 is	 in	1933:	Germany
was	arming	itself	to	the	teeth,	pogroms	against	Jews	had	intensified,	but	Europe	was	still	far
from	being	on	the	verge	of	war.	Nehru	nonetheless	wrote,	as	he	put	it,	in	‘The	Shadow	of	the
War.’

Glimpses	of	World	History	 is	sweeping,	literary,	nuanced,	playful,	philologically-minded
–	the	word	‘Fabian’,	Indira	is	informed,	derives	from	the	Roman	general	Fabius,	who	was	not
keen	on	engaging	Hannibal	 in	open	conflict	and	sought	 to	wear	him	down	through	attrition	–
and	ecumenical	both	in	its	conception	of	the	‘world’	and	‘history’.	This	is	the	world	history	on
which,	growing	up	as	a	child	in	India,	we	were	nurtured.	It	filled	me	with	a	vague	desire	that	I
should,	sometime	during	the	stage	of	fatherhood,	do	for	my	children	what	Nehru	had	done	so
admirably	for	Indira.

Many	years	 later,	 I	was	heartened	 to	discover	 that	my	adolescent	 affection	 for	 this	book
was	 shared	 by	more	mature	 readers.	 The	 British	writer,	 journalist,	 and	 founder	 of	 the	Left
Review,	 Tom	Wintringham	 (1898–1949),	 gave	 it	 as	 his	 opinion	 that	 one	 could	 learn	 better
English	and	 better	 history	 by	 turning	 to	 the	Glimpses	 rather	 than	 to	Macaulay.11	 But	 I	 have
since	also	discovered	 that	practitioners	of	world	history	 in	 the	academic	establishment	have
received	Nehru’s	work	with	studied	indifference.	These	same	practitioners,	while	aware	of	the
myriad	ways	–	as	an	inspirational	figure	of	anti-colonialism,	as	the	first	prime	minister	of	an
independent	 India,	 as	 a	 principled	 advocate	 of	 non-alignment,	 and	 as	 the	 supreme
spokesperson	in	India	for	something	like	a	humane	modernity	–	in	which	Nehru	calls	attention
as	 a	 world	 historical	 figure,	 appear	 to	 be	 entirely	 oblivious	 of	 his	 writings,	 especially
Glimpses	 of	World	 History,	 and	 even	 critiques	 of	 the	 Eurocentrism	 of	 world	 history	 seem
unaware	 of	 Nehru’s	 unique	 foray	 into	 world	 history	 when	 it	 was	 far	 from	 being
institutionalised	as	a	subject	of	disciplined	study.12

World	history	only	has	place	for	the	likes	of	Nehru	as	men	of	action,	not	as	originators	of



ideas.	Even	Mohandas	Gandhi,	 in	many	respects	 the	most	arresting	and	original	figure	of	 the
20th	century,	has	suffered	the	same	fate:	the	world	histories	have	room	for	a	sanitised	Gandhi,
the	 ‘apostle’	 of	 non-violence	 and	 liberator	 of	 India,	 but	 none	 for	 his	 brilliant	 and	withering
critique	 of	 modernity,	 or	 his	 prescient	 understanding	 that	 oppression	 will	 increasingly	 be
exercised	through	categories	of	knowledge.13	No	world	historian	has	dared	to	place	Gandhi,
whose	collected	writings	run	to	nearly	100	volumes,	alongside	Marx,	Gramsci,	or	Freud,	since
the	easy	supposition	is	that	he	is	to	be	counted	among	the	‘doers’	rather	than	the	‘thinkers’,	and
of	course	Gandhi’s	slim	manifesto	of	1909,	Hind	Swaraj,	is	barely	known	to	the	torchbearers
of	Western	intellectual	traditions.	One	wonders,	indeed,	whether	world	history	even	at	its	best
does	not,	particularly	with	reference	to	history	in	the	500	years	subsequent	to	the	beginning	of
European	 expansion,	 implicitly	 endorse	 the	 crass	 supposition,	 which	 frequently	 receives
succor	 from	 scholars	 and	 writers	 who	 purport	 to	 study	 the	 big	 ideas	 of	 our	 times,	 that	 the
faculties	of	reason	and	reflection	have	been	most	developed	in	the	West.

What	conception	of	the	‘world’,	then,	does	world	history	have?	And,	not	less	significantly,
who	is	world	history	for,	and	what	is	the	culture	–	and	political	work	–	of	world	history?	In
raising	 these	 questions,	 I	 scarcely	 mean	 to	 evoke	 certain	 predictable	 criticisms	 of	 world
history	which,	 for	 all	 their	 worth,	 leave	 the	 political	 and	 epistemological	 project	 of	world
history	 unscathed.	Large	 narratives	 are	 always	 susceptible	 to	 charges	 of	 generalisation,	 and
most	historians	are	barely	equipped	 to	write	histories	of	 the	nation,	much	 less	of	 the	world.
One	 can	 certainly	 quibble	 with	 many	 world	 histories	 on	 the	 grounds	 that	 these	 are	 largely
histories	of	the	West,	or	of	European	expansion;	or	that	they	are	disproportionately	focused	on
the	modern	world	and	the	supposed	scientific	ingenuity	of	the	moderns.	More	subtle	critiques
of	the	enterprise	of	world	history	point	to	the	fact	that	world	history	still	remains	tethered	to
the	nation-state,	often	centering	on	the	nation-state	of	the	historian,	and	that	world	history	has
no	more	been	able	to	do	without	nation-states	than	the	United	Nation	can	be	conceived	outside
the	nation-state	system.	But	even	this	objection	has	less	force	than	is	commonly	imagined,	and
at	least	a	few	practitioners	of	world	history	have	attempted	to	structure	their	histories	around
global	exchanges.

One	historian,	Jerry	Bentley,	has	proposed	a	world	history	around	‘three	realities	of	global
experience	 and	 the	 relationships	 among	 them’:	 ‘rising	 human	 population,	 expanding
technological	 capacity,	 and	 increasing	 interaction	 between	 peoples	 of	 different	 societies.’14
That	 such	 a	 history	 –	 for	 instance,	 the	 account	 of	 cross-cultural	 encounters	 –	 may	 still	 be
excessively	predicated	on	nations	and	certain	nation-states	is	a	criticism	to	which	Bentley	pays
little	attention.	If	world	histories	take	the	holocaust	perpetrated	upon	Jews	to	be	paradigmatic
of	genocide,	if	that	holocaust	is	‘the	holocaust’	standing	forth	in	singular	and	sinister	isolation,
then	why	 should	we	 not	 suppose	 that	 European	 encounters	with	 the	world	will	 become	 the
template	for	cross-cultural	encounters	around	the	world?	We	are	asked	to	accede	to	the	view,
following	 the	 immense	 pleasure	 taken	 by	 many	 in	 cross-cultural	 encounters,	 that	 since
colonialism	led	the	Europeans	to	‘increasing	interaction’	with	the	world,	it	must	have	been	a
good	thing	–	good	at	least	for	the	Europeans,	which	is	all	that	matters.	What	did	the	‘increasing
interaction’	between	white	men	with	Australian	aboriginals,	or	between	white	men	and	native
Americans,	 accomplish	 except	 the	 near	 decimation	 of	 those	 brought	 face	 to	 face	 with	 the
representatives	 of	 European	 enlightenment?	 The	 ‘increasing	 interaction’	 of	 what	 are	 termed



‘tribal’	 populations	 in	 Africa,	 India,	 and	 the	 Amazon	 Basin,	 many	 of	 whom	 sit	 atop	 large
reserves	of	mineral	and	forest	wealth,	coal	deposits,	or	natural	gas	reserves,	with	functionaries
of	 the	state,	corporate	raiders,	and	other	modern	mercenaries	has	 led	 to	 the	rapid	erosion	of
lifestyles	cultivated	over	the	centuries	and	levels	of	exploitation	reminiscent	of	the	plunder	of
the	Americas.	When	Bentley	remarks	that,	‘generally	speaking,	the	intensity	and	range	of	cross-
cultural	 interactions	 have	 increased	 throughout	 history,	 albeit	 at	 irregular	 and	 inconsistent
rates,’15	he	wishes	to	lead	us	to	the	inescapable	if	untenable	conclusion	that	these	‘interactions’
have	led	the	way	to	progress	and	a	better	and	more	integrated	world.

From	the	vantage	point	of	an	historian	of	India,	the	history	of	what	Bentley	and	many	others
describe	 as	 ‘cross-cultural	 interactions’	 looks	 very	 different	 to	 me.	 Recent	 studies	 have
restored	 the	 Indian	 Ocean	 world	 to	 its	 rightful	 place	 as	 the	 site	 of	 great	 civilisations	 and
fruitful	 economic,	 cultural,	 and	 social	 exchanges,16	 but	 even	 then	no	world	history	 that	 I	 am
aware	of	has	accorded	any	substantive	recognition	to	the	Gujarati	thalassocracy	from	the	13th
to	 the	16th	centuries.17	Gujarati	merchants	 roamed	around	 the	 Indian	Ocean	 for	centuries,	 as
early	as	 the	middle	portion	of	 the	first	Christian	millennium,	and	were	by	 the	13th	century	a
permanent	 fixture	 in	Malacca,	Timor,	 Java,	 Sumatra,	Kedah,	Borneo,	 the	Moluccas,	 besides
traveling	 to	 the	 east	 coast	of	Africa,	Aden	and	 the	Gulf,	 and	China.	Though,	 to	 take	 another
slice	 of	 history,	 north	 India	 came	under	 the	 rule	 of	Afghan	kings	 in	 the	11th	 century,	 India’s
interactions	with	Afghanistan,	central	Asia,	and	Iran	were	much	older.

One	effect	of	European	colonialism	in	India,	the	history	of	which	has	hitherto	largely	been
written	as	European	cosmopolitanism	running	over	native	provincialism	and	medievalism,	was
to	excise	the	memory	of	India’s	long	history	of	encounters,	generally	more	productive	and	less
exploitative,	with	central	and	west	Asia,	southeast	Asia,	east	Africa,	southern	China,	and	the
civilisations	 around	 the	 South	 China	 Sea	 and	 the	 Persian	 Gulf.	 In	 19th	 century	 Bengal,	 the
world	began	to	revolve	around	the	twin	poles	of	the	middle-class	society	of	Calcutta	and	the
metropolitan	capital	of	London:	if	the	former	provided	the	Bengali	bhadralok	intellectual	with
emotional	sustenance,	his	daily	comforts,	and	the	nurture	of	women,	London	was	envisioned	as
the	 apotheosis	 of	 the	 intellectual	 and	 artistic	 life.	 ‘I	 had	 thought	 that	 the	 island	of	England,’
Rabindranath	Tagore	recalled,	‘was	so	small	and	the	inhabitants	so	dedicated	to	learning	that,
before	I	arrived	there,	I	expected	the	country	from	one	end	to	the	other	would	echo	and	re-echo
with	the	lyrical	essays	of	Tennyson;	and	I	also	thought	that	wherever	I	might	be	in	this	narrow
island,	I	would	hear	constantly	[William]	Gladstone’s	oratory,	the	explanation	of	the	Vedas	by
Max	Mueller,	 the	 scientific	 truth	 of	 [John]	 Tindall	 [sic],	 the	 profound	 thoughts	 of	 [Thomas]
Carlyle	and	the	philosophy	of	[Alexander]	Bain.’18

We	 need	 not	 dwell	 on	 Tagore’s	 disappointment,	 but	 should	 certainly	 ponder	 on	 the
persistence	 of	 this	 phenomenon	 today.	 It	 is	 my	 distinct	 impression	 that	 the	 world	 to	 most
educated	 Indians	 means	 little	 more	 than	 India	 (and	 perhaps	 Pakistan)	 and	 the	 ‘west’
(increasingly	 the	US).	 It	may	be	 that	China	 is	 slowly	entering	 into	 their	world-view,	but	 the
possibility	 that	 Korea,	 Indonesia,	 Cambodia	 or	Vietnam,	 to	mention	 only	 countries	 in	 some
proximity	to	India,	forming	that	mass	which	is	dubbed	‘Asia’,	ever	evoke	any	interest	among
the	 Indian	 middle	 class	 is	 distinctly	 remote.	 I	 doubt	 if	 most	 educated	 Chinese	 entertain	 a
different	picture	of	the	world:	the	Chinese	may	be	investing	heavily	in	infrastructure	projects
all	over	Africa,	indeed	in	nearly	every	nook	and	cranny	of	the	world,	but	beyond	China	itself



the	West	remains	the	singular	focus	of	their	intellectual,	cultural,	and	creative	energies.
The	 conception	of	 the	world,	 to	 put	 it	 bluntly,	 has	 narrowed	very	 considerably	 for	most

people	around	 the	world,	and	 this	 is	certainly	 true	of	nearly	all	 formerly	colonised	peoples.
This	conception	of	the	‘world’	and	of	‘history’	has	also	informed	what	is	called	comparative
history:	thus	when	comparative	history	is	evoked,	it	generally	means	that	one	studies	India	and
the	West,	Africa	and	the	West,	the	Middle	East	and	the	West,	and	so	on.	Rare	is	that	historian
who	 would	 do	 a	 comparative	 study	 of	 India	 and	 Africa,	 or	 Gujarat	 and	 the	 Indonesian
archipelago,	 or	 Dubai	 and	Malacca;	 in	 comparative	 history,	 one	 axis	 of	 the	 comparison	 is
taken	for	granted,	and	the	other	is	generally	determined	by	the	national	origins	of	the	historian,
or	by	the	historian’s	specialisation	in	one	kind	of	national	history	or	another.

Articulate	 and	well-meaning	 advocates	 of	 world	 history,	 such	 as	Michael	 Adas,19	 have
deplored	the	narrative	of	American	exceptionalism,	and	he	argues	that	this	narrative	cannot	be
reconciled	with	the	‘visions	of	America,’	which	Adas	evidently	shares,	‘as	a	model	for	the	rest
of	humankind.’20	That	the	US	–	founded	on	slave	labour,	perpetrator	of	multiple	genocides,	and
the	 best	 friend	 to	 countless	 despots	 –	 should	 rightfully	 be	 a	 ‘model’	 for	 anyone	 is	 itself	 a
species,	rather	than	contradiction,	of	American	exceptionalism,	but	let	such	trivia	pass.	Other
people	at	other	times	have	thought	of	themselves	as	divinely	ordained	to	free	the	world	from
oppression,	or	 to	bring	 light	 to	 the	heathens	and	 the	blessings	of	 civilisation	 to	 savages	 and
barbarians,	 but	 Adas	 concedes	 that	 Americans	 have	 unfortunately	 been	 more	 inclined	 than
others	 to	 view	 themselves	 as	 a	 people	 whose	 thoughts	 and	 deeds	 are	 guided	 by	 God.
Considering	that	American	provincialism	is	proverbial	around	the	world,	who	would	want	to
disagree	with	Adas’s	 plea	 that	world	 history	 can	perhaps	 be	 the	most	 useful	 antidote	 to	 the
American	 inclination	 to	 be	 ‘out	 of	 step	with	 time’?	What	 place	 can	 there	 be	 for	 American
exceptionalism	in	the	era	of	globalisation?	Yet	the	irony	of	calling	for	diversity,	multiplicity	of
voices,	and	polyphonic	histories	in	the	US,	even	while	the	US	leads	the	world	in	stripping	the
world	of	diversity	under	the	aegis	of	globalisation,	should	not	be	lost	upon	us.	I	see,	however,
little	 signs	 of	 such	 awareness	 in	 calls	 for	world	 history,	whose	 proponents	 appear	 to	work
with	the	notion	that	good	intentions	–	not	that	we	should	grant	that	they	are	always	propelled	by
good	intentions	–	make	for	good	outcomes.

It	is	another	form	of	American	exceptionalism	to	believe	that	what	is	good	for	America	is
perforce	good	for	every	other	nation.	The	US	doubtless	requires	many	antidotes	to	its	ferocious
exceptionalism,	but	 that	 can	be	no	 reason	 for	 supposing	 that	 everyone	 should	be	 invested	 in
America’s	 problems.	World	 history	will	 now	be	 foisted	 upon	 the	 rest	 of	 the	world,	 and	 the
world	 will	 most	 likely	 not	 be	 able	 to	 resist	 this	 development.	 Such	 is	 the	 imperialism	 of
modern	 knowledge.	Advocates	 of	world	 history	might	 be	 puzzled	 that	 smaller	 or	 relatively
insignificant	 nations	 –	 relative	 to	 the	 US,	 even	 India	 has	 been,	 and	 remains,	 largely
insignificant,	though	the	new	forms	of	coolitude	being	championed	by	Thomas	Friedman21	and
others	are	calculated	to	put	India	within	the	orbit	of	the	US	and	turn	it	into	a	visible	member	of
what	 the	US	like	 to	call	 the	 ‘international	community’	–	are	not	grateful	 for	entering	 into	 the
horizon	of	 ‘world	history’,	 but	one	has	only	 to	 remember	 the	misfortunes	of	various	nations
when	they	fall	under	the	gaze	of	colonising	powers.

World	history	is	also	the	apposite	form	of	knowledge	for	our	times,	taking	its	place	besides
multiculturalism,	globalisation,	multilateralism,	and	the	new	world	order.	It	is	thus	one	of	the



21st	century’s	preeminent	forms	of	colonising	knowledge	–	and	all	the	more	insidious	in	that	it
appears	to	be	as	benign	and	ecumenical	an	enterprise	as	one	can	imagine.	An	integrated	history
of	one	world,	our	world,	sounds	appealing,	but	we	need	to	have	a	conception	of	many	worlds,
not	one	world.	There	are	many	modes	of	comprehending	the	world	outside	history,	and	it	is	not
sufficient	to	speak	merely	of	diverse	histories.	But	those	are	other	stories,	for	other	times.
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The	principal	aim	of	this	paper	is	to	provide	an	account	of	the	need	and	the	current	effort	being
made	for	the	inclusion	of	an	African	psychotherapy	course	in	psychology	degree	programmes
in	African	 universities.	 The	 paper	 specifically	 provides	me	with	 the	 opportunity	 to	 give	 an
account	of	how	I	was	able	to	convince	the	senate	of	my	present	and	previous	university	–	both
of	them	located	in	East	Africa	–	of	the	value	of	promoting	a	dedicated	African	presence	in	our
degree	 programmes	 in	 the	 field	 of	 psychology.	 I	 start	 by	giving	 a	 brief	 history	 of	 university
education	in	Africa,	which	will	help	explain	the	circumstances	and	contexts	under	which	we
live	 and	work	 and	 serve	 as	 a	 background	 to	 all	 that	will	 then	 follow	 regarding	my	 present
emphasis	 to	 develop	 and	 popularise	 a	 standard	 psychotherapy	 course	 for	 use	 in	 African
universities.

Genealogy	of	the	present	situation	of	universities	in	Africa

In	briefly	addressing	 this	 theme,	one	essential	point	 to	make	 is	 that	most	universities	 in	sub-
Saharan	 Africa	 are	 very	 recent	 establishments	 in	 comparison	 to	 those	 centuries-old
universities	 that	abound	 in	 the	Euro-American	world.	 I	 say	 this	because	most	universities	 in
Africa,	particularly	those	from	the	west	and	eastern	sub-regions	of	the	continent	were	started	in
the	 1960s	 and	 1970s	 after	 each	 of	 the	 countries	 that	make	 up	 those	 regions	 gained	 political
independence	 from	 their	 erstwhile	 colonial	 masters,	 such	 as	 Britain,	 France,	 Belgium,
Germany,	and	Portugal.

Some	 of	 them,	 like	 the	 Universities	 of	 Ibadan,	 Ghana,	 Dar	 es	 Salaam,	 Makerere	 and
Nairobi	were	originally	started	as	off-shoots	or	off-shore	colleges	of	the	University	of	London,
with	 each	 initially	 flying	 the	 flag	 of	 their	 ‘mother	 university’	 in	 London.	 The	University	 of
Nigeria,	at	Nsukka,	that	emerged	in	the	wake	of	and	in	the	year	of	Nigeria’s	independence	in
1960	 and	 whose	 motto	 was	 ‘To	 Restore	 the	 Dignity	 of	 Man’	 (an	 aspiration	 that	 became
necessary	 in	 the	context	of	 the	humiliation	and	programmatic	devaluation	of	African	cultures
and	 peoples	 by	Western	 colonial	 officers),	 was	 no	 exception	 in	 this	 regard	 –	 its	 curricula
contents	 and	 provisions	 and	 degree	 programmes	 were	 modelled	 after	 the	 land-grant
universities	in	the	USA.	Similarly,	in	all	these	pioneer	universities	in	Africa,	the	initial	core	of
academic	leadership	was	made	up	of	established	academics	and	scholars	from	the	West	who
worked	with	the	conviction	that	the	Eurocentric	world-view	is	the	one	and	only	standard	and
the	royal	road	for	producing	and	transmitting	universal	knowledge	in	African	universities.

With	roots	that	were	firmly	planted	in	the	West	rather	than	in	Africa,	African	universities
operated	 as	 clones	 that	 were	 forced	 to	 model	 their	 systems,	 curricular	 provisions	 and
traditions	 on	 the	 mentoring	 and	 supportive	 shoulders	 of	 the	 already	 existing	 and	 well
acclaimed	Western	 universities	 –	 e.g.,	 London,	Oxford	 and	Cambridge	 in	Britain;	 Paris	 and
Sorbonne,	in	France;	Cologne	and	Leipzig,	in	Germany;	and	Harvard,	California	and	Stanford



in	the	USA,	to	mention	but	a	few.	And	these	foreign	universities,	believing	in	the	superiority	of
their	 systems	and	world-view	fully	entertained	a	paternalistic,	proprietorial	attitude	 towards
African	 universities,	 even	 on	 issues	 about	 epistemologies	 and	 representations	 of	 Africa,	 as
well	 as	 those	 relating	 to	 African	 heritage	 and	 public	 culture,	 language	 and	 indigenous
knowledge	systems.

The	situation,	at	that	time,	especially	in	the	1950s	and	1960s,	was	not	particularly	helped
by	the	paralysing	influence	of	a	colonial	mentality	and	the	accompanying	inferiority	complex
that	 engulfed	 the	 whole	 of	 the	 people	 of	 Africa;	 who,	 on	 account	 of	 the	 crisis	 of	 cultural
denigration	 that	 had	 plagued	 the	 entire	 continent	 for	 years,	 started	 to	 look	 down	 upon
themselves	and	their	cultures,	and	the	works	of	their	brains	and	hands	as	primitive,	believing
in	the	superiority	of	European	science,	world-view	and	way	of	life	(Nwoye,	2001).

Such	inferiority	complexes	and	self	denigrations,	which	Chinua	Achebe	(1958,	1975)	and
Ngugi	wa	Thiong’o	 (1981,	 1986)	 have	 had	 occasion	 to	 resolutely	 combat	 and	 protest,	 have
remained	among	the	greatest	psychological	damages	suffered	by	Africans	at	the	hands	of	their
colonial	and	neo-colonial	masters.	It	was	a	theme	that	Achebe	dealt	with	in	his	famous	essay,
entitled	‘The	Role	of	the	Writer	in	a	New	Nation,’	published	in	his	book	of	essays,	Morning
Yet	on	Creation	Day,	in	1975.	According	to	Achebe,	in	that	essay:

It	 is...dignity	 that	many	African	people	all	but	 lost	during	 the	colonial	period,	and	 it	 is	 that	 they	must	now	regain.
The	worst	thing	than	can	happen	to	any	people	is	the	loss	of	their	dignity	and	self-respect.	The	writer’s	duty	is	to
help	them	regain	it	by	showing	them,	in	human	terms,	what	happened	to	them,	what	they	lost.	(cf.	Killam	1977:	8).

Like	Achebe,	Ngugi	conceives	the	novelist’s	role	as	an	educator	whose	duty,	to	quote	Achebe
again,	 is	 ‘to	help	 (African)	society	 regain	belief	 in	 itself	and	put	away	 the	complexes	of	 the
years	of	denigration	and	self-denigration’	(Achebe,	1975:	51).

What	the	above	observations	are	meant	to	show	is	that	African	universities	came	into	being
already	encumbered	by	the	painful	and	humiliating	colonial	experience	that	caused	the	whole
continent	and	its	peoples,	to	lose	belief	in	its	cultures	and	traditions,	philosophy	and	religion,
psychology	and	medicine,	names	and	stories,	rituals	and	ceremonies;	and,	in	particular,	in	the
wisdom	of	our	vastly	inherited	and	continuing	local	knowledge.

Phases	of	our	attempts	at	self-rebuilding

Being	 thus	 heavily	 overwhelmed	 by	 the	 undercurrents	 of	 the	 propaganda	 of	 the	 so-called
superiority	 of	Western	 science	 and	 its	 assumptions,	 African	 academics	 and	 scholars	 began
their	academic	 life	by	 immersing	 themselves	 in	 the	Eurocentric	perspective.	For	 this	 reason,
before	they	could	correct	the	distortions	that	go	with	that	immersion,	most	African	academics
and	 scholars	 (like	 myself)	 had	 to	 pass	 through	 four	 distinct	 stages	 of	 self-rebuilding	 and
recovery.

The	 four	 stages	 include:	 first,	 the	 stage	 of	 ‘uncritical	 appropriation’	 of	 the	 Western
university	 systems	 and	 structures,	 curricular	 contents	 and	 practices,	 followed	 by	 the	 second
stage	of	‘selective	appreciation’	of	the	two	traditions	(African	and	Western).	Through	engaging
in	this	second	stage,	we	had	to	rediscover	our	African	background	ourselves	and	had	to	relearn
our	own	traditions.	This	second	stage	most	importantly	gives	rise,	in	some	African	academics
and	scholars,	like	myself,	to	the	third	stage	of	‘selective	accommodation’	of	the	best	practices



from	the	two	cultures	(African	and	Western).
By	 engaging	 in	 this	 kind	of	 dialectical	 appraisal	 and	 eventual	 accommodation	of	 certain

psychological	 practices	 from	 both	 cultures	 in	 this	 third	 stage,	 I	 personally	 drew	 faith,
inspiration,	 strength	and	conviction	 from	the	vision	and	wise	observation	credited	 to	Chinua
Achebe	who	proposes	that:	‘Whatever	you	are	is	never	enough.	You	must	find	a	way	to	accept
something,	however	small,	from	the	other	to	make	you	whole	and	to	save	you	from	the	mortal
sin	of	righteousness	and	extremism’	(Nnaemeka,	1995:	1).

The	fourth	stage	in	this	process	is	the	stage	of	transformation,	wherein	we	go	beyond	what
we	have	 inherited	 from	both	Western	and	African	 traditions,	 to	 formulate	our	own	strategies
for	facing	current	challenges	of	the	modern	African	client,	acting	in	this	regard	as	restless	and
irreverent	global	scholars	with	an	interdisciplinary	and	multipartial	perspective	to	knowledge.

The	rest	of	this	paper	will	 include	an	attempt	to	provide	a	few	more	details	on	this	self-
rebuilding	process	and	how	it	has	 led	 to	 the	opportunity	 to	promote	 the	 inclusion	of	African
psychotherapy	 as	 a	 course	with	 a	 teachable	 content	 in	 our	 undergraduate	 psychology	degree
programme.	 But	 before	 proceeding	 on	 this,	 I	 must	 pause	 to	 sound	 the	 caveat	 that	 not	 all
academics	and	scholars	of	 the	African	universities	have	actually	 travelled	 through	 the	entire
four-stage	 process	 just	 highlighted.	 This	 is	 because	 in	 some	 universities	 in	 Africa,	 a	 good
number	 of	 our	 scholars,	 particularly	 those	 responsible	 for	 formulating	 policy	 and	 setting
national	university	standards	 in	 their	various	countries	are	still	 stagnating	at	 the	very	first	of
these	four	stages	highlighted	above.	In	those	countries	in	which	such	scholars	are	at	the	helm	of
affairs	and	have	not	been	able	to	pass	through	the	phenomenon	of	‘methodological	conversion’
that	takes	place	in	most	of	us	at	the	second	of	the	four	stages,	psychology	degree	programmes,
to	cite	 just	one	example,	 are	 still	 run	as	models	or	 copies	of	 those	 found	 in	Euro-American
universities.	 To	 drive	 home	 this	 point,	 I	will	 use	 the	 example	 of	what	 happens	 currently	 in
psychology	degree	programmes	in	Nigeria.

In	 doing	 this,	 I	wish	 to	 draw	 attention	 to	 the	 fact	 that	 a	mere	 cursory	 look	 at	 the	 list	 of
undergraduate	courses	prescribed	and	made	compulsory	by	 the	Nigerian	National	University
Commission	 (NUC)1	 in	 the	 last	 twenty	 years	 (from	 1989	 to	 2010)	 shows	 that	 an	 enormous
emphasis	is	still	being	placed	on	quantitative	and	experimental	research	paradigms.	Thus,	the
NUC	approved	programme	for	undergraduate	psychology	training,	in	line	with	the	structure	of
psychology	 programmes	 in	 some	 Euro-American	 Universities,	 requires	 that	 ‘Quantitative
Methods	 in	Psychology’	be	offered	 as	 a	 compulsory	 course	 in	 the	very	 first	 semester	 of	 the
students’	first	year	of	study;	a	measure	further	compounded	by	the	same	students	being	required
to	 register	 for	 another	 compulsory	 course,	 entitled	 ‘Basic	 Concepts	 in	 Experimental
Psychology’	in	the	second	semester	of	the	students’	first	year	of	study.

Similarly,	looking	closely	into	the	same	psychology	curriculum,	it	can	be	observed	that	in
the	 first	 semester	 of	 the	 second	year	 of	 the	programme,	 students	 are	 required	 to	 register	 for
another	 compulsory	 course,	 ‘Introduction	 to	 Statistical	Methods	 in	 Psychology’;	 and,	 in	 the
second	semester	of	the	same	year,	there	is	another	course	called	‘Experimental	Design’	which
they	are	expected	to	register	for	and	pass,	that	still	places	emphasis	on	quantitative	procedures.

The	above	 indications	mean	 that	 for	 the	 first	 two	years	of	 the	 students’	 four-year	degree
programme	 (the	 introductory	 and	 foundation	 years),	 psychology	 students	 in	 Nigerian
Universities	are	saturated	with	the	narrow	impression	that	the	central	preference	for	research



in	 psychology	 is	 the	 quantitative	 and	 experimental	 paradigm,	 propagated	 by	 the	Eurocentric
world-view	and	assumptions.	And	these	prescriptions	are	being	made	in	a	Third	World	context
where	meaningful	and	up-to-date	 laboratory	 infrastructure	 typically	available	 in	 the	West	 for
successful	experimental	psychology	is	not	well	provided	or	maintained.

The	 critical	 concern	 and	 pain	which	 one	 feels	 in	 examining	 this	 enduring	 obsession	 for
continued	aping	of	the	Western	model	of	knowledge	production	in	psychology	is	that	although
such	a	structure	may	have	been	relevant	in	serving	the	interest	and	needs	of	Western	societies,
we	 need	 not	 stick	 to	 that	 paradigm	 almost	 exclusively	 since	 our	 national	 circumstances,
priorities	 and	 aspirations,	 which	 our	 study	 of	 psychology	 is	 meant	 to	 serve,	 are	 largely
different	from	those	of	the	West.

In	 particular,	 it	 appears	 something	 of	 a	 great	 irony	 that	 this	 continued	 subservience	 in
Nigerian	 universities	 to	 the	 quantitative	 and	 experimental	 research	 paradigms	 in	 psychology
training	 is	 taking	 place	 at	 a	 period	 in	 the	 history	 of	 Western	 psychology	 when	 the	 former
spokesperson	of	the	behavioural	sciences,	namely	B.F.	Skinner	(1987),	had	already	lamented,
the	 regrettable	 decline	 of	 interest	 in	 the	 promise	 of	 experimentalism	 in	 the	 study	 of	 human
subjects.	Yet,	in	spite	of	this	change	in	trend	and	attitude	in	Western	psychology,	as	suggested
by	 Skinner,	 some	 African	 academics	 and	 scholars	 still	 put	 enormous	 accent	 on	 the
experimental	and	quantitative	paradigms	in	psychological	research	that	initially,	but	no	longer
now,	fully	inhabited	the	centre	of	proceedings	in	psychological	research	in	the	West.

I	have	devoted	this	rather	long	space	to	highlight	this	deplorable	anomaly	in	our	university
system	in	order	to	call	attention	to	the	signal	importance	of	the	present	conference	dedicated	to
the	 task	 of	 decolonising	 our	 universities.	By	means	 of	 such	 a	 conference,	we	 now	have	 the
golden	and	defining	moment	within	which	to	re-engineer	a	re-visioning	and	remapping	of	the
kind	 of	 curricular	 programmes	 and	 research	 paradigms	 that	 better	 suit	 the	 conditions	 of	 our
existence;	 those	 that	enable	us	 to	understand	and	locate	ourselves	and	address	 the	needs	and
problems	of	our	people	more	successfully	given	the	circumstances	or	contexts	under	which	we
live	and	work.

Background	to	inclusion	of	African	psychotherapy	in	our	psychology	programme

Developing	 and	 inserting	 an	African	 psychotherapy	 course	 in	 the	 undergraduate	 psychology
degree	programme	within	 the	 two	universities	where	 I	have	had	considerable	 influence	was
based	on	my	adoption	of	an	African	perspective	to	psychological	training	and	transformation
that	occurred	as	a	result	of	my	successfully	passing	through	the	four	stages	of	decolonising	our
minds	highlighted	earlier.	For	that	reason,	I	intend	to	devote	some	more	time	in	this	paper	to
retrace	the	steps	I	took	to	achieve	that	result.

Stage	One:	Uncritical	appropriation	of	Western	perspective

This	was	the	stage	I	found	myself	engulfed	in	while	I	was	studying	for	my	first	degree	in	the
late	1970s	with	my	majors	in	the	social	sciences	–	philosophy,	sociology	and	psychology.	At
that	time,	as	Dr.	Alvares	mentioned	in	his	paper	quoting	from	Edet’s	critical	observations,	the
curriculum	and	the	people	we	studied	were	not	different	from	the	kind	of	curriculum	extant	in
British,	American,	 French,	German	 or	 Portuguese	 universities	 and	 the	 eminent	 personalities



that	were	brought	to	our	attention,	both	in	the	textbooks	and	in	the	lecture	halls	in	the	fields	of
philosophy	and	sociology	at	that	time	were	not	different	from	those	which	Dr.	Alvares	and	the
members	of	his	generation	had	encountered	studying	philosophy	and	sociology	in	India.

In	psychology,	in	particular,	the	same	eminent	thinkers	that	occupied	the	centre	of	attention
in	 Western	 psychology	 textbooks,	 such	 as	 Sigmund	 Freud,	 Carl	 Jung,	 Alfred	 Adler,	 Ivan
Pavlov,	William	James,	B.F.	Skinner,	Albert	Bandura,	Abraham	Maslow,	Erik	Erikson,	Carl
Rogers,	 Jean	 Piaget,	Kurt	 Lewin,	H.J.	 Eysenck,	Gordon.	W.	Allport,	 Jerome	Bruner,	Albert
Ellis,	etc.,	were	the	same	old	ones	that	occupied	the	centre	stage	in	our	curriculum	back	home
in	 Nigeria.	 Similarly,	 at	 that	 time,	 our	 programmes	 in	 philosophy	 and	 psychology	 were
presented	to	us	with	no	indication	of	an	existing	African	intellectual	tradition	with	a	differing
perspective	 on	 the	 debates	 and	 theories	 about	 human	mental	 life,	 behaviour	 and	 experience
propagated	in	the	dominant	meta-narratives	of	the	above	cited	eminent	Western	psychologists.
Rather	 the	 study	of	philosophy,	 sociology	and	psychology	at	 that	 time	was	 tantamount	 to	 the
study	of	the	biographies	of	eminent	Western	personalities	in	these	respective	fields.

No	 wonder	 we	 ended	 up	 taking	 it	 for	 granted	 that	 the	 Western	 knowledge	 system	 and
world-view	 constituted	 the	 only	 legitimate	 universe	 of	 philosophical,	 sociological	 and
psychological	 knowledge	 and	 research.	 In	 the	 absence	 of	 any	 other	 competitive	 and
constructive	 alternative	 paradigms	 to	 draw	 from,	 we	 studied	 and	 naively	 and	 religiously
appropriated	 the	 theories	 and	 perspectives	 of	 these	 foreign	 authorities,	 all	 of	 whom	 were
writing	and	commenting	in	the	context	of	their	own	peculiar	life-worlds.	This	means	that	at	this
initial	 stage	 in	 our	 contact	 with	 the	 Euro-American	 form	 of	 university	 education	 that	 was
imported	to	Africa,	our	students,	myself	included,	fully	appropriated	much	of	these	Eurocentric
paradigms	and	knowledge	systems	uncritically	and	unquestioningly	as	containing	the	truth	with
regard	to	the	nature	of	human	beings	and	the	problems	of	living	in	the	human	world.	This	also
means	that	at	this	very	first	stage	in	our	university	life	and	education,	the	people	of	Europe	and
America	were	doing	all	the	talking	and	we	here	in	Africa	were	doing	all	the	listening	(Achebe,
1989).2

Stage	Two:	Dialectical	appreciation	of	multiple	centres	of	human	knowledge

Seen	from	the	above	angle,	it	needed	to	be	considered	a	fortunate	development	that	not	all	of
us	 had	 to	 tarry	 permanently	 under	 the	 aegis	 of	 this	 initial	 stage	 of	 our	 unquestioning
appropriation	of	Western	knowledge.	I	make	this	observation	because	while	a	good	number	of
African	academics	and	scholars	particularly	those	in	the	sciences	are	yet	to	recover	and	break
away	 from	 the	 spell	 of	 this	 initial	 stage	 of	 uncritical	 appropriation	 of	Western	 knowledge
systems	 that	 we	 inherited,	 others,	 including	myself,	 were	 able	 to	 free	 themselves	 from	 that
Eurocentric	mould.

But	it	is	relevant	to	emphasise	that	even	those	of	us	who	were	privileged	to	make	this	shift
in	 perspective	 did	 not	 achieve	 such	 a	 feat,	 single-handedly.	 Rather,	 we	 were	 helped	 to
renegotiate	 the	 legacies	 of	 the	 knowledges	 (including	 knowledges	 in	 and	 of	Africa)	 that	we
have	 inherited,	 through	 the	 inspiration	 and	 academic	 nourishment	 we	 gained	 from	 eminent
African	revolutionary	thinkers	like	Senghor,	Cesaire,	Fanon,	and	creative	novelists	like	Chinua
Achebe	and	Ngugi	wa	Thiong’o,	just	to	mention	a	few.	From	the	efforts	and	critical	comments



and	inspiring	writings	of	these	opinion	leaders	and	African	scholars	and	prophets,	we	(at	least,
people	like	myself)	were	able	to	regain	belief	in	ourselves	and	worked	towards	transcending
those	 centuries	 of	 humiliation	 and	 self-denigration	 we	 had	 internalised	 as	 a	 result	 of	 our
colonial	relationship	with	the	West.

Through	the	enduring	influence	of	such	revolutionary	writers	mentioned	above,	we	came	to
acquire	new	eyes	for	seeing	and	reassessing	our	inherited	Western	knowledge	and	Eurocentric
world-view	 and	 assumptions.	 In	 this	 way,	 through	 a	 shift	 in	 perspective	 gained	 from	 the
influence	of	our	creative	mentors	and	writers,	I	was	able	to	recognise	that	while	some	of	the
Western	 theories	 and	 techniques	 of	 psychological	 healing	 we	 have	 learnt	 are	 useful	 in	 our
context,	there	are	many	old	and	new	problems	of	living	within	the	modern	African	context	most
of	 them	emphasised	 in	African	women	writers	 and	 scholars	 like	Flora	Nwapa,	Grace	Ogot,
Ata	 Aidoo,	 Micere	 Mugo,	 Zulu	 Sofola,	 Mariama	 Ba,	 Florence	 Abena	 Dolphyne,	 Patricia
McFadden,	Obioma	Nnaemeka,	Mansah	Prah,	Tsitsi	Dangarembga	 (see	Nnaemeka,	 2008:	 2,
for	 a	more	 inclusive	 list),	 in	which	 their	 potency	 and	 value	 are	 completely	 irrelevant.	 This
implies	that	through	my	initial	wholesale	appropriation	and	subsequent	critical	appreciation	of
the	Western	knowledge	system,	I	was	able	to	discover	where	that	system	had	merit	and	where
it	had	some	short-comings	as	well,	and	‘needed	to	be	added	to’.

This	 dialectical	 recognition,	 in	 other	 words,	 opened	 my	 eyes	 to	 the	 ‘partiality’	 and
‘relativity’	 of	 much	 of	 Western	 knowledge,	 and	 to	 the	 limitations	 it	 is	 prone	 to	 when
approached	as	the	one	and	only	methodology	for	confronting	the	tasks	of	resolving	the	concerns
of	our	modern	African	clients.	 In	 thus	realising	 that	not	all	aspects	of	Western	psychological
practice	 and	 epistemologies	 are	 relevant	 for	 meeting	 the	 challenges	 of	 our	 current	 African
world,	I	felt	convinced	that	as	far	as	creative	research	in	the	study	and	practice	of	psychology
in	Africa	 is	concerned,	I	can	no	longer	accept	unquestioningly,	 the	assumptions	embedded	in
the	 canons	 expounded	by	 the	Eurocentric	world-view.	Their	 basic	 limitation	 stems	 from	 the
individual-centric	 bias	of	Western	psychological	 science,	which	 ignores	 the	 influence	of	 the
cultural	 and	 contextual	 issues	 in	 the	 life	 of	 the	 individual.	 Mkhize	 (2004)	 airing	 a	 similar
discontent	 complains	 of	 how	 the	 overwhelmingly	Western	 bias	 of	 psychological	 training	 in
South	Africa	 leaves	most	 practising	professionals	 ill-equipped	 to	deal	with	 local	 problems.
He	 argues	 instead	 for	 an	 indigenisation	 of	 psychological	 knowledge,	while	 pointing	 out	 the
importance	 of	 producing	 frameworks	 that	 are	 consistent	 with	 local	 experiences	 and	 world-
views,	and	applicable	to	local	needs	and	problems	(Mkhize,	2004).

In	their	own	case,	while	indirectly	rejecting	the	Western	emphasis	on	the	totalitarian	ego,
the	 writings	 by	 Achebe	 (1958),	 Ngugi	 (1993),	 Emecheta	 (1979),	 Nwapa	 (1966),	 and
Chinweizu	 (1975),	 draw	 consistent	 attention	 to	 the	 socially	 constituted	 nature	 of	 the	 human
being	in	Africa	and	to	the	increasing	socio-cultural	problems	of	living	in	post-colonial	Africa
for	which	home	grown	psychological	solutions	must	be	found.	Their	writings	led	me	to	a	new
way	of	appreciating	 the	wisdom	of	our	 indigenous	knowledge	systems	and	 traditions,	and	 to
the	enormous	value	that	can	be	achieved	in	researching	on	them	to	promote	their	endurance	and
retrieval.	 This	 means	 that	 these	 African	 artists	 and	 leaders	 of	 thought,	 both	 singly	 and	 in
combinations,	taught	me,	and	indeed	keep	teaching	me,	the	beauty,	dignity	and	functionality	of
our	own	traditions.	Drawing	constant	inspiration	from	their	voice	and	writings	I	saw	the	need
to	sing	a	new	song	of	dialectical	appreciation,	giving	recognition	to	the	existence	of	multiple



centres	 of	 human	 knowledge	 systems,	 and	 the	 need	 to	 draw	 from	 all	 of	 them	 (Western	 and
indigenous)	as	legitimate	sources	that	would	influence	my	practice.

In	 thus	 realising	 that	 not	 all	 aspects	 of	Western	 science	 and	way	of	 life	 are	 relevant	 for
meeting	 the	challenges	of	our	 current	African	world,	 the	meaning	of	 the	call	 to	 ‘Boycott	 the
Boycottables’	(cf.	Mazi	Mbonu	Ojike)3	 in	our	dealings	with	the	West	that	was	sounded	many
years	 ago,	 rang	 loud	 and	 clear	 in	 my	 head,	 and	 has	 influenced	 much	 of	 my	 professional
framework	and	practice	ever	since.	I	became	one	of	 those	who	took	that	particular	call	very
seriously.	The	vision	I	drew	from	that	call	was	the	governing	idea	that	cultures	do	not	grow	in
isolation	from	one	another.	That	as	dynamic	systems,	they	grow	through	borrowing	from	other
cultures	 what	 is	 necessary	 to	 enrich	 themselves.	 In	 line	 with	 this	 understanding,	 I	 became
aware	 that	 although	 there	 are	 some	 important	 aspects	 of	 Western	 knowledge	 systems	 and
practices	 that	have	proved	of	significant	relevance	to	furthering	the	goals	of	my	professional
practice,	I	felt	 that	I	can	only	flourish	if	all	viewpoints	(Western	and	indigenous)	are	able	to
contend	 freely	 for	 my	 attention.	 Thus	 influenced,	 I	 was	 able	 to	 turn	 to	 alternative	 research
paradigms	that	enabled	me	to	explore	and	re-appropriate	the	wisdom	inherent	in	our	African
perspective	to	psychological	healing,	particularly	those	found	embedded	in	African	literature
and	African	archaeology.

In	this	way,	drawing	from	the	impact	of	the	second	stage	in	my	academic	and	professional
journey	 to	 self-rebuilding,	 I	 was	 no	 longer	 performing	 solely	 under	 the	 inspiration	 and
guidance	of	the	positivistic	paradigms	of	mental	health	propagated	in	the	West.	I	rather	broke
away	 from	 that	 mould	 and	 engaged	 in	 some	 dedicated	 attempts	 to	 draw	 from	 the	 use	 of
qualitative	research	paradigms	in	the	production	of	relevant	data	to	influence	my	practice.	On
account	 of	 this,	 I	 have	 continued	 to	 date,	 to	 engage	 in	 research	 and	 writings	 designed	 to
promote	 an	African	paradigm	 for	mental	 health	 (Nwoye,	2000,	2001,	2002a,	 2002b,	2002c,
2003,	 2004a,	 2004b,	 2005,	 2006a,	 2006b,	 2006c,	 2008,	 2009,	 2010).	 The	 result	 is	 the
emergence	 in	my	vocabulary	of	 theory	and	practice,	 a	 clear	 appreciation	of	 the	existence	of
multiple	 centres	 (Ngugi,	 1993)	 of	 human	 knowledge	 systems	 (African	 and	 Western)	 for
furthering	the	task	of	mental	health	practice	in	the	modern	African	context.

Stage	Three:	Living	in	the	space	of	selective	accommodation

With	my	current	belief	in	drawing	from	the	best	practices	in	both	African	and	Western	models
of	effecting	consolidated	psychological	healing	(Nwoye,	2010),	I	now	live	in	the	space	across
the	valley	between	both	Western	and	African	indigenous	traditions	that	have	become	part	of	my
professional	heritage.	Working	under	this	pluralistic	frame	of	mind	makes	me	adopt	the	‘both-
and’	 paradigm	 in	 my	 argument	 for	 the	 need	 for	 injection	 of	 African	 psychotherapy	 in	 our
psychology	 degree	 programmes	 to	 serve,	 not	 as	 a	 replacement	 for	 the	 course	 on	 Western
theories	and	techniques	of	healing	we	have	inherited,	but	to	reduce	such	theories	to	the	level	of
‘speaking	with,	not	speaking	for	us’,	in	this	regard.

This	 explains	why	 I	 have	decided	 to	 label	 this	 third	 stage,	 in	my	professional	 evolution
away	from	Eurocentric	domination	to	that	of	recognition	of	the	African	perspective,	the	stage
of	 selective	 accommodation.	 This	 is	 the	 space	 in	 between	 the	 two	 centres	 of	 psychological
knowledge	that	I	now	inhabit.



Stage	Four:	Internalization	of	attitude	of	multipartiality	and	scholarship	of	irreverence

What	is	new	in	my	transformative	consciousness	under	this	fourth	stage	is	my	readiness	to	open
up	 to	 all	 cultures	 and	 traditions	 of	 human	 knowledge,	 approaching	 them	 with	 a	 restless
perspective	that	promotes	my	readiness	to	access	and	draw	from	any	new	and	future	products
of	 all	 human	 knowledge	 systems,	African	 or	 foreign,	 (which	 can	 open	 new	 ideas	 to	me)	 in
response	to	the	challenges	of	our	African	clientele.	This	means	that	in	this	fourth	stage	of	my
decolonisation	process,	my	orientation	to	knowledge	and	scholarship	has	transformed	beyond
mere	selective	accommodation	of	the	already	existing	viable	Western	and	African	knowledge
systems,	 to	 entail	 the	 idea	of	 going	 into	 the	 future	with	 the	need	 to	 cultivate	 and	nurture	 the
open-ended	attitude	of	a	global	scholar	who	is	oriented	to	continuous	learning	and	relearning,
for	purposes	of	enhanced	retooling	of	myself,	drawing	from	potential	knowledges,	theories	and
ideas	emanating	from	multiple	centres	of	human	knowledge	systems;	irrespective	of	where	they
come	from	–	Africa,	Asia,	Europe,	USA,	etc.

To	 promote	 this	multipartial	 perspective,	my	 current	 operational	 framework	 is	 to	 try	 to
engage	 an	 attitude	 of	 irreverence	 and	 the	 spirit	 of	 open	 critical	 inquiry	 to	 any	 presenting
sources	 of	 human	 knowledge	 particularly	 those	 arising	 from	 the	 so-called	 objective	 but	 yet
situated	knowledge	of	Western	mainstream	psychology	and	social	science,	in	which	discourses
privilege	certain	world-views	and	beliefs	and	undermine	others.	I,	thus,	see	this	fourth	stage	as
a	 stage	 of	 important	 academic	 and	 professional	 transformation	 for	me,	 in	 that,	 with	 it,	 I	 no
longer	approach	Eurocentric	knowledge	systems	with	an	unquestioning	respect	and	awe,	since
as	 human	 products,	 I	 now	 know	 that	 they	 are	 context-dependent	 and	 can	 always	 be	 faulted
when	interpreted	beyond	their	region	of	convenience	or	when	overstretched	beyond	the	context
that	invest	them	with	local	meaning	and	significance.

Rationale	and	an	outline	of	an	African	psychotherapy	course

Having	 imbibed	 and	 internalised	 the	 kind	 of	 ‘methodological	 conversion’	 just	 highlighted,	 I
worked	towards	the	aim	of	assisting	African	students	in	counselling	and	psychotherapy,	and	in
psychology	 generally,	 to	 develop	 and	 adopt	 an	 attitude	 of	 selective	 accommodation	 and
multipartiality	to	human	knowledge	sources	in	the	context	of	their	practice.	And	to	achieve	this
aim,	 I	 saw	 the	 need	 for	 fashioning	 and	 including	 a	 course,	 African	 Psychotherapy,	 in	 our
undergraduate	programme,	to	serve	as	a	complementary	companion	to	the	course,	Theories	and
Techniques	of	Individual	Counselling4	emanating	from	the	West.

The	central	argument	I	presented	to	the	senate	of	my	respective	universities	as	a	rationale
for	the	inclusion	of	such	a	course	in	our	psychology	degree	programme	was	accomplished	by
means	of	drawing	their	attention	to	the	basic	idea	that	before	the	emergence	of	a	Western	form
of	 counselling	 and	 psychotherapy	 in	 today’s	 Africa,	 traditional	 African	 communities	 had
already	 in	 place	 some	 patterned	 ways	 and	 rituals	 for	 bringing	 healing	 to	 their	 members	 in
distress	 (Nwoye,	 2005).	 I	 added	 to	 this	 view	 the	 further	 point	 that	 those	 indigenous
psychological	healing	systems	that	I	have	alluded	to,	are	still	alive	and	valuable	and	have	been
documented,	and	that	these	must	be	recognised	and	incorporated	into	our	current	resources	for
psychological	practice	in	the	modern	African	context.



Course	objectives

The	 specific	 objectives	 of	 the	 course	 were	 identified	 to	 include	 the	 need	 to	 explore	 and
examine	 the	 nature	 and	 content,	 stages	 and	 rituals,	 theories	 and	 techniques,	 agents	 and
resources	 of	African	 psychological	 healing	 systems.	To	 achieve	 them,	 I	 indicated	 that	 effort
will	be	made	to:

Delineate	the	nature	and	scope	of	counselling	and	psychotherapy	in	traditional	Africa;
Distinguish	between	African	psychotherapy	and	psychotherapy	 in	Africa;	and	elaborate
on	the	notion	of	African	world-view;
Establish	the	role	of	the	community	in	grief	work	in	Africa;
Study	the	models	of	diagnosis	in	African	psychotherapy;
Present	and	examine	an	African	theory	of	marriage	development;	and
Explore	the	African	traditional	approaches	to	marriage	therapy,	trauma	management,	and
the	peace	process.

Course	outline

To	 further	 cement	 the	 senate’s	 conviction	 and	 approval	 for	 the	 course,	 I	 identified	 the
following	specific	topics	to	be	taught	while	implementing	the	course:

Meaning,	 scope,	 sources,	 world-view,	 principles	 and	 techniques	 of	 African
psychotherapy.
Sources	of	misfortune	in	African	epistemology	and	world-view.
An	African	theory	of	marriage	development.
Career	development	and	counselling	of	the	modern	African	client.
Clinical	diagnosis	and	other	pragmatics	of	questioning	misfortune	in	traditional	Africa.
Indigenous	approaches	to	trauma	work	in	sub-Saharan	Africa.
Stages	and	rituals	in	community	intervention	in	grief	work	in	Africa.
Stages	and	rituals	in	hope-healing	communities	in	contemporary	Africa.
An	African	indigenous	approach	to	marriage	therapy.
The	practice	of	interventive	polygamy	in	sub-Saharan	Africa	–	Background,	Theory	and
Techniques.
An	African	approach	to	Restorative	Conferencing.
A	narrative	approach	to	child	and	family	therapy	in	Africa.

In	pursuing	these	themes	in	the	context	of	such	a	course,	the	overall	goal	is	to	ensure	that	our
fellow	Africans,	particularly	the	on-coming	generation,	are	enabled	through	the	psychological
and	 purposeful	 education	 to	 be	 derived	 from	 the	 course,	 to	 gain	 a	 new	 affirmation	 of
themselves	as	centres	of	initiative	(Nwoye,	2001).

Reading	list

To	 show	 that	Africa	 has	 a	 documented	 intelligentsia	worth	 reading	 on	 the	 theme	 of	African
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The	above	list	illustrates	the	notion	of	African	psychotherapy	as	entailing	a	body	of	literature
produced	by	Africans	within	or	outside	the	continent	related	to	the	promotion	of	healing	among



people	 in	 traditional	and	modern	societies	and	 indigenous	cultures	of	Africa.	Taken	 together
they	form	a	body	of	literature	that	is	fully	contemporary	and	being	produced	in	various	forms,
updated	in	its	themes	and	references;	and	in	particular,	integrating	influences	from	the	written
conventions	taken	over	from	the	literate	traditions	of	Europe	and	America	(being	all	rendered
in	English).

Courses	requirements/expectations

This	is	the	same	as	what	is	required	in	other	related	courses	within	the	university.	It	focuses	on
issues	such	as:

Punctuality	and	regular	attendance	at	lectures.
Active	participation	in	lecture	discussions.
Participation	 in	 local	 psychological	 case	 discussions.	 This	 emphasis	 on	 local	 case
examples	is	what	makes	this	aspect	of	the	course	unique.
Taking	of	CAT	and	submission	of	take	home	course	assignments	on	due	date.
Taking	of	the	final	examination.

Course	evaluation

Again	the	same	as	followed	in	other	courses	within	the	university	as	per	university	regulation
on	examinations.	But	 in	 this	particular	course,	final	course	grades	are	determined	by	at	 least
three	levels	of	assessment	procedures:

Continuous	Assessment	Tests	(CAT):    20%
Take	Home	Assignments:        		20%
Final	(University)	Examination:      60%

Conditions	of	possibility	for	an	Afrocentric	course

In	my	view,	a	major	lesson	to	be	learned	from	the	above	observations	is	the	idea	that	there	are
a	number	of	conditions	that	must	be	fulfilled	before	an	Afrocentric	course	can	find	its	way	into
a	degree	programme	in	an	African	university.	The	first	is	the	opportunity	for	internalisation	of
the	 attitude	 of	 methodological	 conversion	 that	 favours	 the	 adoption	 of	 the	 indigenous
perspective	as	a	valid	approach	for	the	promotion	of	the	study	of	psychology	that	is	relevant	to
Africa.	The	second	is	availability	of	rich	supporting	literature	for	teaching	such	a	course.	This
requirement	 goes	 with	 the	 hidden	 motive	 of	 proving	 to	 sceptics	 that	 the	 larger	 field	 under
which	the	course	belongs	is	an	active	and	researchable	field.	The	third	is	the	presentation	of
eloquent	evidence,	through	effective	development	of	an	elaborate	and	well	formulated	course
description,	that	the	course	in	question	has	a	teachable	content	and	that	its	constitutive	content
coverage	 has	 potential	 to	 add	 up	 to	much	 as	 a	 course	 of	 study.	 The	 fourth	 is	 the	 ability	 to
convince	members	of	senate	of	one’s	university,	of	the	practical	value	of	the	course.	This	can
be	accomplished	through	a	thoughtful	composition	of	the	specific	objectives	to	be	achieved	in
offering	 the	 course.	 The	 fifth	 and	 final	 condition	 is	 to	 show	 that	 there	 is	 indeed	 some



convincing	 comparative	 advantage	 for	 such	 a	 course,	 based	 on	 the	 view	 that	 the	 western
courses	available	are	partial	in	their	potency	and	value;	each,	unable,	on	its	own,	to	make	the
programme	both	truly	African	and	yet	truly	global.

Concluding	remarks

In	 concluding	 this	 presentation,	may	 I	 say	 some	 few	words	 that	will	 help	 to	 locate	where	 I
stand	in	the	ongoing	debate	on	decolonisation	and	indigenisation	of	African	universities.	In	this
context,	my	personal	view	is	 that	we	must	retain	our	ability	 to	‘discern’	what	 is	good	for	us
that	 the	 West	 may	 have	 and	 what	 is	 good	 for	 us	 that	 still	 lies	 hidden	 in	 our	 cultures	 and
traditions,	which	we	must	urgently	work	to	retrieve	and	to	preserve.	In	giving	a	practical	voice
to	 this	 aspiration,	 Obikeze	 (2005),	 in	 a	 staff	 seminar	 presentation,	 proposes	 that	 African
universities	 must	 abandon	 the	 colonial	 and	 neo-colonial	 heritage	 of	 reproduction	 and
transmission	of	foreign	(Western)	culture	products.	In	its	place,	he	proposes	the	need	to	engage
in	the	production	of	three	forms	of	culture	products,	namely,	pure	indigenous	culture	products,
hybrid	 culture	 products	 and	 adapted	 culture	 products.	 He	 considers	 such	 tripartite
transformation	 of	 our	 universities	 both	 pragmatic	 and	 realistic	 as	 no	 culture	 or	 people,	 can
expect	 to	 prosper	 or	 progress	 in	 exclusion	 from	 others.	 On	 the	 contrary,	 in	 his	 view,	 ‘the
vibrancy	of	any	culture	or	civilisation	is	related	to	its	ability	to	borrow	from	and	incorporate
vital	elements	of	others’	(Obikeze,	2005).

Commenting	in	the	same	breath,	the	current	Vice	Chancellor	of	the	University	of	KwaZulu-
Natal,	Professor	N.W.	Makgoba,	in	a	2004	South	African	Roundtable	discussion	on	a	similar
theme,	holds	the	view	that:

The	African	 university	 does	 not	 reject	 European	 or	 western	 knowledge	 systems	 or	 traditions,	 but	 believes	 that
African	 scholars	may	 raise	 alternative	 questions	 and	 that	 they	 offer	 a	 valuable	 interpretive	 key,	 not	 only	 to	 the
African	experience	but	the	global	experience	as	well.	The	African	university	is	grounded	in	African	communities
and	concerns	 itself	with	knowledge	production	 that	 takes	 the	African	condition	and	 identity	as	 its	central	 issue	–
knowledge	production	that	recognises	the	African	condition	as	historical,	not	biological	and	defines	its	key	task	as
coming	to	grips	with	this	condition	critically.

Sharing	 his	 own	 thoughts	 on	 the	 same	 debate,	 Ngara	 (2003)	 proposes	 that	 in	 working
towards	Africanising	our	universities	we	must	take	a	number	of	things	into	account,	namely:

That	‘there	is	a	common	core	of	knowledge	which	is	the	same	for	all	cultures	–	African,
European,	Asian,	American,	and	so	on.’

That	 ‘if	 African	 institutions	 of	 higher	 education	 are	 to	 provide	 an	 education	 which	 is
relevant	to	the	needs	of	Africa	and	which	speaks	to	the	problems	of	the	continent,	their
curricula	should	as	far	as	possible	be	informed	by	the	African	environment.’

That	 ‘in	 designing	 curricula	 that	 are	 appropriate	 for	 African	 universities,	 academics
should	take	into	account	the	fact	that	there	are	disciplines	which	can	be	modified	to	suit
particular	environments	and	others	for	which	universal	principles	apply	more	or	less	to
all	situations’	(Ngara,	2003).



He	makes	some	further	points	that	tally	with	my	own	vision	on	the	matter.	These	relate	to	his
suggestion	that	in	accomplishing	the	task	of	decolonising	and	indigenising	our	universities,	two
glaring	 dangers	 must	 be	 avoided,	 namely,	 (a)	 the	 tendency	 to	 either	 align	 exclusively	 with
eurocentricism	or	(b)	to	align	exclusively	with	narrow	nationalism.	As	he	sees	it,	should	we
fail	 to	 interrogate	and	decolonise	 ‘the	conventions	governing	 the	content	and	organisation	of
knowledge	in	African	institutions	we	will	fall	into	the	trap	of	eurocentricism	and	Americanism
since	our	education	system	has	been	inherited	from	the	West.’	On	the	other	hand,	according	to
him,	‘should	we	allow	ourselves	to	be	blinded	and	guided	by	narrow	nationalistic	tendencies
we	will	throw	away	the	baby	with	the	bath	water	and	deprive	ourselves	of	what	is	valuable	in
the	tradition	inherited	from	the	West’	(Ngara,	2003).

In	going	along	with	the	first	option,	according	to	him,	we	will	end	up	‘producing	graduates
who	 think	 only	 in	 universalistic	 terms,	 who	 regard	 themselves	 as	 inhabitants	 of	 the	 global
village,’	 with	 no	 identity	 of	 their	 own.	 On	 the	 other	 hand,	 should	 we	 decide	 to	 turn	 away
completely	from	anything	Western	in	all	of	our	university	practice,	particularly	if	we	were	to
view	the	notion	of	indigenisation	as	a	call	to	‘indigenism’,	we	will	end	up	losing	the	singular
advantage	we	had	gained	in	being	citizens	of	a	new	Africa,	which	according	to	Appiah	(1992),
makes	us	heirs	to	double	civilisations,	Western	and	African,	from	whose	funds	of	cultures	we
can	 draw	 inspiration	 and	 strength	 in	 remoulding	 our	 destiny	 in	 the	 present	 globalised	 and
competitive	world	and	in	the	world	of	the	future	to	be	bequeathed	to	our	children.

In	my	view,	what	these	observations	would	seem	to	amount	to,	is	that	decolonisation	of	our
universities	 is	 a	 legitimate	 exercise	 and	 in	 fact	 an	 urgent	 aspiration	 that	 must	 however	 be
conducted	with	care.	Recognising	this	caution	is	crucial	so	that	in	succeeding	in	it	we	would
boast	of	achieving	a	new	university	system	that	can	help	us	to	locate	ourselves	in	new	ways	in
which	we	can	be	in	a	position	to	own	and	run	a	university	system	that	can	be	said	to	be	truly
global	and	yet	truly	African.	It	is	thus	not	a	matter	of	choosing	to	Africanise	our	universities	or
to	remain	Western	in	this	regard,	but	about	how	to	judiciously	accommodate	both	possibilities.
This	 is	 the	 feat	which	Chinua	Achebe	 achieved	 in	 his	 classic	 novel,	Things	 Fall	 Apart,	 in
which	he	was	 able	 to	 convert	 a	Western	 art	 form,	 the	medium	of	 the	 novel,	 into	 an	African
masterpiece.	That	novel	is	currently	classified	among	the	classics	of	World	Literature.	And	my
view	is	that	in	being	challenged	as	we	seem	to	be	now,	we	should	be	able	to	repeat	the	same
feat	as	Achebe	did,	under	this	wider	platform	of	decolonising	our	universities.

Notes

1.	 The	 comment	 under	 this	 section	 is	 based	 on	 the	 inspection	 and	 study	 of	 the	Approved	Minimum	Academic	 Standards	 in
Social	Sciences	 issued	 in	 July	1989	by	 the	National	Universities	Commission	of	 the	Federal	Republic	of	Nigeria,	 as	degree
programme	guidelines	for	use	in	all	Nigerian	Universities.	In	the	year	2010,	effort	was	made	by	the	present	author	to	find	out
if	this	1989	edition	has	been	updated.	The	result	of	the	inquiry	regrettably	turned	out	to	be	in	the	negative.	It	is	also	to	be	noted
that	 although	 this	 1989	 edition	 has	 been	 reissued,	 there	was	 no	 effort	 at	 updating	 the	 course	 entries	 under	 the	 section	 on
Psychology,	pp.	58–66.

2.	Achebe,	C.	‘Hopes	and	Impediments:	Selected	Essay,’	Anchor	Books,	Doubleday.	The	idea	of	Europeans	as	speakers	and
Africans	as	listeners	was	drawn	from	the	second	essay	in	the	above	mentioned	book	in	which	Achebe	described	the	kind	of
‘Impediments	to	Dialogue	Between	North	and	South’	that	has	gone	on	for	years.	The	essay	in	question	is	a	slightly	amended
version	of	the	address	he	presented	at	the	Festival	of	African	Arts	held	in	Berlin,	in	1979,	to	which	Achebe	was	invited.

3.	This	call	was	 first	popularised	 in	 the	days	of	 the	anti-colonial	campaign	 for	Nigeria’s	 independence,	 in	which	Mazi	Mbonu
Ojike,	 a	 Nigerian	 Ibo,	 who	 heads	 one	 of	 the	 most	 popular	 support	 movements	 rallied	 around	 the	 slogan:	 ‘Boycott
boycottables.’	This	slogan	was	intended	to	enjoin	Nigerians	to	learn	to	live	and	do	without	the	nonessential	European	products



(gadgets,	goods	and	beliefs)	imported	into	Nigeria,	which	served	only	to	increase	the	people’s	dependence	on	foreigners	and
undermined	their	reliance	and	pride	in	the	traditional,	homemade	goods	and	values.

4.	Until	quite	recently	students	of	counselling	and	psychotherapy	in	African	universities	were	only	introduced	to	the	theories	and
techniques	 of	 individual	 counselling	 taught	 in	 the	West	 and	 imported	 to	Africa.	The	 course	 on	African	 psychotherapy	was
meant	to	be	a	companion	to	this	more	common	focus	in	our	training	programmes.
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INDIAN	PSYCHOLOGY	CURRICULUM:
MOVING	BEYOND	BORROWED	KNOWLEDGE

K.	Ramakrishna	Rao
Chairperson,	Indian	Council	of	Philosophical	Research

As	a	result	of	colonial	rule,	independent	India	has	inherited	an	alien	system	of	education	that	is
still	functional	and	deeply	entrenched	and	universities	that	were	established	for	disseminating
Western	 science,	 literature	 and	 values.	 Can	 the	 universities	 established	 and	 nurtured	 for
preserving	 and	 promoting	Western	 science	 and	 values	 and	 to	 serve	 the	 interests	 of	 colonial
governance	measure	up	to	new	challenges	and	responsibilities?	The	teaching	of	psychology	in
our	universities	starkly	exemplifies	these	gross	anomalies.

The	 first	 department	 of	 psychology	was	 established	 at	Calcutta	University	 in	 1916	with
N.N.	 Sengupta	 as	 the	 head.	A	 Ph.D.	 from	Harvard	University,	 Sengupta	worked	with	Hugo
Munsterberg,	student	of	the	founder	of	the	first	psychology	lab	in	Leipzig,	William	Wundt.	As
Durganand	 Sinha	 (1988:	 4)	 pointed	 out,	 ‘Calcutta	 became	 the	 center	 of	 inspiration	 for
establishing	 psychology	 in	 other	 centers	 and	 thus	 the	 Wundtian	 influence	 spread	 to	 other
places.’	Sengupta	(1926)	started	his	mission	with	the	explicit	goal	that	‘philosophy	should	not
dominate	and	empirical-experimental	studies	should	be	given	prominence.’	This	inevitably	led
to	borrowing	Western	concepts	and	employing	Western	 tools	of	 research	and	has	 inexorably
led	to	insulating	psychology	in	India	from	its	cultural	surround	and	social	relevance.

The	 new	 slogan	 to	 make	 psychology	 a	 science	 had	 its	 adherents.	 Psychology	 began
spreading	to	other	universities.	Mysore	University	is	the	first	in	South	India	to	start	a	separate
psychology	 department	 in	 1921.	 In	 several	 universities,	 psychology	 began	 as	 a	 part	 of	 the
philosophy	 departments	 and	 gradually	 became	 independent	 with	 little	 interaction	 with
philosophy	and	other	 social	 sciences.	Though	 there	were	a	 few	psychologists	uncomfortable
with	 the	 borrowed	 psychology	 of	 the	 colonial	 vintage,	 the	 winds	 of	 Western	 positivistic
thought	powered	by	the	promise	of	gaining	a	respectable	place	 in	 the	scientific	world	swept
the	Indian	psychologists	off	their	feet	and	led	them	to	heartily	embrace	Western	psychology.

As	 Dalal	 (2002)	 notes,	 since	 independence,	 there	 has	 been	 a	 significant	 expansion	 of
teaching	 and	 research	 in	 psychology	 in	 terms	 of	 starting	 more	 psychology	 departments	 in
universities	 and	 offering	 more	 courses,	 especially	 in	 technological	 and	 management
institutions.	As	Mishra	 (in	print)	points	out,	psychology	 ‘remained	an	extension	of	 the	Euro-
American	tradition	and	continuous	with	western	concepts	and	methods.	The	goal	was	to	follow
the	positivist	mode	by	confirming	and	elaborating	the	work	done	in	the	western	world.’	There
was	 a	 little	 concern	 for	 the	 implications	 of	 psychological	 knowledge	 for	 application	 and
solving	 social	 problems.	 The	 prevalent	 positivist	 bias	 and	 the	 obsession	 to	 establish
psychology	as	a	natural	science	robbed	psychology	in	India	of	its	social	and	cultural	relevance
and	made	it	an	insipid	and	uninspiring	replica	of	Western	thought	and	practices.

It	is	therefore,	not	surprising	that	psychological	research	in	India,	with	few	exceptions,	has
received	 little	 attention	 in	 scholarly	 circles	 and	 is	by	and	 large	blissfully	 ignored	by	policy
makers	as	well	as	the	public	in	the	country.	Much	of	Indian	research	in	psychology	is	simply
imitative	of	what	goes	on	the	West	(Pandey,	1988).	Asthana	(1988:	155–156)	wrote	some	20



years	 ago	 with	 an	 understandable	 sense	 of	 grief	 and	 disgust	 that	 the	 ‘concerns	 of	 western
psychology	of	yesteryears	are	 the	current	 interests	of	 the	Indian	psychologists.’	The	situation
has	 not	 changed	 significantly	 since.	 A	 decade	 later	 Kao	 and	 Sinha	 (1997:	 10)	 wrote	 that
psychological	researches	in	Asia	in	general	and	India	in	particular	‘were	largely	imitative	and
replicative	of	 foreign	 studies.	Psychologists	 in	 these	 countries	became	 recipients	 rather	 than
agents	 for	 the	 exchange	 of	 knowledge.	 The	 culture	 of	 imitation	 and	 replication	 in	 research
reached	a	peak	when	local	problems	were	conceptualised	in	western	frameworks.’

Now	 there	 is	 a	 general	 recognition	 by	most	 psychologists	 in	 the	 country	 that	 something
needs	 to	 be	 done	 to	 make	 psychology	 socially	 and	 culturally	 relevant	 and	 to	 go	 beyond
ruminating	on	Western	 ideas	and	copying	Euro-American	models	for	psychological	 research.
There	 is,	 however,	 a	 need	 to	 go	 beyond	 borrowed	 models	 and	 tools	 in	 order	 to	 make
psychology	truly	relevant	to	Indian	conditions.	Psychology	in	India	should	be	anchored	in	the
native	 ethos.	 Such	 an	 effort	 would	 be	 doubly	 beneficial.	 In	 the	 first	 place,	 it	 would	 make
psychology	 socially	 and	 culturally	 relevant	 so	 that	 it	 can	 find	 its	 rightful	 place	 in	 framing
policies	and	making	plans.	At	the	same	time,	psychologists	in	the	country	could	also	creatively
contribute	to	ushering	in	new	models	for	psychology	of	the	future.

Towards	this	end,	a	group	of	160	psychologists	meeting	at	a	conference	in	Puducherry	on
September	 29	 through	 October	 1,	 2003	 came	 up	 with	 a	 declaration	 and	 a	 manifesto	 for
strengthening	psychological	studies,	research	and	practice	in	India.	The	Puducherry	manifesto,
as	it	came	to	be	known,	contains	the	following	declaration.

We	 believe	 that	 the	 state	 of	 psychology	 in	 India	 is	 none	 too	 flattering.	 In	 fact,	 we	 find
psychology	in	India	unable	to	play	its	necessary	role	in	our	national	development.	It	is	widely
believed	that	this	unfortunate	state	of	affairs	is	largely	due	to	the	fact	that	psychology	in	India	is
essentially	 a	 western	 transplant,	 unable	 to	 connect	 with	 the	 Indian	 ethos	 and	 concurrent
community	 conditions.	 Therefore,	 it	 has	 been	 said	 repeatedly	 that	 psychological	 studies	 in
India	are	by	and	large	imitative	and	replicative	of	Western	studies,	lacking	in	originality	and
unable	to	cover	or	break	any	new	ground.

This	situation	is	in	a	significant	sense	surprising	because	classical	Indian	thought	is	rich	in
psychological	content.	Our	culture	has	given	rise	to	a	variety	of	practices	that	have	relevance
all	 the	 way	 from	 stress-reduction	 to	 self-realisation.	 Rich	 in	 content,	 sophisticated	 in	 its
methods	and	valuable	in	its	applied	aspects,	Indian	psychology	is	pregnant	with	possibilities
for	the	birth	of	new	models	in	psychology	that	would	have	relevance	not	only	to	India	but	also
to	psychology	in	general.	What	we	have	in	India	now	is	a	psychology	of	sorts,	but	not	Indian
psychology.	By	Indian	psychology	we	mean	a	distinct	psychological	tradition	that	is	rooted	in
the	Indian	ethos	and	thought,	 including	the	variety	of	psychological	practices	 that	exist	 in	 the
country.	We	believe	that	introduction	of	Indian	psychology	as	a	course	of	study	and	as	a	basis
for	fundamental	and	applied	research	could	awaken	psychology	in	India	from	its	present	state
of	 slumber	 to	 an	 active	 and	 enlightened	 pursuit	 for	 understanding	 human	 nature	 and	 for
promoting	our	wellness	and	potential.

We	also	believe	that	the	Indian	models	of	psychology	would	have	enormous	implications
for	 health	 psychology,	 education,	 organisational	 management	 and	 human	 and	 social
development.	Emphasis	on	Indian	psychology	would	provide	a	comprehensive	foundation	and
a	refreshing	new	and	indigenous	orientation	to	all	other	branches	of	psychology.



Judicious	 introduction	 of	 Indian	 psychology	 at	 various	 levels	 in	 our	 universities	 and
colleges	 would	 help	 to	 promote	 indigenous	 psychology	 in	 India	 and	 to	 develop	 new
psychological	 models,	 which	 may	 have	 pan-human	 relevance.	 We	 therefore,	 make	 the
following	recommendations	as	necessary	steps	for	responsibly	promoting	psychology	in	India.
We	urge	all	those	interested	in	advancing	psychological	thought	and	practices	in	India	to	please
keep	them	in	focus,	while	determining	their	priorities	of	assistance.

	 Indian	 universities	 and	 colleges	 may	 be	 encouraged	 to	 offer	 courses	 in	 Indian
psychology	at	various	levels.

Priority	 support	 may	 be	 provided	 for	 research	 topics	 based	 on	 Indian	 psychological
principles.

Special	 assistance	 may	 be	 given	 for	 preparing	 resource	 material	 to	 teach	 Indian
psychology	such	as	writing	and	publishing	appropriate	textbooks.

Special	 fellowships	 may	 be	 offered	 to	 students	 pursuing	 doctoral	 studies	 in	 Indian
psychology.

Academic	staff	colleges	in	universities	may	be	encouraged	to	offer	refresher	courses	in
Indian	psychology.

A	 series	 of	 seminars	 may	 be	 conducted	 to	 discuss	 in-depth	 methodological	 and
conceptual	 issues	 and	 psychological	 models	 derived	 from	 classical	 Indian	 thought,
including	 their	 more	 recent	 developments	 in	 the	 writings	 of	 such	 thinkers	 as	 Sri
Aurobindo.

It	 is	 suggested	 that	 a	 website	 for	 Indian	 psychology	 is	 created	 and	 the	 members	 who
participated	 in	 the	Conference	and	others	who	are	 interested	 in	 Indian	psychology	may
use	the	site	for	exchanging	information	and	views.

A	committee	consisting	of	Professor	K.	Ramakrishna	Rao	 (Chairman),	Professor	 Janak
Pandey,	 Dr.	 Marthijis	 Cornelissen,	 and	 Professor	 Giriswar	 Misra	 (Convener)	 be
constituted	 to	 look	 into	 the	 logistics	 of	 introducing	 Indian	 psychology	 in	 Indian
universities	 and	 colleges	 and	 to	 contact	 national	 organisations	 such	 as	 the	 ICSSR,	 the
ICPR	 and	UGC,	 for	 supporting	 Indian	 psychology.	The	Committee	may	 take	 follow-up
actions	 to	 ensure	 the	 implementation	of	 the	 above	 recommendations	 and	 to	 arrange	 for
convening	annual	conferences	to	review	the	progress	of	work	in	Indian	psychology.	The
Committee	is	authorised	to	co-opt	a	fifth	member.

Since	the	Puducherry	manifesto	was	announced,	there	has	been	a	spur	of	research	utilising
indigenous	concepts	and	categories	as	may	be	seen	from	the	number	of	papers	published	and
presented	 at	 various	 conferences	 in	 recent	 years.	 Several	 volumes	 of	 scholarly	 work	 were
published.	These	 include	 books	 edited	 by	 Joshi	 and	Cornelissen	 (2004),	Rao	 and	Marwaha



(2005),	Rao	et	al.	(2008)	and	Cornelissen	et	al.	(2011).	In	addition,	I	published	a	volume	that
brings	out	the	relevance	of	Indian	psychology	for	developing	new	models	and	theories	to	deal
with	some	of	the	psychological	issues	that	current	Western	models	are	simply	unable	to	handle
(Rao,	2011).

Again,	since	the	Puducherry	manifesto,	a	large	number	of	national	level	conferences	were
held	 in	 different	 parts	 of	 India.	 These	 include	 the	 one	 on	 ‘Indian	 Psychology:	 Theories	 and
Models’	 held	 at	 SVYASA	 University	 in	 Bangalore	 and	 another	 on	 ‘Cognitive	 Science	 and
Indian	Philosophies	of	Mind’	at	Allahabad	University	and	more	recently	at	Jain	University	in
Bangalore	 on	 ‘Indian	 Psychology:	 Challenges	 and	 Prospects.’	 Workshops	 and	 symposia	 on
Indian	 psychology	 were	 also	 held	 at	 the	 annual	 meetings	 of	 the	 National	 Academy	 of
Psychology	at	IIT	Kanpur	in	2007	and	at	IIT	Gauhati	in	2009.

There	is	a	change	in	the	wind.	There	is	widespread	interest	in	introducing	courses	in	Indian
psychology	 and	 where	 it	 is	 introduced,	 there	 is	 an	 overwhelming	 response	 as	 in	 Delhi
University.	There	 is	an	 increasing	 realisation	 that	 there	are	seminal	 ideas	 in	classical	 Indian
thought	that	could	provide	heuristic	models	for	important	psychological	research.

For	example,	I	find	the	Indian	approach	particularly	helpful	in	planning	empirical	studies
of	meditation.	The	 rich	phenomenology	Buddhism	provides	 for	understanding	 the	 changes	 in
consciousness	 accompanying	 meditation	 may	 be	 used	 for	 determining	 associated	 psycho-
physiological	states.	Such	a	determination	would	not	only	provide	the	needed	objectivity	for
the	 phenomena	 described	 but	 also	 permit	 a	 more	 precise	 application	 of	 the	 meditative
techniques	to	immediately	relevant	areas	such	as	mental	health.	For	example,	much	of	present
day	psychoanalytic	groundwork	is	aimed	at	scanning	the	client’s	 life	history	to	identify	those
critical	past	experiences	that	seem	to	be	causing	the	present	symptoms.	But	the	treatment	itself
touches	 only	 the	 periphery	 of	 the	 problem.	What	 could	 be	more	 important	 in	 psychotherapy
than	a	method	of	disarming,	or	even	better,	destroying	the	disruptive	effects	of	the	patient’s	past
experience?	Certain	aspects	of	achieving	pure	conscious	states	do	promise	to	accomplish	just
this.

What	is	Indian	psychology?

Indian	 psychology	means	 several	 things.	 In	 the	 present	 context	 it	 may	 be	 seen	 as	 a	 distinct
system	 of	 psychological	 thought	 with	 its	 roots	 in	 the	 classical	 Indian	 ethos.	 As	 mentioned,
classical	Indian	thought	is	rich	in	psychological	content.	However,	it	is	in	the	raw,	covered	by
concerns	 and	 issues	 extraneous	 to	 academic	 psychology.	 They	 need	 to	 be	 mined	 from	 the
depths	of	classical	writings;	cut	by	current	analytical	tools,	crafted	by	concepts	in	vogue	and
displayed	dressed	 in	contemporary	discourse	so	 that	one	can	see	 their	natural	brilliance	and
radiant	splendour.	Unlike	Western	psychology,	which	is	content	dealing	with	problems	of	ego
and	social	adjustment,	classical	Indian	psychology	is	concerned	with	transformation	of	persons
to	higher	levels	of	achievement	and	wellness.

Thus,	psychology	in	the	Indian	tradition	is	an	‘inner’	discipline	in	search	of	realising	truth
and	 perfection	 in	 the	 human	 condition.	 The	 goal	 is	 to	 find	 oneself	 in	 an	 unconditioned	 and
unmasked	state.	While	assuming	that	consciousness	is	the	ground	condition	of	all	knowledge,
Indian	psychology	studies	consciousness	in	its	multifaceted	manifestations	and	seeks	to	explore



the	 experience	 of	 its	 true	 nature	 in	 one’s	 being.	 Indian	 psychology	 is	 not	 only	 a	 body	 of
principles	 that	 can	 be	 generalised	 but	 also	 a	 set	 of	 practices	 that	 can	 be	 used	 for	 the
transformation	of	the	human	condition	towards	perfection.	It	has	its	own	methods	appropriate
to	its	subject	matter	and	objectives.	The	methods	are	observational,	but	they	are	different	from
the	 externally	 oriented	 observations	 of	 ‘outer’	 sciences.	 They	 are	 a	 peculiar	 blend	 of	 first-
person	 and	 second-person	 perspectives.	 They	 provide	 for	 personal,	 subjective	 and	 non-
relational	 authenticity	 and	 in-group	 inter-subject	 validity.	 The	 strength	 of	 Indian	 psychology
consists	in	the	potential	it	offers	for	transformation	of	the	person,	through	successive	stages,	to
a	state	of	perfection.

It	 should	 be	 mentioned	 at	 the	 outset	 that	 Indian	 psychology	 is	 not	 a	 monolithic	 system
carved	 out	 of	 a	 single	 view.	 Rather	 it	 is	 pluralistic	 in	 that	 there	 is	 room	 in	 it	 for	 different
shades	 of	 ideas	 to	 be	 entertained.	However,	 there	 is	 a	 binding	 thread,	 as	we	will	 see,	 that
connects	them	into	a	system.	My	own	reading	of	Indian	psychology	suggests	a	new	psychology,
one	that	is	vastly	different	from	what	we	know	in	Western	psychology.	I	see	it	as	a	psychology
of	 transcendence.	 The	 human	 psychological	 condition	 is	 a	 manifestation	 of	 various	 forces
acting	on	and	interacting	with	the	‘person.’	The	person	per	se	has	access	to	consciousness	in
its	pure	form,	to	knowledge	in	its	true	state,	beauty	in	its	pristine	magnificence	and	goodness	in
its	ultimate	perfection.	But	in	the	existential	situation,	the	person	finds	himself	conditioned	and
his	 behaviours	 determined	 and	 limited	 in	 a	 variety	 of	 ways.	 Thus	 conditioned,	 the	 person
becomes	 an	 instrument	 of	 individualised	 thought,	 action,	 and	 passion.	 Knowledge	 is	 now
biased,	 happiness	 personal,	 and	 beauty	 subjective.	 It	 is	 possible	 to	 return	 the	 person	 to	 the
unconditioned	state.	This	could	happen	in	various	stages	and	degrees.	There	are	techniques	that
could	help	 in	 the	process	of	 returning	 the	person	 to	 the	unconditioned	state,	a	 transcendental
state	of	perfection.	With	obvious	differences	 in	detail,	 I	suspect,	 the	major	systems	of	Indian
thought,	 including	Buddhism	and	Jainism,	conform	to	this	generalised	model	of	delivering	or
liberating	the	individual	from	a	conditioned	state	to	the	unconditioned	state.

Transcendence	 is	 generally	 understood	 in	 a	 metaphysical	 and	 other	 wordly	 sense.
However,	it	makes	sense	also	in	more	mundane	terms	by	signifying	an	effort	to	transform	the
individual	to	enable	him	to	reach	the	desired	goal	of	knowing	truth,	becoming	objective,	and
partaking	 in	 the	good	and	 the	beautiful	 that	 are	veiled	by	conditioned	biases	 and	distortions
brought	 about	 by	 attachments	 and	 desires	 in	 one’s	 life	 history.	 Transcendence	 implies
overcoming	 the	 existential	 constraints	 of	 one’s	 body-mind	 complex.	 The	 goal	 is	 to	 achieve
perfection	in	what	we	know,	what	we	do	and	how	we	feel.	There	is	a	general	belief	that	such
transcendence	from	a	conditioned	being	to	an	unconditioned	state	of	perfection	is	possible.	It	is
variously	called	and	described.	In	Buddhism	it	is	nirvana	and	in	Yoga	it	is	kaivalya.	Samkara
among	others	speaks	of	jivanmukti	concept	(Samkara,	1980)	and	the	Bhagavad-Gita	describes
at	length	the	state	of	sthithaprajna	(Date,	1971).	These	are	essentially	states	of	transcendence
achieved	by	controlling	sensory	inputs	with	suitable	mind-control	practices.

There	 are	 thus	 fundamental	 differences	 between	 the	 Western	 and	 Eastern	 psychology
traditions.	 These	 differences	 range	 from	 methodological	 preferences	 for	 theoretical
assumptions	from	the	primary	focus	of	subject	matter	to	its	practical	orientations.	In	classical
Indian	 psychology,	 the	 focus	 is	 on	 the	 person	 rather	 than	 on	 the	 object	 of	 experience.	 The
emphasis	is	on	the	mental	rather	than	the	physical	aspects.	The	preferred	method	is	first-person



based	 inner	 knowing	 (introspection)	 and	 personal	 insight.	 We	 find	 that	 in	 classical	 Indian
thought,	 metaphysical	 theories	 are	 grounded	 in	 psychological	 insights	 rather	 than	 built	 on
physical	facts.	The	intellectual	exercise	is	more	synthetic	and	less	analytical	in	comparison	to
the	West.

Again,	 somewhat	 surprisingly,	 classical	 Indian	 psychology	 is	 more	 practical	 than
theoretical.	 It	 is	oriented	 toward	 transcending	 the	existential	 limitations	and	 transforming	 the
individual,	 as	 mentioned,	 from	 a	 state	 of	 a	 conditioned	 being	 to	 an	 unconditional	 state	 of
freedom	 to	 know	 the	 truth	 (satyam),	 to	 practice	 virtue	 (sivam),	 and	 to	 appreciate	 beauty
(sundaram).

The	 purpose	 of	 contrasting	 the	 Western	 and	 Indian	 perspectives	 is	 not	 one	 of	 merely
showing	 how	 different	 they	 are.	 In	 the	 Indian	 situation,	 what	 is	 important	 is	 the	 cultural
relevance	 of	 what	 we	 do	 as	 psychologists.	 If	 we	 begin	 to	 appreciate	 what	 is	 inherently
indigenous	 and	 practice	 it	 in	 our	 profession,	 we	 will	 not	 only	 promote	 psychology	 in	 the
service	of	India,	but	we	will	also	help	to	enrich	psychology	at	large	by	broadening	its	scope
and	content.

Core	concepts	and	common	themes

What	 I	 have	 discussed	 describing	 Indian	 psychology	 as	 a	 psychology	 of
transcendence/enlightenment	is	just	one	model.	The	great	strength	and	beauty	of	Indian	thought
is	 that	 it	 is	not	monolithic.	The	colourful	mosaic	of	pluralistic	 traditions	has	 the	potential	 to
inspire	 one’s	 creativity	 and	 generate	 a	 variety	 of	 models	 and	 even	 full-fledged	 theories	 to
guide	our	research	and	practices	in	psychology.

Buddhistic	psychology	is	essentially	an	attempt	 to	understand	the	nature	of	 transcendence
and	 the	 methods	 of	 attaining	 it.	 Normal	 consciousness	 and	 the	 psychological	 processes
associated	with	it	are	organised	so	that	they	generate	a	sense	of	stable	and	enduring	ego,	which
in	 turn	 influences,	 colours,	 and	 even	 determines	 our	 passions,	 thoughts,	 and	 actions.
Transcendence	is	a	state	where	the	psychological	processes	lose	their	ego-reference	and	thus
attain	a	transpersonal	state.	Buddhism	believes	not	only	in	the	existence	of	such	a	transpersonal
ego-less	 state	 but	 also	 in	 the	 possibility	 of	 attaining	 it	 by	 following	 certain	 practices.	 By
describing	the	different	stages	involved	in	the	progress	from	the	normal	to	the	transcendental
states,	Buddhism	provides	us	with	one	of	the	most	interesting	and	pervasive	phenomenologies
of	consciousness.

Yoga	is	explicitly	dualist.	Its	dualism	consists	in	its	conception	of	prakriti	and	purusha	as
two	irreducible	but	complementary	principles	of	reality.	Prakriti	is	the	ground	condition	of	all
material	 things.	 Purusha	 underlies	 all	 conscious	 events.	 The	 two	 are	 fundamental	 and
represent	the	changing	and	permanent	aspects	of	reality.	Prakriti	with	its	components	of	sattva,
rajas	and	tamas	is	in	constant	change,	evolving	into	the	myriad	things	of	the	physical	universe.
Mind	 is	 also,	 in	 this	 view,	 an	 evolute	 of	 prakriti.	 Mind	 is	 subtle	 matter	 inasmuch	 as	 it	 is
predominantly	composed	of	the	sattva	element.

The	metaphysical	assumptions	of	Yoga	system	and	Advaita	Vedanta	are	glaringly	different.
Yoga,	as	mentioned,	embraces	dualism	of	matter	and	consciousness	and	pluralism	of	purushas,
whereas	Advaita	is	uncompromisingly	non-dualist	and	absolutist.	Yet	there	is	a	great	deal	of



similarity	 in	 their	 conception	 of	mind	 and	 theories	 of	 cognition	 and	 perception.	 In	 both,	 the
systems	mind	 and	 consciousness	 are	 different	 in	 kind	 and	mind	 is	 regarded	 as	material	 and
physical.	However,	 the	Advaitins	hold	 that	our	normal	perceptions	are	only	empirically	 real
and	they	are	ultimately	unreal.

Despite	 the	 obvious	 diversity	 of	 ideas	 and	 their	 enchanting	 distinctiveness,	 there	 are
common	 themes	 and	 perspectives	 across	 systems	 and	 schools	 that	 have	 significant
psychological	relevance.	These	include	such	concepts	as	jiva,	 the	person,	atman,	understood
as	 Consciousness	 (with	 capital	 C),	 and	 karma,	 samskaras	 and	 vasanas	 which	 have
possibilities	for	clarifying	many	issues	in	consciousness	studies	and	depth	psychology.	Some
of	these	hold	promise	in	such	emerging	areas	as	biocultural	evolution.	The	four	purushardhas
(kama,	 artha,	 dharma	 and	 moksha)	 as	 primary	 motives,	 the	 five	 kosas	 (annamaya,
pranamaya,	 manomaya,	 vijnanamaya,	 and	 anandamaya)	 as	 developmental	 stages	 and	 the
three	gunas	(sattva,	rajas	and	 tamas)	as	clinical	dispositions	have	provocative	possibilities
for	future	psychological	research.

Further,	Indian	psychology	recognises	three	levels	of	information	processing,	at	the	level	of
the	 brain,	mind,	 and	 consciousness.	Knowing	 is	 not	 limited	 to	 learning	 (sravana),	 which	 is
essentially	 a	 function	 of	 the	 brain,	 and	 understanding	 (manana),	 which	 requires	 the
involvement	of	the	mind.	The	more	important	aspect	of	knowing	is	realisation	of	truth	through
meditation	(nidhidhyasana)	(Brihadharanyaka	Upanishad,	IV.5.6,	Panoli,	1992).	This	tripartite
upanishadic	division	of	knowing	truth	is	restated	in	Bhagavad-Gita	as	surrender	(pranipata),
inquiry	(pariprasna)	and	service	(seva)	(IV.34).

The	 concept	 of	 nidhidyasana	 has	 important	 implications	 for	 educational	 theory	 and
practice.	 There	 is	 pervasive	 dissatisfaction	 with	 the	 current	 educational	 system	 and	 near
universal	appeal	for	value-based	education.	Understanding	alone	is	insufficient	to	mould	one’s
character.	In	the	modern	human	condition,	there	is	room	for	dissociation	between	knowing	and
being.	One	may	know	that	smoking	is	bad	for	health	and	yet	continue	to	smoke.	Understanding
needs	 to	 be	 reinforced	with	 realisation.	 In	 realisation,	 knowing	 and	 being	 become	 one,	 and
there	 is	 no	 room	 for	 dissociation	 between	 them.	 It	 is	 interesting	 that	 the	 Gita	 emphasises
service	as	an	aspect	of	realisation.	If	meditation	and	service	are	thus	related,	educationalists	in
our	country	need	 to	ponder	on	how	service	can	be	 incorporated	 into	our	curriculum	to	make
students	not	only	learn	and	understand	truth	but	also	realise	it	in	their	being.

The	notion	of	nidhidhyasana	has	also	important	methodological	implications.	Realisation
involves	 intrinsic	 authenticity,	 first-person	 validation	 and	 self-certification	 as	 distinct	 from
external	 validation	 and	 so-called	 objective	 observation.	 Indian	 psychology	 successfully
overcomes	the	‘explanatory	gap’	between	first-person	subjectivity	and	third-person	objectivity
by	providing	for	mediation	via	second-person	involvement,	as	we	will	discuss	in	a	subsequent
section.

Finally,	in	the	Indian	tradition	the	guru	(preceptor)	is	an	important	and	indispensable	part
of	any	 training	programme	to	achieve	higher	states	of	consciousness.	The	guru	should	be	 the
one	who	 traveled	 the	 path	 before.	He	 serves	 as	 the	 reference	 point	 and	 provides	 a	 second-
person	position.	He	is	 the	‘caravan	leader’	who	guides	his	pupil	mindful	of	checkpoints	and
signposts	 in	 transit.	The	guru	plays	an	 important	 role	of	guidance,	helping	 the	practitioner	 to
improve	 and	 progress	 along	 the	 path	 he	 knows.	 Thus,	 the	 guru	 occupies	 an	 intermediate



position	between	first-person	experience	of	the	practitioner	and	the	final	self-certifying	state	of
pure	consciousness,	playing	an	indispensable	role	of	mediation	and	providing	a	second-person
perspective	to	supplement	third-person	observations.	Thus,	Indian	psychology	provides	for	the
use	of	first-person	and	second-person	approaches.	The	first-person	methodology	with	second-
person	mediation	 gives	 rise	 to	 subjective	 and	 non-relational	 authenticity	 and	 in-group	 inter-
subject	 validity.	 We	 have	 here	 important	 methodological	 implications	 to	 psychological
research,	which	deserve	our	careful	pondering.

Folk	psychology

One	other	deficiency	of	Western	psychology	is	that	it	attaches	little	value	to	folk	psychology.
The	International	Dictionary	of	Psychology	(Southerland,	1989)	contains	no	entry	under	folk
psychology.	 The	 situation	 is	 not	 different	 in	 the	 massive	 Encylopedic	 Dictionary	 of
Psychology	(Harre	and	Lamb,	1983),	the	Oxford	Companion	to	Mind	(Gregory,	1987)	or	the
four	 volume	 Encylopedia	 of	 Psychology	 (Corsini,	 1987).	 Consequently,	 current	 studies	 of
psychology	 ignore	 the	 centuries	of	wisdom	of	nonliterate	 societies.	Again,	 the	possibility	of
psychological	 processes	 peculiar	 to	 certain	 ethnic	 groups	 is	 foreclosed.	 Cross-cultural
psychologies	bereft	of	native	psychological	thought	are	unlikely	to	do	what	they	are	supposed
to	 do.	 Recent	 awakening	 to	 oral	 traditions	 in	African	 philosophy	 is	 a	 pointer	 to	 us.	Kwasi
Wiredu	 (2003)	 calls	 attention	 to	 the	 fact	 that	 African	 philosophers	 trained	 in	 the	 Western
tradition	 have	 contributed	 to	 an	 ‘uncritical	 employment	 of	 foreign	 categories	 of	 thought.’
Reminding	us	of	our	situation,	he	pleads	for	‘conceptual	decolonisation’	of	African	philosophy.

Again,	 we	 can	 learn	 from	 the	 emergence	 of	African	 sage	 philosophy.	 It	 is	 ‘the	 body	 of
thought	 produced	 by	 persons	 considered	 wise	 in	 African	 communities.’	 The	 Kenyan
philosopher	 Henry	 Odera	 Oruka	 (1991)	 in	 his	 book	 Sage	 Philosophy	 has	 brought	 out	 the
tremendous	 wisdom	 embedded	 in	 oral	 traditions	 of	 Africa.	 I	 believe,	 similar	 rich	 oral
traditions	 exist	 in	 India	 as	 well,	 especially	 in	 the	 North	 East	 and	 other	 tribal	 areas	 of	 the
country.	These	would	have	tremendous	implications	for	teaching	and	practice	of	psychology	in
our	country.

Ethnic	thought	systems	in	fact	should	be	the	building	blocks	of	cross-cultural	psychology.
The	notion	of	universally	applicable	psychological	principles	is	probably	an	unachievable	and
undesirable	goal.	On	 the	contrary,	cross-cultural	psychology	 is	 the	psychology	 that	will	bind
psychologies	emerging	from	different	culturally	distinctive	societies.	All	the	more	urgent	that
our	 universities	 emphasise	 the	 teaching	 of	 indigenous	 thought	 systems	 and	 socially	 relevant
courses.	This	 calls	 for	 decolonising	of	 our	 curriculum	and	 campuses,	 the	need	 to	 assert	 our
cultural	independence	and	creative	pursuit	of	knowledge.
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During	the	British	colonial	days	and	till	1972	(fifteen	years	after	independence)	a	Malaysian
who	 was	 aspiring	 to	 be	 a	 lawyer	 had	 no	 choice	 but	 to	 travel	 abroad	 to	 the	 UK,	 Ireland,
Australia	or	New	Zealand	to	obtain	a	foreign	law	degree	recognised	by	the	Malaysian	Legal
Profession	 Act.	 In	 1972	 in	 the	 face	 of	 considerable	 local	 opposition	 from	 many	 English-
oriented	 local	gentlemen,	 the	University	of	Malaya	commenced	 the	nation’s	 first	 local	LL.B.
degree.	 Other	 citadels	 of	 higher	 education,	 among	 them	 Universiti	 Kebangsaan	 Malaysia,
Universiti	Teknologi	MARA,	International	Islamic	University	of	Malaysia	and	Universiti	Utara
Malaysia	followed	suit	with	their	own	honours	courses	in	Malaysian	laws.

As	one	looks	back	over	the	last	four	decades,	it	is	obvious	that	legal	education	in	Malaysia
has	witnessed	some	significant	developments.

With	 the	 launching	 of	 several	 Malaysian	 law	 degree	 courses,	 legal	 education	 has
developed	 local	 roots.	The	 ratio	between	 foreign	 law	graduates	and	Malaysian-trained
lawyers	has	now	shifted	in	favour	of	 the	 latter.	Many	local	 law	graduates	have	made	a
name	for	themselves	in	the	legal	fraternity.	A	few	of	them	have	been	elevated	as	judges	of
the	 High	 Court.	 Whether	 the	 immersion	 of	 locally	 trained	 lawyers	 and	 judges	 in
Malaysian	laws	will	usher	in	a	new	jurisprudence	in	the	courts,	however,	remains	to	be
seen.

Sometime	 in	 the	 eighties,	 the	 Qualifying	 Board	 commenced	 the	 Certificate	 in	 Legal
Practice	(CLP)	course	to	provide	a	Malaysian-based	‘finishing’	or	‘professional	stage’	to
those	with	‘academic’	degrees	from	abroad	(mostly	the	UK).	With	this	new	course,	legal
education	 was	 ‘repatriated.’	 It	 lost	 its	 elitist	 character	 and	 became	 available	 to	 the
masses.

Specially	 tailored	 need-based	 programmes	 and	 short-term	 courses	 for	 targetted	 groups
are	offered	occasionally	(though	not	frequently	enough)	by	most	law	faculties.

Legal	literacy	is	being	promoted	though	regular	newspaper	columns	devoted	to	the	law2.
In	some	fields	 like	constitutional	 law,	 the	Bar	Council’s	Constitutional	Law	Committee
produces	pamphlets	for	public	consumption.

Notwithstanding	these	wholesome	developments,	many	debilitating	drawbacks	remain:

Despite	 the	 existence	 of	 local	 law	 programmes	 since	 1972,	 the	 Legal	 Profession	 Act
continues	to	recognise	foreign	(mostly	the	UK)	law	degrees	and	qualifications.	Within	the



legal	 fraternity,	 the	 mystique	 of	 the	 English	 Inns	 of	 Court	 remains	 strong.	 This	 is
understandable.	What	is	scandalous	is	that	a	person	can	be	called	to	the	Malaysian	Bar	or
be	 appointed	 a	Malaysian	 judge	 or	Chief	 Justice/President/Chief	 Judge	without	 having
studied	 Malaysian	 law	 for	 a	 single	 day,	 without	 undergoing	 a	 ‘bridging	 course’	 and
without	 studying	 the	 nation’s	 highest	 law	 –	 the	 Federal	 Constitution.	 It	 is	 left	 to	 later
years	 to	 develop	 an	 understanding	 of	 the	 philosophical	 and	 political	 underpinnings	 of
local	legislation.	Almost	90%	of	superior	court	judges	and	most	of	the	senior	members	of
the	 Bar	 are	 trained	 abroad.	 Most	 of	 them	 are	 steeped	 in	 the	 ‘English	 tradition’	 of
parliamentary	 supremacy	 and	 that	 of	 an	 unwritten	 Constitution.	 They	 are	 blissfully
unfamiliar	with	 constitutional	 jurisprudence	 and	 adroitly	 avoid	 or	 evade	 constitutional
issues.	 In	 many	 monumental	 cases	 attracting	 issues	 of	 constitutional	 supremacy,
fundamental	liberties,	un-enumerated	(non-textual)	rights,	federal-state	relations,	implied
limits	 on	 Parliament’s	 powers	 and	 the	 issue	 of	 judicial	 independence,	 constitutional
arguments	 are	 brushed	 aside	 and	 the	 case	 is	 reduced	 to	 one	 of	 administrative	 law’s
doctrine	of	ultra	vires.

The	Legal	Profession	Act	permits	foreign	lawyers	to	be	admitted	on	an	ad	hoc	basis	to
argue	special	cases.	A	few	years	ago,	Cherry	Blair	was	invited	by	a	Malaysian	law	firm
as	a	human	rights	expert	to	cover	a	case	which,	in	fact,	hundreds	of	local	lawyers	could
have	handled	just	as	well,	if	not	better.	Fortunately	the	judge	was	not	an	Uncle	Tom	and
disallowed	her	application.

Within	the	judiciary,	nearly	80%	of	the	superior	court	judges	are	British	trained.	Most	are
wedded	 to	 Austinian	 positivism	 and	 are	 content	 with	 the	 security	 and	 simplicity	 of
Diceyan	parliamentary	sovereignty.	Because	of	 judicial	subservience	 to	Parliament,	 the
Federal	 Constitution	 of	 1957	 has	 not	 become	 the	 chart	 and	 compass	 and	 the	 sail	 and
anchor	of	the	nation’s	legal	endeavours.

Instead	of	 emulating	wholesome	precedents	 from	other	Asian	countries	with	whom	we
share	a	common	destiny,	a	common	history	of	colonial	domination	and	a	similar	supreme
constitutional	 charter,	 Malaysian	 judges	 proudly	 quote	 from	 the	 unwritten	 English
Constitution	and	reject	precedents	from	countries	like	India	on	constitutional	law	matters.
In	 other	 areas	 of	 law	 too,	 the	 Civil	 Law	 Act	 1956	 enjoins	 judges,	 subject	 to	 some
exceptions,	to	rely	on	British	precedents.	The	umbilical	chord	that	bound	Malaya	to	the
‘mother	country’	in	1957	continues	to	nourish	our	legal	appetite.

The	British	adversarial	system	(though	it	is	most	unsuitable	for	a	society	in	which	up	to
80%	of	 cases	 in	 the	 lower	 courts	 are	 unrepresented)	 continues	 to	 remain	with	us.	The
common	 law	doctrine	of	 stare	decisis	 continues	 to	 hold	 sway	 even	 though	 justice	 and
fairness	should	demand	a	‘situation-sense’.

Though	a	large	number	of	the	academic	staff	at	Malaysian	law	faculties	obtain	their	first
degree	 from	 local	 institutions,	 the	 persistence	 of	 the	 colonised	 mind	 exhibits	 itself	 in
many	ways.	The	favoured	destination	for	Masters	study	is	generally	the	UK	or	Australia.



Citadels	of	 learning	 in	Asia	and	Africa	are	avoided.	The	 syllabi	 for	most	 subjects	 are
based	on	British	 blueprints.	The	 external	 examiners	 and	visiting	 professors	 are	mostly
from	 the	UK,	USA	 or	Australia.	Asian	 scholars	 are	 generally	 not	 considered	 for	 such
honours.	 Speakers	 for	 a	 number	 of	 prestigious	 lecture	 series	 are	 invariably	 UK	 or
Australian	 scholars.	Asian	 jurists	 are	 not	 regarded	 as	 up	 to	 the	mark.	 The	 intellectual
groveling	before	foreign	experts	(mostly	from	the	West)	was	no	worse	in	the	days	of	the
raj	 than	 today.	A	 few	 years	 ago,	 Tony	Blair,	who	 the	world	 knows	 lied	 about	 Iraq	 to
justify	a	colonial	and	racist	war,	was	invited	by	the	University	of	Malaya	to	deliver	the
Sultan	Azlan	Shah	Lecture	(this	is	the	most	prestigious	law	lecture	series).	He	was	also
paid	 by	 a	 private	 organisation	 to	 give	 a	 talk	 at	 a	 private	 function.	 Obviously,	 mass
murderers	 from	 the	 USA	 and	 UK	 still	 deserve	 our	 worship	 but	 Malaysian	 voices	 of
concern	are	raised	when	an	Asian/African	miscreant	like	Mugabe	or	Bashir	seeks	to	visit
Malaysia.

In	 line	 with	 LL.B.	 London’s	 model	 of	 legal	 education,	 our	 law	 faculties	 are	 too
profession-oriented	and	not	sufficiently	people-oriented3.	(This	is	discussed	below.)

Legal	 education	 in	Malaysia	 is	 textbook	 based	 rather	 than	 experience-based.	 (This	 is
discussed	below.)

In	 its	 choice	 of	 subjects	 and	 aims,	 legal	 education	 in	Malaysia	 is	 embarrassingly	 un-
Asian	 and	 very	Westcentric.	 Fifty-four	 years	 after	 independence,	 a	 number	 of	 private
universities	continue	to	train	Malaysians	for	UK,	Irish	and	Australian	law	degrees.

Profession-oriented	and	not	people-oriented

In	line	with	the	legal	tradition	at	the	University	of	London	and	at	the	Inns	of	Court,	in	Malaysia
law	 schools	 exist	 primarily	 to	 prepare	 practitioners	 for	 practice	 in	 the	 courts.	 There	 is	 no
rational	 basis	 for	 this	 narrow	 goal.	 Formal	 law	 constitutes	 only	 a	 portion	 of	 our	 legal
experience.	A	large	number	of	people	live	out	their	lives	outside	of	the	courts	and	without	the
aid	of	lawyers	to	provide	navigation	in	their	social	affairs.	As	to	the	pursuit	of	a	career,	it	is	a
fact	 that	a	very	 large	number	of	 law	graduates,	perhaps	50%,	find	useful	careers	outside	 the
law.

Even	if	this	were	not	to	be	so,	a	university	(or	multiversity),	if	it	is	worth	its	description,
must	 have	 broader	 goals	 than	 just	 to	 train	 recruits	 for	 employment	 at	 the	 Bar,	 Bench	 or	 in
corporate	life.	A	university	is	not	a	factory.	Production	of	cogs	for	the	industrial	wheel	is	not
its	primary	function.	A	university	has	many	holistic	goals.	Producing	good	people	with	a	social
conscience	and	a	social	perspective	is	one	of	them.	Instilling	activity	of	thought	and	receptivity
to	beauty	and	humane	feeling	is	another.	Seeking	change	and	reform	to	the	basic	structures	of
society,	 including	 the	 legal	 paradigms	 that	 are	 in	 operation,	 is	 yet	 another.	 Regrettably,	 the
Malaysian	 law	 faculty’s	 excessive	 reliance	 on	 the	 University	 of	 London’s	 traditional	 law-
syllabus	prevents	exposure	to	many	other	areas	of	legal	knowledge	of	relevance	to	Asia.	The
immersion	of	our	lawyers	and	judges	in	British	legal	positivism	inclines	us	towards	studying
the	 law	 as	 it	 is	 rather	 than	 as	 it	 ought	 to	 be.	 Despite	 the	Asian	 context,	 legal	 education	 in



Malaysia	does	not	emphasise	need-based	programmes.	It	does	not	highlight	the	burning	issues
of	the	time	–	the	plight	of	the	marginalised	and	the	downtrodden	and	issues	of	corruption	and
abuse	of	powers.	Students	are	not	trained	or	encouraged	to	walk	in	the	valleys	where	the	rays
of	justice	do	not	penetrate.

Legal	education	must	not	only	involve	a	study	of	dry,	lifeless	rules	and	procedures	but	must
also	involve	service	to	society	in	some	of	the	following	ways:

The	 curriculum	 must	 be	 redesigned	 to	 provide	 for	 mandatory	 faculty	 and	 student
involvement	in	legal	aid	and	advice	clinics.	At	least	one	day	a	week	every	lecturer	with
a	chosen	group	of	students	must	be	required	to	sit	in	a	clinic	after	office	hours	and	give
free	legal	aid	and	advice	to	members	of	the	community.

There	 must	 be	 a	 clinical	 legal	 education	 course	 involving	 field	 work	 to	 examine	 the
actual	working	of	law	in	society;	preparation	of	brochures	on	common	areas	of	concern
to	the	citizens;	and	visits	to	kampung	(villages)	or	squatter	areas	to	impart	legal	literacy.

All	university	students,	during	at	least	one	semester	break,	must	be	involved	in	voluntary
(unpaid)	type	of	work	in	adopted	projects,	adopted	localities	or	communities.

It	should	be	part	of	the	essential	function	of	every	law	faculty	to	formulate	and	conduct
special,	 tailor-made,	 short-term	 courses	 for	 targetted	 groups	 in	 society.	 These	 courses
could	be	 of	 two	 types.	 First,	 to	 provide	 continuing	 education	 to	 specialists	 to	 enhance
their	expertise.	Second,	 courses	open	 to	 the	public	 to	 improve	 their	 legal	 literacy.	The
latter	type	of	course	should	not	have	any	rigid	entry	requirement.

Textbook	based	rather	than	experience-based

‘True	knowledge	 comes	 from	experience	 and	not	 from	 textbooks.	Yet	we	 allow	daily	 ...	 the
overwriting	of	experience	by	 textbooks,	whose	 so-called	knowledge	 is	based	on	experience
from	countries	differently	organized	from	ours.’4	There	is	always	a	gap	between	the	theory	of
the	 law	and	the	reality	on	the	ground.	To	bridge	this	gap,	universities	must	build	 town-gown
and	community-university	relationships;	encourage	student	and	staff	participation	in	community
life	in	order	to	experience	the	law	in	action.

To	encourage	self-education	we	must	create	learning	situations	outside	the	classroom.	We
must	reduce	classroom	time	and	shift	emphasis	on	‘how’	to	learn	over	‘what’	to	learn.5

Paulo	 Freire	 argues	 in	 favour	 of	 ‘problem-posing	 education’	 (in	 which	 students	 and
teachers	interact	with	each	other	and	engage	in	a	process	of	transformation).	He	calls	for	the
abolition	of	‘the	banking	model	of	education’	(in	which	the	students	merely	receive,	memorize
and	repeat	their	teachers’	deposits).6

Too	westcentric

If	independence	is	the	state	or	quality	of	being	autonomous	or	free	from	the	influence,	guidance
or	control	of	another	nation,	then	we	Malaysians	are	hardly	free.	The	fundamental	assumptions



of	 our	 political,	 economic	 and	 educational	 systems	 are	 dictated	 by	 Western,	 especially
American,	hegemony	in	these	areas.	Politically	we	are	free	but	the	enslavement	of	the	mind	has
hardly	ceased.	Yusef	Progler	points	out	that	‘whatever	the	field	of	study	or	regional	location,	a
course	of	graduate	or	even	postgraduate	study	in	most	universities	today	across	the	world	will
follow	a	similar	trajectory.	It	will	first	identify	the	great	white	European	or	American	men	of
each	 discipline	 and	 then	 drill	 their	 theories	 and	 practices	 as	 if	 these	were	 universal,	while
ignoring	 or	 undermining	 most	 other	 forms	 of	 knowledge.’7	 Whether	 it	 is	 biology,	 physics,
algebra,	 philosophy,	 medicine,	 law,	 politics,	 economics,	 agriculture	 or	 health	 care,	 two
tendencies	are	apparent.	First,	we	blindly	ape	western	universities.	Second,	we	are	ignorant	of
the	Asian	and	African	roots	of	knowledge.8

This	westcentrism	or	eurocentrism	is	not	necessarily	resorted	to	consciously.	It	is	rooted	in
our	slave	mentality,	our	psychology	of	dependence	on	and	reverence	for	everything	Western.
Syed	Hussein	Alatas	called	it	 ‘the	captive	mind.’	Others	have	referred	to	 it	as	 the	colonised
mind.	Ward	Churchill	 refers	 to	all	modern	 intellectual	discourse	and	all	higher	education	as
‘White	 studies.’9	 Cheng	 describes	 the	 present	 state	 of	 affairs	 as	 ‘academic	 colonialism.’10
Perhaps	it	 is	difficult	for	Asian	elites	who	are	immersed	in	Western	thought	to	envision	‘life
beyond	 the	 hegemonic	 grip	 of	 Western	 modernity,	 its	 knowledge	 traditions	 and	 its	 socio-
economic	 systems.’11	 There	 is	 ‘widespread	 acceptance	 of	 the	 idea	 that	 the	 motive	 force
channeling	 the	 continued	 progress	 of	 the	 human	 species	 was	 the	 self-propelled,	 inherent
dynamism	of	the	West.	The	West	was	the	model	in	(the)	light	of	which	everything	else	was	to
be	eliminated	or	superseded.’12

Ignorance	of	Eastern	contributions

Historical	evidence	proves	that	Chinese,	Indian	and	Persian	universities	predated	universities
in	Europe13	and	provided	paradigms	for	early	Western	education.	Yet	universities	around	the
world,	including	those	in	Asia,	ignore	centuries	of	enlightenment	in	China,	India,	Japan,	Persia
and	the	Middle	East.	It	is	as	if	all	things	good	and	wholesome	and	all	great	ideas	originated	in
the	crucible	of	Western	civilisation	and	the	East	was,	and	is,	an	intellectual	desert.	It	is	as	if
Western	knowledge	is	 the	sum	total	of	all	human	knowledge.14	 In	 fact,	cultural	and	scientific
renaissance	 flourished	 in	 the	 East	 long	 before	 the	 European	 Renaissance.	 Everyone	 knows
about	the	Gutenberg	printing	press.	Very	few	know	that	Pi	Sheng	developed	one	much	earlier
in	1040.	 In	science,	Galileo,	Newton	and	Einstein	 illuminated	 the	firmament	but	not	much	 is
known	 about	 al-Hazen	 and	 Nasir	 al-Din	 al-Tusi.	Western	 chemistry	 had	 its	 predecessor	 in
Eastern	 alchemy.	Algebra	 had	African	 roots.	 The	 philosophical	musings	 of	 Plato,	Aristotle,
Kant,	 Satre	 and	 Goethe	 can	 be	 matched	 by	 al-Ghazali,	 Ibn	 Rushd,	 Mulla	 Sadra,	 Yanagita
Kunio,	Shenhui,	al-Mutanabbi	and	Kalidasa.	Durkheim’s	and	Weber’s	sociology	must	compete
with	Ibn	Khaldun	and	Jalal	al-Din	Rumi.	Freudian	psychology	had	its	corrective	in	Buddhist
wisdom.	 The	 Cartesian	medical	model	 has	 its	 Eastern	 counterpart	 in	Ayurvedic,	 Unani	 and
herbal	methods.

Very	 few	are	 aware	 that	Arab	Muslims	were	 central	 to	 the	making	of	medieval	Europe.
From	 the	 8th	 to	 the	 13th	 centuries	Arab	 and	 Islamic	 cultures	were	 at	 their	 zenith	 and	were
renowned	for	their	science	and	learning.	Aspiring	scholars	from	all	over	the	world	flocked	to



these	citadels	of	education.
Arabic	was	the	‘lingua	franca’	of	science	and	technology.	A	large	number	of	texts	written

in	Arabic	were	translated	into	Latin.	They	contributed	immensely	to	the	transfer	of	knowledge
from	 the	 Islamic	 world	 to	 Europe.	 Libraries	 flourished	 in	 the	 Muslim	 world,	 notably	 in
Baghdad	 and	 in	 Cordoba.	 Many	 European	 scholars	 translated	 Arabic	 works	 in	 medicine,
mathematics	 and	 astronomy	without	 acknowledging	 the	 sources.	To	deny	 the	debt	 to	 Islamic
intellectuals,	 the	 names	 of	 hundreds	 of	 Islamic	 scholars	 and	 scientists	 were	 Latinised	 or
changed	 in	 order	 to	 obscure	 their	 identity	 and	 origin.	 Thus	 Ibnu	Sina	 became	Avicenna;	 al-
Ghazali	was	changed	to	Algazel;	Ibn	Rushd	was	altered	to	Averroes	and	al-Razi	to	Rhazes.	Ibn
Ishaq	al-Kindi	became	Alkindus,	al-Farabi	was	named	al-Pharabius	and	al-Mawardi	bacame
Alboacen.	15

Legal	curricula

Despite	 38	 years	 of	 experimentation	 in	 legal	 education,	 the	 structure	 and	 content	 of	 our
courses,	the	choice	of	core	subjects,	the	categories	of	thought,	the	fundamentals,	the	methods	of
analysis	and	research,	the	history	of	each	subject,	the	books	and	the	icons	all	remain	Western.
Legal	education	today	is	as	much	a	colonial	construct	as	it	was	during	the	days	of	the	British
raj.	Centuries	of	 enlightenment	 in	 Japan,	China,	 India,	Persia	 and	 the	Middle	East	 is	 totally
ignored.

Jurisprudence

In	legal	philosophy,	for	example,	a	book	on	American	or	English	legal	thought	is	referred	to	as
‘jurisprudence.’	 In	 contrast,	 a	 book	on	 Islamic,	Chinese	or	Hindu	 legal	 thought	 is	 described
with	the	prefix	‘Islamic,’	‘Chinese’	or	‘Hindu’	jurisprudence.16	The	assumption	is	that	Western
ideas	are	universal	whereas	ours	are	merely	parochial.

A	 typical	 course	 in	 jurisprudence	 in	a	Malaysian	university	begins	with	Plato,	Aristotle,
Locke,	Austin,	Bentham,	Hart,	Kelsen,	Pound,	Weber,	Ehrlich,	Durkheim,	Marx,	Olivecrona,
and	 others.	 The	 icons	 and	 the	 godfathers	 of	 knowledge	 are	 overwhelmingly	Western.	 Titles
written	 by	 scholars	 and	 thinkers	 from	 Asia,	 South	 America	 and	 Africa	 are	 nowhere	 to	 be
found.	The	Mahabharata,	the	Arthashastra,	the	Book	of	Mencius,	Analects	of	Confucius	and
the	 treatises	 of	 Ibn	Khaldun,	 al-Ghazali,	 Ibn	Rushd,	Mulla	Sadra,	 Jose	Rizal,	Benoy	Kumar
Sarkar,	Yanagita	Kunio	and	Naquib	al-Attas	do	not	appear	in	our	syllabi.

Concept	of	law

In	Austinian	fashion,	the	concept	of	law	is	tied	to	the	commands	of	the	political	sovereign	even
though	most	Asians	and	Africans	feel	the	pull	of	religion	and	custom	and	regard	them	as	part	of
the	majestic	network	and	seamless	web	of	the	law.

Categories	of	law

The	 rigid	 compartmentalisation	 of	 knowledge	 developed	 in	 Europe	 in	 the	 19th	 century	 is



preserved.	As	 in	 the	West,	we	separate	 law	from	morality,	public	 law	from	private	 law	and
crime	from	tort	even	though	such	artificial	dichotomies	are	alien	to	our	traditions	and	are	often
impediments	 to	 justice.	 In	most	Asian	and	Middle	Eastern	systems	the	militant	secularism	of
Europe	and	 the	USA	is	 rejected.	Morality	 is	 legalised	and	 legality	 is	moralised.	The	 law	of
crime	 is	also	 the	 law	of	 tort.	Law	relating	 to	 rights	and	duties	applies	equally	 in	public	and
private	spheres.	Such	a	holistic	approach	has	positive	implication	for	human	rights.

The	 questionable	 divisions	 between	 criminal	 offences	 and	 civil	 wrongs,	 criminal
procedure	and	civil	procedure,	public	law	and	private	law,	substantive	law	and	procedure	on
which	our	 curricula	 are	built	 do	not	 approximate	with	 real	 life	 situations.	A	motor	 accident
case,	for	example,	may	cut	across	a	myriad	of	fields	including	tort,	crime,	contract,	road	traffic
law	 and	 insurance.	 An	 integrated	 approach	 to	 legal	 problems	 is,	 therefore,	 necessary	 to
recognise	the	interconnectedness	of	all	fields	of	law.

In	 the	 final	year	an	 integrated	subject	called	 ‘Litigation’	should	be	 introduced	combining
elements	 of	 the	 law	 of	 evidence,	 criminal	 and	 civil	 procedure.	 Constitutional	 and
Administrative	 Law	 could	 be	 combined	 in	 a	 subject	 called	 ‘Public	 Law’.	Moots	 should	 be
given	greater	emphasis.	The	subject	of	‘Remedies’	should	encompass	not	only	public	law	and
private	 law	remedies	but	also	nonjudicial,	parliamentary,	administrative,	non-legal,	 informal
and	traditional	modes	of	providing	redress	to	a	complainant.

Public	law

Generations	 of	 students	 are	 uncritically	 led	 to	 believe	 that	 the	 seeds	 of	 constitutional	 and
administrative	law	were	planted	in	Europe	and	North	America	by	such	historical	documents	as
the	Magna	Carta	1215,	Declaration	of	the	Rights	of	Man	and	the	Citizen	1789	and	the	United
States	 Declaration	 of	 Independence	 1776.	 What	 is	 ignored	 is	 that	 the	 ideas	 of	 limited
government,	 judicial	 independence17	 and	 constitutionalism	 were	 also	 found	 in	 the	 religious
doctrines	of	the	East.

Taking	Islam	as	an	example,18	we	can	point	to	the	fact	that	the	denial	of	state	sovereignty	in
Islamic	jurisprudence	preceded	Locke’s	and	Rousseau’s	idea	of	the	limits	on	state	sovereignty
by	hundreds	of	years.

The	idea	of	government	as	a	trustee	is	mentioned	in	the	Holy	Qur’an	(4:58).	The	citizen’s
duty	 to	 obey	 the	 law	 is	 conditional	 to	 the	 duty	 of	 the	 ruler	 to	 obey	 the	Creator.	 Locke	 and
Rousseau,	Gandhi	 and	Martin	Luther	King	built	 on	 this	 idea	 to	propound	 the	 theory	of	 civil
disobedience.

In	Islamic	theory,	political	as	well	as	socio-economic	rights	are	given	legitimacy.	Prophet
Mohammad’s	sermon	at	Arafat	is	one	of	the	world’s	greatest	human	rights	declarations.	More
than	 fourteen	 hundred	 years	 ago	 he	 spoke	 of	 liberty	 and	 property,	 racial	 equality,	 women’s
rights	 and	 the	 ruler’s	 subjection	 to	 the	 law.	 If	 his	words	 had	 been	 uttered	 by	 some	Western
luminary,	they	would	have	adorned	the	walls	of	law	schools	all	over	the	world.

In	 the	 Islamic	 criminal	 process	 there	 is	 a	 legal	 presumption	 of	 innocence.	 Evidence	 of
agents	provocateurs	cannot	be	used.

In	the	Holy	Qur’an	religious	tolerance	is	required	and	pluralism	is	permitted	(2:	256,	109:
1–6,	10:99).



Modern	principles	of	administrative	law	like	natural	justice	and	proportionality	have	their
basis	in	the	Holy	Qur’an.

The	 concept	 of	 ‘shura’	 (3:	 159)	 or	 consultation	 paves	 the	 way	 for	 a	 whole	 regime	 of
consultative	processes.

The	ombudsman	principle	attributed	to	the	genius	of	the	Scandinavians	was	known	to	Islam
through	the	system	of	Hisba,	the	office	of	the	Muhtasib	and	the	existence	of	Mazalim	courts.

Islam’s	concept	of	 the	universal	 ‘ummah’	 is	 in	 line	with	 the	process	of	globalisation	and
the	growing	movement	for	international	citizenship.

Alternative	dispute	resolution

The	 subject	 of	 alternative	 dispute	 resolution	 parrots	 a	 discourse	 on	 arbitration,	 conciliation
and	mediation	and	 ignores	many	 indigenous	or	 informal	 institutions	and	procedures	 (like	 the
village	penghulu	in	Malaya	and	the	panchayat	raj	and	Lok	Adalats	in	India)	that	existed	in	our
history	for	resolving	discord.	These	institutions	and	procedures	should	be	studied	afresh.

Law,	economics	and	environmentalism

The	course	on	Law	and	Economics	studies	emerging	international	protocols	but	not	the	clear
injunctions	 in	 Islam,	 Christianity,	 Hinduism	 and	 Buddhism	 on	 environmental	 and	 consumer
responsibility.19	 Ibrahim	 Abdul-Matin	 informs	 us	 that	 there	 are	 deep	 and	 long-standing
connections	 between	 Islamic	 teachings	 and	 environmentalism;	 that	 Islam	 has	 a	 profound
dedication	to	humankind’s	collective	role	as	stewards	of	the	earth.	He	points	out	that	Prophet
Mohammad	once	declared	that	‘the	entire	Earth	is	a	mosque.’20

Growth	of	international	law

The	 syllabi	 of	 public	 international	 law	 courses	 fail	 to	 mention	 that	 long	 before	 modern
humanitarian	 law	 built	 protection	 for	 civilians,	 non-combatants	 and	 prisoners	 of	war,	many
Eastern	systems	like	Islamic	international	law	had	already	worked	out	a	set	of	principles	for
the	 conduct	 of	war.	 Some	of	 these	 principles	 exceed	 the	 standards	 of	 the	 venerated	Geneva
Conventions.21

Regrettably,	Malaysian	as	well	as	Asian	legal	education	fails	to	recognise	that	many	of	the
law’s	 crowning	 glories	 actually	 originated	 in	 the	 East.	 Obviously	 colonialism	 has	 left	 its
indelible	 mark.	 The	 enslavement	 of	 captive	minds	 leads	 to	 cooperation	 with	 the	 pervasive
intellectual	imperialism	of	the	West.

There	is	also	total	failure	to	recognise	and	to	articulate	how	international	law	is	used	as	a
chambermaid	 for	Western	colonial	 interests.	The	network	group	Third	World	Approaches	 to
International	 Law	 (TWAIL)	 seeks	 to	 expose	 this	 shameful	 reality.	 It	 studies	 the	 encounter
between	international	law	and	colonised	people	and	the	role	of	international	law	institutions	to
facilitate	 and	 legitimise	 the	 subjugation	 and	 oppression	 of	 ‘Third	 World’	 people.22
Contemporary	 TWAIL	 scholars	 include	 Georges	 Abi-Saab,	 F.	 Garcia-Amador,	 R.P.	 Anand,
Mohammed	Bedjaoui,	 Taslim	O.	 Elias,	 C.H.	Alexandrowicz,	 Richard	 Falk,	 Fred	A.	 Boyle,
Nico	Schrijver	and	Martti	Koskenniemi.



Building	a	just	world

Despite	the	tradition	of	John	Austin,	of	legal	positivism	and	of	empiricism	that	emphasise	the
‘is’	and	not	the	‘ought’,	it	should	be	a	core	function	of	Asian	law	faculties	to	study	the	concepts
of	law,	justice	and	rights	in	all	their	dimensions	–	historical,	economic,	social,	religious	and
political.

Concept	of	human	rights

In	 the	 context	 of	 Asia	 and	 Africa,	 the	 syllabi	 of	 human	 rights	 courses	 must	 move	 beyond
traditional	human	rights	concepts	found	in	20th	century	documents	 towards	the	following	felt
necessities	in	our	regions	of	the	world:

Issues	of	sustainable	development.
The	impending	environmental	catastrophe	egged	on	by	the	corporation-based	society	of
the	West.
‘Rights	of	future	generations.’
Third	generation	rights	to	development	and	poverty	eradication.
The	 pervasive	 domination	 of	 Asian	 economies	 and	 social	 life	 by	 transnational
corporations	and	Western	hegemony	in	virtually	every	other	sphere	of	existence	in	Asia
and	Africa.
The	debt	stranglehold	by	the	North	over	the	South.
Currency	speculation	and	hedge	funds	 that	brought	down	the	economy	of	several	Asian
societies	in	the	late	nineties	and	impoverished	millions	of	lives.
Protection	of	indigenous	resources	against	piracy	by	transnational	corporations.
Cross-border	 violations	 of	 basic	 rights	 of	 developing	 nations	 by	 the	 more	 developed
nations	of	the	West.
The	new	wave	of	colonialism	that	has	anointed	itself	with	the	name	of	globalisation.
The	 transfer	 of	 economic	 and	 political	 power	 from	 elected,	 national	 institutions	 to
unelected,	Western-controlled	institutions	like	the	International	Monetary	Fund	(IMF)	and
World	Bank.
The	 dominance	 over	world	 institutions	 by	 the	Western	military-industrial	 complex	 that
has	made	elusive	our	quest	for	peace	and	that	has	engendered	wars	and	the	overthrow	of
unfriendly	 Asian	 regimes	 in	 the	 name	 of	 the	 dubious	 doctrine	 of	 ‘humanitarian
intervention.’	 The	Middle	 East	 today	 is	 on	 fire	 not	 because	 of	 the	Western	 desire	 to
promote	 democracy	 and	 human	 rights	 but	 to	 replace	 leaders	 who	 were	 either	 an
obstruction	to	Western	hegemony	or	had	become	an	inconvenience.	It	is	notable	that	some
of	 the	most	 oppressive	 but	Western	 friendly	 regimes	 in	 that	 part	 of	 the	world	 face	 no
threats	from	the	US,	UK,	France,	the	United	Nations	Security	Council	and	NATO.
Western	militarism	 and	 the	 nefarious	Western-dominated,	 arms	 trade	 that	 impoverishes
Asian	economies,	kills	millions	of	innocent	non-combatants	and	pollutes	our	soil.
The	gross	violations	of	humanitarian	laws	in	the	disguise	of	‘the	war	against	terrorism.’
Western	 control	 of	 and	 the	 lack	 of	 democracy	 and	 equality	 in	 most	 international
institutions.



Threats	to	human	dignity	from	private	centres	of	tyranny.

It	is	time	for	Asia	to	stop	being	ashamed	of	articulating	its	own	perspectives	on	human	rights.	It
is	 also	 time	 for	us	 to	 expose	 the	 racism	 inherent	 in	 any	 condemnation	of	 the	 ‘Asian	values’
argument.	If	there	is	an	American	or	Western	or	Christian	or	universal	concept	of	human	rights,
then	surely	there	is	no	justification	for	mocking	an	Asian,	African,	Islamic,	Hindu	or	Buddhist
version	of	human	rights	that	may	share	much	in	common	with	others	at	the	core	but	may	stand
apart	with	others	on	penumbral	issues.

History	of	human	rights	and	human	wrongs

The	centrality	of	the	human	rights	discourse	today	is	a	cause	for	celebration.	However,	besides
a	study	of	the	concept	and	its	emerging	new	dimensions,	attention	must	also	be	turned	towards
the	history	of	the	human	rights	quest,	its	great	promoters	and	its	worst	violators.	The	Western
record	 of	 human	 rights	 needs	 to	 be	 examined.	 We	 must	 remember	 our	 humiliations	 and
sufferings.	Past	and	continuing	brutalisation	of	Asia,	Africa	and	Latin	America	by	Europe	and
North	America	needs	to	be	known.	The	slavery,	apartheid	and	genocide	on	our	continents,	the
atrocities	against	people	of	other	cultures	and	religions	in	Europe,	 the	continuing	horrendous
violations	by	Europe	and	North	America	in	Palestine,	Iraq,	Afghanistan	and	Libya	need	to	be
documented.	Any	Asian	must	look	with	disdain	at	Western	pontifications	of	human	rights	when
all	around	it	is	a	story	of	Western	brutalities	against	other	cultures,	religions	and	regions.	It	is
as	if	T-Rex	were	giving	the	jungle-folk	a	lecture	on	ahinsa!

It	 is	 time	that	Asian	law	faculties	sensitise	their	citizens	to	the	topsy-turvy	world	we	are
inhabiting.	 It	 is	 time	 we	 turn	 people’s	 attention	 to	 the	 West-perpetuated	 genocides,	 wars,
overthrow	of	elected	regimes,	economic	blockade	of	the	basic	necessities	of	life,	pulverisation
or	exploitation	of	our	economies	and	the	slow	strangulation	of	our	cultures	and	ways	of	life.
All	these	are	sought	to	be	justified	by	the	West	on	the	basis	of	some	so-called	benevolent	goals
set	by	our	Western	overlords.

Conclusion

All	 human	 beings	 are	 encapsulated	 by	 time	 and	 space.	 We	 are	 all	 susceptible	 to	 narrow
religious,	 racial	 and	 communal	 perspectives.	 Our	 whole	 life	 is	 a	 process	 of	 expanding	 the
horizons	 of	 thought	 and	 adding	 to	 the	 islands	 of	 knowledge.	Admittedly,	Asian	 and	African
perspectives	on	life	and	law	are	not	universal	and	comprehensive.	Likewise,	North	American
and	European	world-views	are	also	limited	by	their	own	social	experience.	However,	due	to
their	colonial	ascendency	(which	has	not	abated	and	has	simply	taken	on	new	forms)	and	due
to	 their	 military	 and	 economic	 might,	 Western	 perspectives	 pass	 off	 as	 universal,
transcendental	 and	 absolute.23	 Eastern	 ideas	 and	 institutions	 are	 viewed	 through	 Western
prisms	and	invariably	regarded	as	primitive	and	in	need	of	change.	There	should,	therefore,	be
a	 concerted	 effort	 throughout	 the	 South	 to	 expose	 the	 sordid	 reality	 of	 western	 intellectual
imperialism	and	to	re-educate	colonised	minds.

We	must	revisit	our	syllabi	and	substitute	or	supplement	imported	mental	baggage	with	our
own	treasury	of	thoughts.	This	indigenisation	of	our	syllabi	is	not	meant	to	shut	out	the	West	or



to	 restrict	 the	 knowledge	 of	 the	 powerful	 but	 to	 ‘restore	 the	 suppressed	 knowledge	 of	 the
powerless.’24	We	must	give	to	our	students	a	bigger	picture	of	knowledge	and	to	increase	their
choices.	 Over-reliance	 on	 Western	 knowledge	 paradigms	 and	 exclusion	 of	 traditional
knowledge	and	indigenous	cultures	from	our	universities	has	narrowed	our	knowledge	base.	In
the	background	of	pervasive	western	intellectual	domination,	benign	though	it	is	in	some	areas,
indigenisation	would	assist	a	genuine	globalisation!

Academic	Boards	of	Faculties,	University	Senates	and	accreditation	authorities	may	wish
to	go	beyond	 form	 to	 the	 actual	 content	of	our	 syllabi.	They	must	 insist	 that	 our	garlands	of
knowledge	must	be	built	with	flowers	from	both	Eastern	and	Western	gardens.	A	helpful	site
for	some	Third	World	titles	is	www.multiworldindia.org.	There	is	no	dearth	of	scholars	from
the	 South	 or	 those	with	 empathy	 for	 the	 South	who	 could	 be	 co-opted	 to	 advise	Malaysian
universities	on	how	to	tackle	the	problem	of	educational	enslavement.25

Our	aim	should	not	be	to	shut	out	the	West	or	be	insular.	Let	the	wearing	of	blinds	be	the
speciality	 of	 someone	 else.	Our	 aim	 should	 be	 to	 be	 truly	 global,	 to	 give	 to	 our	 students	 a
bigger	picture	of	knowledge	and	to	increase	their	choices.

Also	it	should	not	be	part	of	our	agenda	to	try	to	ask	European	and	American	universities
to	 include	 the	 treasures	 of	 the	 East	 in	 their	 syllabi.	 Whether	 their	 world-view	 should	 be
enriched	by	the	insights	and	reflections	of	the	East	–	that	is	their	problem.

Further,	 the	discovery	of	our	 treasures	 should	not	be	 seen	 as	 an	 exercise	 in	 flag-waving
nationalism.	 Its	aim	 is	ameliorative.	Diversity	and	pluralism	of	knowledge	systems	are	vital
for	meeting	many	of	the	moral,	social	and	economic	challenges	of	the	times.	For	example,	Asia
should	 offer	 a	 critique	 of	 the	 ethnocentrism	 of	 Western	 scholarship	 by	 pointing	 out	 that	 a
middle	 class	 Western	 lifestyle	 –	 and	 what	 that	 entails	 in	 terms	 of	 the	 nuclear	 family,	 the
consumer	society,	 living	 in	 suburbia	and	extensive	private	 space	–	may	neither	be	workable
nor	desirable	for	the	majority	of	the	world’s	population.	The	contemporary,	western	notion	of
‘development’	that	requires	the	deliberate	extermination	of	indigenous	cultures	and	the	giving
up	of	modes	of	life	that	are	psychologically	and	environmentally	rich	and	rewarding	requires	a
critical	examination.	Growth	for	the	sake	of	growth	is	the	ideology	of	the	cancer	cell	and	some
brakes	on	development	policies	and	some	reconsideration	of	what	amounts	to	the	good	life	are
in	order.	Humanity	must	recognise	that	 it	 is	 living	on	the	verge	of	a	precipice,	afraid	both	to
climb	 and	 to	 fall.	 But	 the	 ground	 is	 slipping	 beneath	 us.	 It	 is	 time	 for	 a	 dialogue	 between
civilisations	and	a	mutual	process	of	learning	from	each	other.

In	 sum,	 our	 goal	 should	 be	 that	 Asian	 universities	 should	 shed	 the	 slavish	mentality	 of
blindly	 aping	 western	 paradigms.	We	 should	 give	 up	 the	 reluctance	 to	 check	 the	 historical
veracity	 and	 the	 moral	 legitimacy	 of	 Western	 framework	 assumptions.	 Secondly,	 we	 must
embark	on	a	voyage	of	discovery	of	our	ancestors’	 intellectual	wanderings.	We	must	seek	 to
rediscover	 the	 intellectual	 wonders	 and	 heritage	 of	 China,	 India,	 Persia,	Mesopotamia	 and
other	Eastern	and	African	civilisations	and	to	subject	them	to	a	comparative	analysis.	Only	this
way	can	we	build	a	garland	of	knowledge	with	flowers	from	many	gardens.
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DECOLONISING	THE	LAW:	DO	WE	HAVE	A	CHOICE?
Shadrack	Gutto

Director,	Institute	for	African	Renaissance	Studies,
University	of	South	Africa,	Pretoria

I	will	divide	what	I	am	going	to	say	in	two	parts:	first,	a	diagnosis	of	the	illness	that	we	have
in	our	legal	education;	and	then	in	the	second	part,	I	will	discuss	possible	suggestions	on	what
is	to	be	done.

I	would	like	to	really	indicate	that	we	need	to,	as	legal	scholars	in	Africa	and	indeed	the
South	 that	was	 colonised,	we	 need	 to	 go	 beyond	 critical	 analysis.	 Critical	 analysis	 is	 very
important	 but	we	 need	 to	 go	 beyond	 that	 to	 actually	 put	 in	 place	 the	 changes	 that	we	 think
would	make	a	difference	to	us	in	the	world	which	we	share	with	our	former	colonisers.

Secondly,	I	would	like	 to	make	the	comments	within	 the	context	of	not	only	decolonising
the	 law,	 but	 as	my	brother	 (Shad	Saleem	Faruqi)	who	has	 just	 spoken	 about	 legal	 issues	 in
Asia,	we	need	to	look	at	law,	legal	systems	and	legal	practitioners,	and	by	legal	practitioners	I
also	include	legal	academics.

As	 teachers	of	 law,	we	occupy	a	very	special	 space	 in	society	which	we	usually	do	not
realise	because	we	do	research,	we	analyse,	we	critique	what	is	being	done	in	law,	we	look	at
what	is	being	done	in	the	legislative	sphere,	we	look	at	the	whole	question	around	justice	and
therefore	we	influence	all	the	time	what	other	institutions	do,	like	the	courts,	like	what	areas	of
the	law	need	legislative	interventions	and	so	on.	We	therefore	are	privileged	but	we	do	not	do
enough.	 Instead	 we	 are	 very	 conservative	 and	 we	 are	 part	 of	 the	 problem	 rather	 than	 the
solution.

When	we	talk	about	Eurocentrism,	it	is	one	disease	which	really	runs	through	not	just	the
law	 but	 also	 in	 the	 legal	 systems	 that	we	 inherited	 and	 legal	 systems	which	were	meant	 to
control	and	oppress	us.	We	took	them	over	and	we	are	continuing	to	preserve	them	zealously
without	decolonising	them	and	that	is	part	of	the	problem.

The	Anglo-Saxon	legal	system	that	we	have	in	the	former	British	colonies	in	Africa	and	I
believe	 in	 Asia	 and	 the	 so-called	 continental	 legal	 systems	 based	 on	 civil	 law,	 the	 Code
Napoleon	and	so	on	which	we	get	in	French	African	countries	so	on	and	so	forth,	these	have	a
whole	lot	of	problems.

If	you	just	take	the	whole	question	of	whether	you	will	follow	an	adversarial	legal	system
and	you	ask	yourself	what	 level	of	 justice	do	people	get	within	that	system	of	application	of
law	 or	 if	 you	 take	 the	 so-called,	 the	 opposing	 one,	 which	 is	 basically	 inquisitorial,	 is	 it
sufficient	and	does	it	reflect	our	traditional	value	systems	of	justice	and	so	on?	Neither	of	them
does	and	yet	we	cling	to	them	and	we	follow	them	very	religiously.

We	 find	 in	 Africa	 after	 independence	 a	 situation	 where	 we	 simply	 inherited	 the	 legal
systems.	 Let	 me	 use	 South	 Africa	 as	 an	 example.	 In	 the	 constitution	 of	 South	 Africa,	 it	 is
recognised	that	we	have	an	extensive	chapter	on	human	rights,	the	bill	of	rights,	but	when	we
go	to	the	content	part	of	the	law,	then	we	say	we	do	have	the	common	law,	customary	law	and
of	course	others	like	the	international	law.

When	you	then	go	to	ask	what	is	this	common	law,	the	common	law	is	Roman	Dutch	law!



The	 law	 imported	 by	 the	 Romans	 to	 South	 Africa,	 which	 also	 applies	 in	 Namibia,	 Soto,
Swaziland,	to	an	extent	in	Zimbabwe	and	so	on,	and	you	say	what	is	common	about	these	were
the	indigenous	laws	of	 those	colonisers	which	they	came	with	and	transplanted	and	now	you
say	you	are	independent	and	liberating	yourself	and	you	make	those	part	of	your	law	and	you
separate	 them	 from	African	 law	 which	 you	 call	 ‘customary	 law’	 but	 which	 were	 distorted
during	the	colonial	period.	So	you	are	not	even	engaged	in	damage	control	or	in	trying	to	look
at	what	was	the	basis	of	that	justice.	We	do	not	and	yet	we	say	that	we	are	professors	of	law
and	so	on.	We	are	actually	pathetic	to	the	societies	in	which	we	live.	That	is	an	example	that
one	can	give	and	it	applies	to	virtually	all	formal	colonial	African	countries	with	no	exception.

We	have	 legal	 practitioners,	 in	 fact,	 in	many	of	 our	 courts	 you	will	 still	 find	 even	 legal
practitioners	going	to	court	with	robes,	with	gowns	with	lapels	and	they	say	that	that	is	a	place
of	 justice.	And	you	 take	 that	 our	 citizens	who	use	 to	 go	 there	 to	watch	 the	 colonialist	wear
things	like	that,	they	do	not	believe	there	is	justice,	but	we	are	not	sensitive	to	that	because	we
think	 this	 is	what	 it	 is,	we	 are	 doing	 it	 like	 they	 are	 doing	 it	 in	London	 and	New	York	 and
therefore	we	are	civilised	and	they	recognise	us	and	we	are	invited	to	go	and	give	lectures	and
say	that	I	am	a	visiting	professor	here,	I	was	doing	this	and	this	at	Harvard,	at	where	and	so	on
and	so	forth.	What	I	am	saying	is	that	we	are	part	of	the	problem.

Then	we	do	have	in	Africa	–	I	am	jumping	from	what	did	we	inherit	and	how	we	failed	to
change	things	–	to	say	there	are	new	areas	of	law	which	are	evolving	globally	today	where	we
are	still	colonised.

We	do	have	examples,	I	will	give	two	of	them.	One	is	 the	challenge	of	piracy	within	the
Indian	Ocean	near	Eastern	Africa	at	the	moment.	The	people	involved	say	they	are	defending
their	 territory	 against	 foreign	 fishing	 and	 so	 on,	 but	 they	 are	 in	 a	 way	 both	 pirates	 and
liberators	 of	 their	 resources.	 But	what	 is	 important	 there	 is	 that	 there	 is	 no	 law	 now,	 legal
regime	on	where	the	Somali	people	who	are	arrested	can	be	tried	at	all,	can	be	prosecuted,	so
what	 has	 happened	 is	 that	 Kenya	 and	 Seychelles	 have	 signed	 a	 pact	 with	 the	 US	 and	 the
European	Union	to	prosecute	the	people	who	are	arrested	by	the	Americans	and	the	NATO	in
those	waters	on	their	behalf	so	that	Kenya	and	Seychelles	can	get	some	aid	from	the	US	and	so
forth.

What	 a	 ridiculous	 thing!	 How	 can	 you	 allow	 yourself	 to	 be	 a	 centre	 of	 prosecution	 of
people	within	a	legal	system	which	does	not	exist	because	they	did	not	commit	crime	in	your
territory?	In	other	words,	you	engage	in	illegalities	and	so	on	and	we	talk	about	the	rule	of	law
internationally.	The	very	same	people	will	tell	you	how	they	want	to	create	international	legal
regime	and	so	forth.

Another	 example	 is	 the	 International	 Criminal	 Court.	 Since	 the	 Rome	 statute	 which	 we
participated	very	strongly	in	building	what	is	put	in	place,	what	has	happened	is	that	any	little
conflict	in	Africa,	the	matter	is	referred	to	Rome,	and	then	prosecution	is	being	suggested.	But
the	 Rome	 court,	 the	 International	 Criminal	 Court	 was	 created	 before	 the	 US	 invaded	 and
destroyed	 Iraq.	 There	 is	 no	 single	 reference	 to	 crimes	 committed	 in	 Iraq	 going	 to	 the
International	 Criminal	 Court.	 It	 was	 long	 before	 the	 atrocities	 that	 Israel	 has	 committed	 in
Gaza,	Palestine	 and	 so	 on,	 there	 is	 no	 reference	 to	 any	of	 this,	 so	 an	 International	Criminal
Court	which	you	are	told	is	building	a	regime	of	justice	in	the	world,	is	selectively	being	used
to	depict	the	African	as	the	region	of	criminals,	the	people	who	commit	crimes	and	not	those



who	do	 it	a	hundred	 times	more	and	 that	 is	 the	regime	–	are	we	 teaching	 these	 things	 in	our
own	law	of	schools,	is	our	curriculum	being	transformed?	No,	it	is	not	being	done	so.

What	should	we	do?	Let	me	go	quickly	to	some	of	the	things	I	listed.
I	suggest	that	first,	let	us	decolonise	our	minds.	Before	we	decolonise	our	minds,	it	is	going

to	be	very	difficult	to	decolonise	the	law,	legal	system	and	the	justice	system	so	that	our	people
can	begin	to	feel	that	they	are	living	in	a	system	of	constitutionalism	and	the	rule	of	law.	We
have	laws	but	no	rule	of	law,	we	have	constitutions	but	no	constitutionalism.	These	are	some	of
the	problems.

So	we	must	start	with	ourselves,	let	us	decolonise	our	minds.
Secondly,	let	us	look	at	the	legal	curriculum	and	say,	do	we	want	to	go	with	the	boundaries

that	have	been	created	in	disciplines	to	such	an	extent	that	a	person	doing	law	has	no	idea	of
simple	 areas	 and	 issues	 of	 agriculture,	 issues	 of	 science,	 even	 elementary	maths	 and	 so	 on.
They	are	lawyers	and	so	forth.

When	 you	 go	 to	 court	 and	 you	 are	 dealing	 with	 legal	 disputes,	 some	 involve	 science
technology	 issues,	 some	 involve	 environmental	 issues,	 some	 involve	 financial	 issues	but	 the
lawyer	we	 produce	 is	 half-educated	 but	with	 distinctions	 cum	 laude,	 this	 and	 that,	we	must
transform	so	that	we	increase	the	level	of	interdisciplinarity	in	the	way	in	which	we	construct
education	in	our	universities.

Third,	we	need	to	be	able	to	enhance	values	–	what	are	the	core	values	and	identities	of	the
people	around	issues	of	justice	–	and	indeed	I	have	a	book	here	which	I	recently	edited	called
Shared	Values,	Constitutionalism	and	Democracy	in	Africa.

But	 it	 tries	 to	 look	 at	 why	 –	 because	 we	 have	 not	 distilled	 shared	 values	 in	 Africa’s
historiography	 before	 colonialism,	 during	 and	 after	 –	 we	 are	 not	 able	 to	 build	 a	 coherent
African	vision	of	justice	and	so	forth.

Fourthly,	we	need	also	to	really	begin	to	look	at	what	are	the	new	areas	of	development	of
law.	 In	 African	 universities	 the	 African	 Union	 is	 busy,	 for	 example,	 we	 have	 the	 African
Charter	on	Human	and	People	Rights	of	1981.	It	introduced	for	the	first	time	in	the	history	of
the	world	the	right	 to	development	as	a	right.	Do	we	teach	it	 in	our	universities?	No,	we	do
not;	are	we	developed	scholarship	around	it?	No,	we	do	not,	but	we	cite	the	European	Court	of
Human	Rights,	we	cite	the	American	this	and	that,	we	cite	all	this	so	you	know	if	and	when	we
have	our	own	regional	body	with	trying	to	infuse	some	of	the	paradigms	that	we	have,	we	are
lazy,	and	we	do	not	do	scholarship	enough,	 research,	publish	 in	 those	areas	so	 that	we	have
something	 better,	 but	 we	 continue	 saying	 our	 curriculum	 has	 not	 changed,	 who	 is	 going	 to
change	it	if	we	do	not,	and	so	on.

We	have	from	Durban	2001	recommendations	in	the	action	plan	calling	for	reparations	for
slavery,	for	colonialism,	and	so	on;	has	any	African	scholar,	legal	scholar	or	in	curriculums	put
those	and	this	applies	also	to	Asia	and	so	on	because	that	was	a	world	conference,	we	have
not	incorporated	those.	So	in	other	words,	we	are	lazy	bums	and	we	are	part	of	the	problem.

At	 the	 international	 regime	 when	 there	 are	 problems	 like	 in	 Libya,	 like	 in	 Egypt	 and
Tunisia	and	so	on	and	when	the	leaders	are	being	removed	by	their	own	people’s	uprising,	then
all	 of	 a	 sudden	you	hear,	 oh,	we	are	 freezing	 the	 assets	of	Gaddafi	 in	 the	US,	 in	Britain,	 in
Switzerland,	which	means	they	were	keeping	stolen	wealth.

We	need	a	legal	system	in	our	universities	and	practice	which	is	going	to	say,	declare	all



stolen	wealth	that	you	have	in	your	banks	in	the	North	–	do	not	wait	for	a	crisis	so	that	when
the	 people	whose	money	 you	were	 keeping	 and	 building	 your	 economies	which	 are	 now	 in
trouble	 you	 say	 all	 of	 a	 sudden	 you	 discovered	 them	 –	 you	 are	 lying.	Anybody	who	 keeps
stolen	property	in	most	of	our	 legal	systems	is	part	of	 the	criminals.	So	we	are	dealing	with
criminals	in	the	land	and	our	schools	are	not	teaching	us	sufficiently	to	be	able	to	really	pursue
justice	and	so	forth.

I	 will	 therefore	 concluding	 by	 saying	 that	 there	 is	 a	 lot	 we	 have	 in	 common	 and
decolonisation	 of	 our	 law	 and	 legal	 systems	 in	 Africa	 and	 Asia	 is	 something	 we	 have	 no
choice	but	to	do.	If	we	do	not,	then	we	are	conceding	we	want	to	remain	colonised	and	slaves.
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The	 fabric	 of	 ‘research’	 has	 been	 among	 the	 key	 strands	 applied	 to	 hold	 colonised	 and
colonising	conceptions	of	knowledge	in	a	tight	grip	that	now	extends	well	beyond	academia.	In
all	 academic	 disciplines	 at	 almost	 all	 levels,	 courses	 are	 presented	 under	 the	 rubric	 of
‘research	 methodology.’	 A	 normally	 dominant	 trend	 in	 such	 courses	 is	 to	 feed	 students	 of
diverse	academic	disciplines	with	doses	of	positivist	conceptions	of	the	idea	of	research	as	a
systematic	 procedure	 for	 finding	 factually	 testable	 answers	 to	 questions	 (ideally	 based	 on
experiments).	Alternatively,	 there	may	be	 talks	of	qualitative	or	naturalistic	 studies	 that	defy
positivist	 notions	 of	 variables,	 hypotheses,	 experiments,	 and	 probability	 but	 have	 their	 own
history	(also	anchored	in	colonisation)	that	has	its	own	structure	for	domesticating	people	into
prefabricated	 frameworks.	Students	 in	 their	 later	 academic	 life	usually	have	 to	grapple	with
one	 or	 another	 framework	 or	 combination	 of	 frameworks	 structured	 by	 academic	 research
methodology	to	produce	a	pile	of	writing,	titles,	dissertation	or	thesis	that	has	to	be	rigorous
enough	to	survive	the	rounds	of	refereeing	and	evaluation	and	has	to	be	‘defended.’

Research	 may	 be	 very	 broadly	 categorised	 into	 two	 categories,	 one	 that	 follows
quantitative	 statistical	 trends	 and	 the	 other	 that	 emphasises	 qualitative	 naturalistic	 trends.	 In
contexts	 like	 Iran	 an	 underlying	 issue	 almost	 always	 remains	 unaddressed	 by	 teachers	 of
courses	 of	 research	 methodology	 and	 that	 is	 the	 relevance	 of	 academic	 research	 to	 true
learning	and	to	real	life.	The	norm	is	that	research	should	be	methodologically	rigorous,	should
be	carried	out	systematically,	should	be	original,	 founded	on	sound	theoretical	bases,	should
be	 informed	 by	 previous	 research,	 based	 on	 ‘objective’	 accounts	 of	 ‘subjects,’	 and	 the
‘product’	 of	 research	 should	 be	 written	 in	 the	 impersonal	 academic	 language.	 More
qualitatively	 viewed,	 research	 is	 supposed	 to	 be	 context-sensitive,	 to	 avoid	 intrusion	 into
natural	life	settings	of	research	‘participants,’	to	recognise	subjectivities,	and	to	be	written	in
the	personal	language	of	the	researcher	as	a	participant	in	the	research	‘process.’

However,	what	remains	untouched	and	taken	for	granted	is	the	source	of	legitimisation	and
approbation	that	continues	to	be	rooted	in	certain	knowledge	forms	attached	to	belief	structures
of	strictly	rationalist	and	humanist	world-views,	assumptions	and	ontological	understandings.
It	is	to	be	noted	here	that	this	belief	structure	is	frequently	attributed	to	the	‘west’	or	the	global
‘north’,	 or	 to	 ‘colonisation’.	 However,	 as	 the	 tide	 of	 anti-westernism	 catches	 on	 in	 many
places,	there	is	the	danger	of	the	West	being	reduced	to	certain	geographical	areas,	countries,
or	 political	 divisions.	 West,	 North,	 and	 colonisation	 are	 not	 concrete	 entities	 necessarily
associated	with	specific	geographical	areas	or	political	structures.	Therefore,	many	of	the	so-
called	Western	 understandings	 and	 assumptions	 are	 now	 well	 absorbed	 and	 reproduced	 in
many	Eastern,	 Southern,	 decolonised,	 and	 even	 anti-Western	 contexts.	 Therefore	we	 tend	 to



avoid	such	grand	labels	when	we	refer	to	the	underlying	world-views	that	have	come	to	shape
the	dominant	academic	trends.

Academic	research,	 from	fanatically	experimental	and	statistical	 to	 radically	naturalistic;
from	 natural	 sciences	 and	 engineering	 to	 humanities	 and	 social	 sciences;	 and	 from
undergraduate	 copycat	 library	 research	 to	 huge	 research	 projects	 located	 at	 the	 so-called
frontiers	of	human	knowledge,	are	normally	evaluated	and	approved	by	sources	that	continue
to	subtly	perpetuate	values	of	capitalism	and	individualism.	Movements	of	transformation	and
deviations	from	accepted	norms	will	also	have	 to	be	 triggered	by	 those	based	 in	prestigious
research	institutes.	If	so,	the	deviations	are	viewed	as	non-classical	enterprises	that	initiate	an
‘alternative’	 approach	or	 start	 a	new	 ‘school	of	 thought.’	But	 if	 the	deviation	 is	 started	 in	 a
situation	 where	 ontologically	 different	 assumptions	 (like	 views	 basically	 challenging
individualist	profiteering,	capitalist	notions,	the	so-called	democratic	political	principles,	and
perhaps	 most	 forbiddingly,	 views	 that	 embrace	 divine	 conceptions	 of	 life	 and	 being)	 are
espoused,	the	effort	is	labelled	as	naïve,	lacking	rigour	and	displaying	a	lack	of	knowledge.

Therefore,	 we	 argue	 that	 perhaps	 the	 most	 demanding	 challenge	 in	 ‘decolonising	 our
universities’	is	re-examining	the	concept	of	research	and	the	teaching	of	research	methodology
in	universities.	This,	on	the	one	hand,	challenges	a	fundamental	mechanism	for	the	shaping	and
dissemination	 of	 knowledge	 in	 academia	 and	 moves	 beyond	 surface	 level	 disputes	 over
approaches	 and	methodologies	 of	 research	 and	 shakes	more	 fundamental,	 taken-for-granted,
assumptions	of	academic	knowledge.	On	the	other	hand,	a	challenge	of	conceptions	of	research
and	research	methodology	courses	permeates	almost	all	academic	disciplines.

In	 the	 specific	 area	 of	 ‘language	 education	 research’	 –	 that	we	 are	 concerned	with	 –	 an
additional	challenge	of	questioning	the	dominant	taken-for-granted	assumptions	has	two	other
aspects:	questioning	the	received	notions	of	‘language’	as	well	as	tackling	the	thorny	issue	of
‘education.’	 In	 this	 paper,	we	discuss	 a	 course	 that	 has	 been	presented	 (and	has	 been	going
through	 constant	 evolution)	 during	 the	 past	 13	 years	 under	 the	 title	 of	 either	 ‘research
methodology’	 or	 ‘qualitative	 research’	 at	 undergraduate,	 masters,	 and	 Ph.D.	 levels	 at	 the
University	 of	Mazandaran	 and	Alzahra	University	 in	 Iran.	We	 first	 present	 an	 outline	 of	 the
course	 that	may	be	called	a	 ‘decolonised	research	methodology	syllabus,’	and	 then	 illustrate
the	actual	 realisation	of	such	an	approach	 in	 the	writings	of	a	number	of	masters	students	of
English	language	education,	based	on	excerpts	from	their	theses.

Overview	of	captive	research

A	typical	course	of	research	methodology	in	the	so-called	discipline	of	Teaching	English	as	a
Foreign	Language	(TEFL)	in	our	universities	almost	totally	revolves	around	statistics.	In	these
courses,	research	is	put	into	a	framework	of	steps:	finding	a	research	issue,	narrowing	it	down,
devising	 research	 questions,	 developing	 null	 hypotheses,	 providing	 operational	 definitions,
framing	 a	 research	 design	 (ideally	 an	 experimental	 one),	 developing	 a	 data	 collection
instrument,	objectively	collecting	the	data,	quantifying	the	data,	and	at	the	peak	of	the	edifice,
analysing	the	data	through	meticulous	statistical	techniques	by	feeding	them	into	a	cutting	edge
version	 of	 a	 software	 for	 statistical	 analysis,	 making	 n-dimensional	 comparisons	 and
calculations,	drawing	complicated	tables	with	perplexing	sets	of	digits,	and	finally	ignoring	a



simple	question,	i.e.,	‘So	what?’
Research	 issues	 that	are	 stated	 in	 the	 form	of	 specific	 research	questions	normally	come

from	 the	 writings	 of	 people	 in	 ‘advanced’	 countries	 and	 in	 university	 departments	 that	 are
pioneers	in	the	‘independent	discipline’	of	applied	linguistics	and	English	Language	Teaching
(ELT)	and	published	by	‘international’	publication	companies,	an	absolute	majority	of	which
‘happen	to	be’	in	Britain,	US,	and	Canada.	More	recently,	of	course,	the	geographical	scope	of
the	 mass	 production	 of	 such	 publications	 has	 expanded	 so	 that	 ‘local	 literature’	 in	 ELT
education	and	research	is	fairly	prolific	now,	but	the	source	of	legitimacy	continues	to	remain
all	the	same.	A	research	question	is	to	be	based	on	academic	interest	and	interests	are	rooted
in	 theoretical	 groundings	 defined	 by	 literature.	 The	 research	 and	 the	 questions	 need	 to	 be
original	 and	 fashionable	 so	 that	 they	 contribute	 to	 the	 cumulative	 body	 of	 knowledge	 in	 the
discipline,	i.e.,	the	body	of	black	ink	on	white	paper	piled	and	added	to	the	same	literature	in	a
mass	(re)production	cycle.

Not	 surprisingly,	 research	 topics	 that	 emerge	 out	 of	 such	 a	 totally-detached-from-life
process	 continue	 to	 remain	 trapped	 within	 a	 fragmented	 view	 of	 language	 as	 skills	 and
components	 merely	 shaping	 a	 ‘means	 of	 communication’	 and	 not	 more.	 Some	 awkward
examples	of	 titles	of	papers	 that	 are	 the	products	of	 such	a	 research	 trend	 follow	 (here	 two
points	need	to	be	taken	into	account:	first,	the	selected	titles	are	only	ones	that	do	not	contain
technical	 jargon	 and	 big	 acronyms.	 Otherwise,	 titles	 with	 technical	 terms	 would	 show	 the
depth	 of	 the	 disaster	 even	 better.	 Second,	 this	 selection	 shows	 some	 of	 the	 refereed	 ‘high
standard’	 research	 output	 that	 have	 been	 presented	 at	 national	 conferences.	 Others	 not
presented	and	left	within	the	methodology	classes	and	term	papers	or	library	archives	of	theses
can	only	be	imagined):

The	effects	of	short-term	memory	and	gender	on	cellphone	assisted	vocabulary	learning
Teaching	students	how	to	write	requestive	e-mails	to	faculty	members
Automating	multiple	choice	vocabulary	test	item	preparation
The	acquisition	of	‘wh’	questions	by	Iranian	EFL	learners
Test	taking	strategies	of	high	and	low	English	achievers
Good	and	poor	male	and	female	Iranian	EFL	majors’	vocabulary	learning	strategies
The	effect	of	educational	level	and	gender	on	the	choice	of	prestigious	language	forms
Request	strategies:	Cross-sectional	study	of	EFL	learners	and	Australian	native	speakers
Accommodating	politeness	theory	in	personal	e-mail	messages
Crucial	learner	factors	in	ELT:	Sleep	patterns	and	brain
Possible	relations	among	teacher	efficacy,	burnout,	and	emotional	intelligence
A	comparison	of	the	application	of	Blogs	and	Wikis	in	EFL	writing	classrooms
An	investigation	of	politeness	in	formal	and	informal	e-mails
North	American	and	Iranian	EFL	learners’	use	of	discourse	markers
Relationship	between	language	proficiency	level,	sex	and	learners’	beliefs
The	effect	of	setting	reading	goals	on	the	vocabulary	retention	of	Iranian	EFL	learners
Iranian	EFL	learners’	compliment	responses
Age	constraints	and	native-like	attainment	in	syntax	and	pronunciation	by	Iranian	learners



To	 trigger	 an	 actual	 research	 process,	 ‘operational	 definitions,’	 i.e.,	 simplistic	 naïve
definitions	of	complicated	concepts	into	a	few	words,	need	to	be	provided.	Then	comes	the	all
important	issue	of	statistics	with	bombastic	tests	sometimes	forcing	the	poor	student	to	forget
all	 about	 the	 research	 problem	 and	 just	 to	 do	 gymnastics	with	 digits	 and	 tables.	Review	 of
these	 statistical	 tests	 shapes	 the	major	 job	 of	 teachers	 and	 students	 in	methodology	 courses
even	at	the	Ph.D.	level.	From	the	undergraduate	level	upwards,	students	have	to	grapple	with
these	tests	based	on	examples	that	are	absolutely	out	of	context.	The	difference	between	a	third
year	undergraduate	in	terms	of	research	methodology	is	the	complicatedness	of	the	statistical
tests,	whereas	in	terms	of	actual	understanding	of	 language	and	learning	it	amounts	to	almost
nothing.

Throughout	 the	 term,	 students	 struggle	 with	 all	 the	 obfuscations	 about	 research	 designs,
data	 collection,	 reliability	 and	 validity	 and	 the	 outcome	 is	 that	 they	 are	 acquainted	 with
‘scientific,’	 ‘systematic,’	 and	 ‘rigourous’	 ways	 of	 finding	 answers	 to	 research	 questions.
However,	 a	 simple	 question	 like	 ‘so	 what?’	 is	 left	 out	 and	 research	 turns	 into	mere	 empty
academic	 entertainment.	 Nonetheless,	 many	 lies	 continue	 to	 be	 fed	 to	 people	 through
justifications	 under	 the	 disguise	 of	 scientific	 research	 and	 objectivity.	 The	 most	 important
function	of	this	is	to	blind,	block,	control,	subdue,	and	enslave.	This	might	seem	too	harsh	but
regardless	 of	 its	 palatability	 to	 devout	 servants	 of	 academia,	 if	 we	 set	 relevance	 and
meaningfulness	as	the	criteria,	it	is	the	truth.

Outline	of	decolonised	re-searching

The	‘searching	and	re-searching’	endeavours	of	the	courses	discussed	in	this	chapter	have	been
constantly	 evolving	 during	 the	 past	 13	 years	 through	 different	 levels	 of	 course	 participants
(from	undergraduate	students	to	masters	and	Ph.D.	students);	also	with	the	evolving	learning,
teaching,	searching,	and	real	life	experiences	of	the	teacher	herself.	However,	a	broad	outline
of	the	course	mostly	focuses	on	how	the	course	emerged	in	the	research	methodology	course	of
masters	 students	 of	 TEFL	 at	 Alzahra	 University	 in	 Tehran.	 The	 examples	 given	 below	 are
drawn	 from	 theses	 of	 some	of	 these	masters	 students	who	 participated	 in	 these	 courses	 and
later	worked	with	their	research	methodology	teacher	as	their	supervisor	during	the	last	eight
years.	The	introduction	to	the	course	syllabus	given	to	the	students	at	the	beginning	of	the	term
states:

An	understanding	of	research	as	an	honest	search	for	healing	real	pains,	rather	than	the	act	of	going	through	a
series	of	prescribed	academic	procedures,	is	our	point	of	departure	in	this	course	for	understanding...	language
education	research	in	the	educational	context	of	our	country.	Revisiting	epistemological	foundations	of	positivistic
assumptions	and	questioning	mainstream	variable-based	statistical	research	in	English	language	education,...	we
will	be	co-creating	challenges,	inquiries,	and	dialogues	about	the	research	problems	emerging	from	our	real
educational	contexts	with	the	hope	of	informing	and	transforming	our	language	education	practices.

During	 the	 first	 few	sessions	of	 the	semester	 the	 focus	of	class	discussions	 is	 the	phrase
‘who	 am	 I.’	 The	 teacher	 talks	 about	 the	 details	 of	 her	 own	 learning,	 teaching,	 and	 ‘re-
searching’	 encounters	 pertaining	 to	 her	 personally	 experienced	 concerns	 with	 language	 in
community	 life.	This	 includes	her	childhood	memories	of	her	bilingual	 life	with	English	and
Farsi;	her	mother’s	paintings	and	poetic	adventures;	her	grappling	with	the	academic	language
of	English	literature	in	an	Iranian	English	language	university	as	well	as	theoretical	linguistics



and	second	language	education	in	North	American	academia;	and	more	recently,	her	teaching
experiences	of	unlearning	English	with	students	within	Iranian	community	life.

This	 ‘who	 am	 I’	 stage	 also	 centrally	 revolves	 around	 exploring	 the	 students’	 personal
backgrounds	including	the	particular	local	area	of	the	country	they	come	from;	the	family	and
community	experiences	that	are	usually	intertwined	with	issues	of	language	in	social	life;	their
experiences	of	pleasure	and	plague	with	English	learning	during	their	school	years;	and	their
current	understandings	and	expectations	as	well	as	future	dreams	regarding	further	learning	and
teaching	of	English.	During	this	stage,	students	write	about	all	these	‘who	am	I’	issues,	share
their	writings	with	each	other	and	with	the	teacher,	and	extensively	comment	on	these	writings.
They	are	required	to	share	their	stories	in	their	own	handwriting	and	to	watch	the	language	of
their	writings.	At	 some	point	 during	 these	writings	 an	 interesting	 challenge	 is	 to	 see	 if	 they
know	each	other	based	on	the	language	of	the	‘who	am	I’	writings	even	if	names	are	removed
from	the	papers.	The	following	excerpts	from	some	of	the	theses	by	these	students	reflect	how
they	carried	this	‘who	am	I’	spirit	into	their	actual	re-search	and	writing:

Saeideh:

English	language	learning	was	a	big	concern	for	me	throughout	my	schooling	as	a
learner	and	also	when	 I	 started	 to	 live	 in	 the	 schools	as	a	 teacher...	 I	 can	 still
hear	my	heart	beating	and	see	my	red	face	when	I	was	to	speak	in	English	and
when	 I	 was	 afraid	 of	 being	 wrong	 without	 thinking	 of	 the	 message	 of	 my
language...	 I	 started	 being	 a	 teacher	 in	 a	 private	 high	 school	 as	 my	 first
experience	and	 I	could	 feel	 the	 same	pains	 I	had	myself	 in	my	school.	 I	 chose
teaching	 in	 order	 to	 be	 a	 healing	 for	 my	 own	 pain...	 As	 a	 teacher,	 I	 believe
learners	need	a	safe	place	like	their	home	to	make	meaning	of	the	words	they	see
or	read.

Behnaz:

The	 teacher	 first	 asked	 us	 to	 open	 ‘the	 new	words’	 page	 where	 some	 words
were	 listed	 in	 three	 columns.	 She	 asked	 us	 to	 repeat	 the	words	 after	 her	 and
taught	 us	 their	 meanings	 through	 their	 Farsi	 equivalents.	 The	 text	 reading
continued	in	the	same	way	as	the	teacher	read	aloud,	translated	line	by	line	and
followed	through	with	comprehension	questions	about	the	text.	I	did	not	do	well
in	the	English	class	since	I	was	not	good	at	memorising	the	words	and	grammar
rules.	Therefore,	my	parents	decided	to	send	me	to	an	English	class	to	help	me
improve	my	English...	I	was	accepted	in	‘The	English	Translation’	major,	but	the
language	learning	in	our	university	seemed	to	be	the	same	as	the	schools.

Reyhaneh:

I	wonder	where	my	story	really	begins.	It	might	have	started	on	my	first	day	at	an
English	 institute.	 True,	 the	 teacher	 was	 nearly	 fluent,	 but	 what	 influenced	 me
most	was	her	accent...	She	talked	different	from	all	English	teachers	at	school.	It
was	in	English	class	where	for	the	first	time,	I	felt	this	difference	in	accents	and
no	doubt	I	was	badly	 influenced...	Afterwards	I	quit	going	 to	English	class	but
when	 I	 started	 it	 again	 later,	 in	 the	 ILI	 with	 all	 its	 American	 and	 British
teachers...	 I	 started	 to	 learn	 English	 with	 a	 new	 spirit	 and	 this	 time	 with	 the



‘accent.’	 I	 paid	 particular	 attention	 to	 pronunciation	 and	 intonation	 aspects	 of
English.

Fahimeh
(P):

When	 I	was	 in	my	 teens,	my	mother	used	 to	 tell	me	 that	 I	would	make	a	good
teacher	as	apparently	 I	was	good	at	explaining	 things	 to	others	 in	an	attractive
way.	For	a	girl	whose	constant	companions	were	pens	and	papers,	who	sobbed
frequently	 for	getting	a	 few	points	 lower	 than	her	 rival	 classmates,	 and	whose
biggest	joy	was	topping	the	academic	competitions,	becoming	a	teacher	was	one
of	the	most	immediate	dreams...	Those	of	us	who	are	destined	to	a	teaching	life
have	our	own	stories	of	becoming	and	being	a	teacher.	Among	these	memories	of
joy	and	sorrow,	resentment	and	rapture	what	stands	out	is	the	way	we	perceive,
project,	 and	 sustain	 our	 ‘I’s	 as	 teachers.	 This	 demands	 a	 shift	 from	 ‘doing
teaching’	 by	 simply	 enacting	 a	 series	 of	 routines	 to	 ‘being	 and	 becoming
teachers.’

Roya:

I	 took	 a	 peek	 into	 my	 childhood	 where	 a	 little	 girl	 is	 interested	 in	 drawing
colourful	pictures	of	her	dreams	on	paper	and	walls.	She	is	explaining	them	to
her	 parents,	 daydreaming	 about	 her	 lines,	 shapes,	 and	 colours	 for	 hours	 and
hours.	As	 time	 passes,	 her	 interest	 in	 drawing	 changes	 to	writing	words	with
imagination	of	 pictures	 in	mind.	 I	 started	 converting	 those	 pictures	 into	words
and	this	is	one	of	the	most	natural	processes	I	was	undertaking	as	a	child...	With
my	 entrance	 into	 the	 EFL	world	 (studying	 and	 teaching),	my	writing	 changed.
Perhaps,	the	inspiration	for	writing	took	on	a	different	direction.	I	sensed	a	huge
rock	blocking	my	writing	river.

Hannah:

A	quick	look	at	what	I	have	been	through	during	school	years	reminds	me	of	the
importance	of	those	years	in	shaping	my	ways	of	thinking.	As	an	EFL	teacher...	I
had	 the	 chance	 to	 live	 both	 pans	 of	 the	 scale;	 that	 was	 the	 way	 I	 became
impartial	 toward	myself.	 In	 the	 role	of	 student,	 I	had	 remote	chance	 to	 see	 the
teacher	as	a	counterpart	of	the	same	weight.	I	remember	as	a	student	I	expected
the	teacher	 to	be	 the	unconquerable	hero	and	I	recalled	the	pain	when	my	hero
had	no	power	to	save	me	from	the	sense	of	uselessness.	As	a	teacher,	I	saw	the
same	 familiar	 pain	 in	 the	 eye	 of	 the	 students	 at	 the	 same	 time,	 as	 I	 was	 the
teacher.

What	emerges	out	of	‘who	am	I’	is	the	second	stage	that	we	call	‘my	pain,’	in	which	each
one	 of	 the	 students	 tries	 to	 focus	 on	 a	 specific	 ‘language	 pain,’	 i.e.,	 a	 boiling	 issue	 that	 the
student	personally	feels	like	exploring	and	re-searching.	Choosing	a	personally	felt	pain	rather
than	an	issue	of	purely	academic	interest	as	the	central	research	issue	is	the	crucial	element	of
decolonising	research.	In	any	research	area	the	pain	that	is	personally	or	socially	felt	makes	all
the	 difference	 in	 the	 act	 of	 research.	 It	 is	 not	 the	 case	 that	 course	 activities	 do	 not	 include
readings.	Students	 are	 required	 to	 read	 extensively	 and	 reflect	 on	 the	 so-called	 literature	 of
language	 education	 that	 is	 of	 course	 dominated	 by	 the	 mainstream	 language	 education



discourse.	 However,	 what	 makes	 for	 decolonisation	 is	 critically	 reading	 and	 consciously
reflecting	 upon	 readings,	 and	 more	 importantly,	 understanding	 them	 in	 light	 of	 their
(ir)relevance	to	a	personal	re-search	pain:

Behnaz:

What	 I	 experienced	 in	my	 school	English	 class	was	 the	 result	 of	 the	 ‘banking
model	of	education’...	This	model	puts	emphasis	on	memorisation	of	information
rather	 than	 on	 understanding	 and	 critical	 thinking...	 Therefore,	 reading	 is
considered	as	a	skill	decomposed	into	components	and	sub-skills...	Therefore,	I
decided	to	conduct	a	critical	research	focusing	on	one	of	the	emphasised	aspects
of	problem	posing	education	in	foreign	language	learning	context,	i.e.,	liberatory
autonomy.

Fahimeh
(P):

Over	 the	 last	 few	 decades	 siren	 calls	 have	 been	 heard	 from	 here	 and	 there
warning	against	 the	repercussions	of	 the	ever-raising	power	and	penetration	of
English...	Vexed	by	the	ideas	of	alienation	and	identity	crisis,	we	make	attempts
to	 lay	 the	 foundations	 of	 a	 self-seeking	 and	 self-returning	 language	 teaching
pedagogy...	 Having	 been	 defined,	 designed,	 elaborated	 and	 practiced,	 this
pedagogy	may	 lead	 to	 re-assessment	 and	 re-definition	 of	 our	English	 language
teaching	methods	and/or	re-educating	language	teachers	with	a	focus	on	Islamic,
Iranian	 ideologies,	 spirits,	 values,	 and	 identity	which	 have	 apparently	 become
invisible	and	voiceless	in	the	midst	of	those	of	others.

Fahimeh
(G):

I	 also	 remember	 my	 English	 class,	 which	 was	 confined	 to	 learning	 letters,
words,	and	structures.	In	my	reading	classes	teachers	used	prescribed	materials
and	books	 that	were	 in	no	way	 related	 to	 the	 students’	 cultures	 and	 interests...
The	 content	 of	 the	 printed	 text	 was	 taken	 for	 granted	 without	 challenging	 the
underlying	assumptions,	the	ideology,	or	the	philosophy	behind	it...	unfortunately,
what	I	experienced	in	my	own	classes	still	exists	in	our	educational	system	and
policies...	 In	my	 own	 teaching	 a	 conspicuous	 point	 that	 I	 have	 noticed	 is	 that
students	 only	 listen	 to	 what	 is	 demanded	 from	 them	 on	 tests...	 To	 change	 the
present	condition	for	the	benefit	of	all	those	whom	we	love	and	cherish,	requires
great	effort.	It	is	necessary	to	have	in	mind	that	the	starting	point	is	every	one	of
us...	 thus	 I	 decided,	 on	 my	 own	 part	 to	 conduct	 a	 study	 on	 critical	 literacy
practices.

Reyhaneh:

They	all	had	long	stories	to	tell	me	about	accent	and	I	could	easily	sympathise
because	it	was	very	easy	to	see	‘me’	inside	them...	With	all	my	heart,	I	felt	many
others	shared	the	same	experience	with	me	and	wanted	me	to	do	something	about
this...	My	questions	in	regard	with	the	necessity	of	a	native-like	accent	in	Iran	or
the	 possibility	 of	 an	 Iranian	 type	 of	 English	 proved	 to	 be	 absolutely
challenging...	 I	am	now	determined	 to	 find	out	why	we	have	made	a	great	 fuss
over	accent.	What	is	a	language	worth	without	the	accent?



Hannah:

I	started	thinking	about	the	times	that	I	had	the	feeling	of	uselessness;	it	happened
whenever	 I	and	 the	 teacher	were	not	able	 to	communicate	successfully...	 In	my
country,	 Iran,	 the	 textbooks	 available	 in	 the	 market	 used	 in	 various	 language
schools	 and	 institutes,	 are	 written	 by	 non-native	 authors.	 Sometimes,	 the
occasions,	events,	and	pictures	depicted	in	these	books,	make	no	sense	to	Iranian
learners	with	a	different	cultural	background.	Most	 learners	were	 interested	 in
knowing	more	and	more	about	native	English	speakers’	way	of	life.

Roya:

I	started	from	the	famous	question	asked	by	my	advisor:	‘What	is	YOUR	pain	in
EFL	 teaching?’...	 This	 seemingly	 easy	 question	 turned	 everything	 inside	 out...
And	my	answer	was:	 ‘My	pain	 is	writing	and	 teaching	writing	 in	EFL.’	Those
days	 I	 suffered	 from	 the	 so-called	 disease	 ‘not	 having	 professional	 language’
diagnosed	by	one	of	the	professors!	Since	then	whatever	I	attempted	to	write	as	a
course	project,	I	was	waiting	and	expecting	the	same	comment	from	others	and
this	 fear	 hindered	me	 a	 lot!	 I	 decided	 to	write	 a	 thesis	 that	 could	 become	 an
inspiration	for	rediscovering	writing	again	at	least	for	myself.

The	third	stage	is	‘what	I	explore.’	What	in	academic	research	is	normally	known	as	data
collection,	is	reinterpreted	as	making	sense	of	data	by	searching	for	evidence	that	illuminates
the	dark	corners	of	the	particular	language	pain	of	the	student.	The	‘how’	to	aspect	of	this	sort
of	 research	 is	 definitely	 not	 based	 on	 manuals	 written	 by	 great	 methodologists	 based	 in
prestigious	 academic	 institutions.	The	 reading	 requirement	 at	 this	 stage	 includes	 looking	 for
non-mainstream	 evidence.	 The	 experiences	 and	 ideas	 reflected	 in	 these	 sources	 are
reinterpreted	by	 the	 students	 in	 the	 context	of	 their	own	peculiar	 research	pain	and	within	a
particular	 cultural	 and	 temporal	 context.	 Ours	 is	 a	 unique	 problem	 in	 a	 unique	 context	 and
needs	a	unique	approach	to	evidence	and	data	 that	are	closely	related	to	the	question	of	‘my
pain’	and	‘who	I	am’:

Fatemeh:

As	 an	 English	 language	 teacher	my	 role	was	 to	 pose	 problems	 and	 allow	 the
natural	 stream	 of	 learning	 and	 teaching	 to	 flow	 freely.	 This	 course	 of	 action
encompassed	 all	 the	 literacy	 events	 during	 the	 language-learning	 get-togethers
including	 reading,	 writing,	 webbing,	 dialogue,	 artistic	 reflections,	 and	 poster
making...	This	study	started	in	an	ordinary	high	school	in	a	small	 town	in	rural
areas	of	Mazandaran	province...	For	most	of	these	students,	English	classes	only
reminded	 them	 of	 numerous	 grammatical	 rules	 and	 vocabularies	 they	 were
forced	to	translate	and	memorise.

Fahimeh
(P):

The	participants	of	this	research	are	Iranian	students	of	TEFL	who	are	engaged
with	 teaching	 activities	 as	 well.	 The	 evidence	 of	 how	 teaching	 identities	 are
shaped	and	 reshaped	 through	 introduction	and	enactment	of	 this	pedagogy	will
come	from	these	participants...	It	is	hoped	that	this	study	can	prove	successful	in



shedding	light	on	aspects	of	our	social	and	individual	‘selves’	and	can	ultimately
offer	a	dynamic,	original,	local	framework	for	language	teaching	and	learning.

Mahtab:

We	 never	 focused	 our	 practices	 on	 short,	 factual,	 information-based	 articles,
rather	 usually	 students	 were	 given	 some	 articles	 whose	 language	 was	 totally
different	in	nature,	usually	in	the	form	of	a	medical	story,	somebody’s	‘medical
pain’	 and	 the	 manner	 in	 which	 people	 approach	 disease...	 The	 major
concentration	 in	 these	 readings	 was	 on	 challenging	 themes;	 making	 the	 author
visible;	unlearning;...	words	and	worlds;	establishing	a	dialogue	with	the	author
of	 the	 text,	 then	 with	 classmates	 and	 teachers;	 responding	 to	 the	 authors	 in
weekly	journals.

Hannah:

I	kept	notes	inside	and	outside	of	the	classroom	that	I	transferred	to	my	journal	at
home.	 I	did	not	 follow	a	specific	 format;	 rather,	 I	used	 to	arrange	my	notes	by
time.	 I	 used	 to	draw	 in	my	 journal,	which	helped	me	 to	 remember	 the	details.
Some	points	that	learners	had	told	me	during	the	class,	ideas	and	even	questions
that	 suddenly	 came	 to	my	mind	 were	 all,	 included	 in	my	 logs...	 In	 addition...
learners	 used	 to	write	 their	 own	 ideas	 individually...	Despite	 the	 fact	 that	 this
collection	of	materials	was	not	that	orderly	and	clean,	they	truly	helped	me	and
the	learners	in	knowing	each	other.

Roya:

In	this	study,	the	teacher	created	a	space	for	learner-writers	to	regain	their	own
power	 of	 writing	 by	 paying	 attention	 to	 their	 own	 knowledge	 and	 interests...
Also,	respecting	and	valuing	self/other,	unlearning	the	concept	of	grading	by	not
competing	with	each	other,	eliminating	authority	in	authorship	by	integrating	their
thoughts	and	ideas	into	their	academic	literary	papers	are	emphasised.

Reyhaneh:

We	are	usually	inclined	to	see	the	root	of	the	problem,	and	in	this	case	the	cause
of	this	fear,	in	the	kind	of	illusion	students	have	of	what	they	refer	to	as	Standard
English.	 Standard	 English	 is	 generally	 put	 on	 a	 pedestal	 by	 language	 learners
who	almost	always	set	themselves	the	goal	of	mastering	it.

What	comes	next	is	‘making	sense’	of	the	data	and	generating	meanings.	The	concern	is	not
‘analysis,’	 as	 such.	Rather,	 the	 question	 is	 about	 exploring	 the	 evidence	 that	 emerges	 out	 of
‘what	 I	 explore’	 for	 example	 about	 ‘my	 pain.’	 Rather	 than	 surrendering	 to	 statistical,
probability-based	 measures	 of	 effects,	 correlations	 and	 co-variances	 that	 confine
understanding	 of	 complex	 phenomena	 like	 human	 language	 to	 a	 few	 variables	 and	 factors
within	 the	 laboratory	 situation,	 ‘making	 sense’	 is	 about	 a	 personal	 understanding	 of	 ‘what	 I
explore’	 in	 relation	 to	 ‘my	 pain’.	 The	 notions	 of	 ‘validity’	 and	 ‘reliability’	 based	 on	 some
predefined	notions	may	hold	good	for	pseudo-scientific	writings	in	prestigious	publications	but
not	for	healing	a	searching	pain.	Therefore,	the	criterion	of	robustness	or	usefulness	of	findings
does	not	depend	on	some	numerical	measure,	index,	or	coefficient	but	on	the	extent	to	which
the	 discoveries	 and	 learning	 make	 sense	 in	 the	 context	 of	 ‘my	 pain’	 and	 to	 others	 in	 their



respective	life	situations	and	the	extent	 to	which	they	facilitate	co-creation	and	generation	of
more	profound	understandings	in	our	own	life.

Fahimeh
(G):

The	major	 assertion	generated	 from	 the	data	 analyses	was	 that	 ‘reading’	was
defined	 and	 approached	 differently	 by	 the	 professors	 and	 the	 students	 in	 the
critical	and	the	traditional	classrooms...	the	perspective	towards	reading	in	the
reading	classroom	seemed	to	influence	student	voice,	their	perception	 towards
reconstructing	their	world/word,	and	their	attitude	towards	learning.

Mehrnoosh:

I	could	find	the	connections,	relationships	and	underlying	concepts	between	the
themes...	It	was	the	time	I	realised	that	every	single	act	of	the	teacher	from	the
first	moment	of	the	class	were	like	the	bits	of	jigsaw	puzzle	which	sat	together
at	the	end	of	the	courses	and	made	the	whole	picture	which	I	could	see	in	my
preliminary	 analysis.	 Thus,	 I	 looked	 for	 the	 ways	 through	 which	 the	 teacher
tried	 to	 prepare	 the	 learners	 for	 the	 course	 and	 to	 experience	words	 through
personal	 narratives	 of	 the	 teacher,	 the	 students	 and	 novels	 and	 short	 stories
which	were	in	turn	personal	narratives	of	the	authors.

Mona:

I	 had	 a	 list	 of	 themes	 which	 I	 assumed	 as	 a	 number	 of	 definitions	 for	 ‘the
understanding	of	the	act	of	reading’...	I	found	these	definitions	for	the	concept
of	literacy	in	the	eyes	of	the	readers	such	as	‘be	wise	vs.	be	able	to	read	and
write’...	 Yet	 it	 seemed	 like	 an	 enormous	 piece	 in	 the	 puzzle	 was	 missing.	 I
believe	 the	 Qur’an	 is	 the	 most	 complete	 book	 in	 the	 world	 in	 which	 Allah
clarifies	 in	 detail	 the	 way	 people	 should	 live	 to	 reach	 salvation.	 Such	 a
complete	book	can	never	be	without	a	practical	pedagogy.	This	made	me	search
and	research	throughout	the	Qur’an	verses...	The	more	I	read	the	more	I	found
what	a	perfect	pedagogy	the	Qur’an	has	and	how	neglectful	I	had	been	to	miss
this.	The	Qur’an	has	themes	related	to	the	act	of	reading	and	literacy	essence...
It	not	only	shows	us	how	to	read	but	also	 the	best	understanding	of	 the	act	of
reading.

Hannah:

I	came	to	the	point	that	without	studying	the	context	in	which	the	materials	are
used	and	without	defining	the	term	‘context’	itself,	I	could	not	make	any	sense
out	 of	 the	 whole	 story.	 Since	 I	 had	 to	 reflect	 on	 terms	 that	 I	 as	 a	 teacher
frequently	use	in	my	teaching	(e.g.,	institute,	teacher	and	learner,	culture,	etc.),	I
started	to	reflect	on	myself	as	the	‘meaning	maker’	to	see	how	I	as	the	teacher
see	the	materials	and	how	and	to	what	extent	this	vision	is	demonstrated	in	the
materials.

I	did	not	know	where	to	start	analysing	or	it	 is	better	to	say	I	did	not	want	to
because	 the	 term	 ‘analysing’	has	negative	meanings	 for	me.	 I	 cannot	 separate
the	gathered	data,	since	for	me	they	are	similar	 to	 the	rings	 inside	a	 tree;	one



Roya:
without	the	other	is	useless	to	talk	about	the	tree	as	a	living	creature...	So,	first
and	foremost	I	want	to	call	data	analysis	‘Making	Sense	of	Data.’	The	teacher
invites	the	learner-writers	to	craft	writing	in	which	there	is	a	respect	for	their
‘self’	as	well	as	others.	Sharing	and	listening	to	oneself	and	others	to	find	ways
of	writing	in	the	writing	workshop	community	instead	of	competing	for	grades
eliminates	the	authority	of	the	texts	in	the	context	of	L2	academic	writing.

The	final	stage	is	the	vital	question	of	‘so	what?’	which	simply	takes	the	re-searcher	back
to	‘my	pain,’	 ‘who	am	I,’	and	the	concern	for	relevance.	A	challenge	that	starts	 to	emerge	at
this	stage	is	‘the	act	of	writing.’	We	continued	writing,	sharing	and	commenting	throughout	the
entire	 course	 but	 towards	 the	 end,	 when	 the	 re-search	 has	 to	 be	 presented	 to	 people	 in	 a
climate	 of	 conventional	 academic	 research,	 writing	 and	 presenting	 become	 particularly
important.	Therefore,	the	challenge	is	to	put	this	material	in	the	decolonised	language	that	has
started	 to	 evolve	 and	 to	 question	 the	 normal	 language	 of	 academic	 research,	 writing,
presentation	and	‘defence’	by	the	very	act	of	telling	the	story	of	the	entire	re-search	journey.

Mahtab:

It	was	surprising	how	I	felt	free	and	how	little	by	little	I	could	talk	about	my	own
problems,	 challenges	 and	 even	mistakes	 freely.	 Respect,	 honesty	 and	 dialogue
were	the	outstanding	values	of	this	community.	I	thought	that	all	these	values,	in
one	way	or	another	were	reflected	in	the	language	of	the	group	and	how	they	saw
themselves.	I	found	that	an	urgent	prerequisite	of	being	a	member	here	was	that	I
should	 think	 about	 myself	 and	 my	 language	 teaching...	 I	 always	 suffered	 from
listening	to	people	whose	language	lacked	values	and	position,	people	who	only
saw	language	learning	as	memorising	some	rules	and	words.

Saeideh:

By	 speaking,	 the	 learners	 and	 the	 teacher	 found	 their	 ‘Presence’	 in	 form	 of
conversations,	 talks,	 dialogues	 and	 through	 participation	 in	 the	 social	 network.
The	learners	began	to	care	about	their	classmates	and	the	ties	they	had	with	each
other	 with	 their	 teacher...	 The	 learners’	 participation	 in	 class	 was	 one	 of	 the
aspects	of	classroom	interaction	in	which	community	opportunities	were	created
for	 the	 learners	 to	 practice	 the	 English	 language	 and	 to	 produce	 a	 home-made
foreign	 language	 through	 their	 conversations...	The	 learners	became	writers	 for
their	own	communities,	for	an	audience	of	readers	who	were	their	classmates	or
parents	at	home...	Instead	of	teaching	the	learners	vague	generalities	which	may
or	may	not	(most	often	not)	correspond	with	anything	in	‘their	reality,’	the	lessons
taught	 were	 specific	 and	 concrete	 and	 easily	 applicable	 to	 the	 world	 around
them.

Behnaz:

I	discovered	that	some	of	learners’	identities	were	transformed	in	the	process	of
struggling	 for	 autonomy	 in	 the	 use	 of	 language.	 These	 students	 during	 the	 term
through	 the	 critical	 reading	 of	 English	 literature...	 understood	 that	 they	 could
transform	 their	 beings,	 by	 gaining	 an	 awareness	 of	 their	 relationship	 with



words/worlds.

Parvaneh:

I	was	interested	to	understand	why	young	Kurdish	learners	of	English	language	in
Islam	Abad	were	not	willing	 to	 talk	 in	Kurdish;	and	secondly	why	 these	young
Kurdish	 learners	 have	 a	 strong	 tendency	 to	 use	 English	 words,	 phrases	 and
expressions	 even	 in	 their	 daily	 Persian	 language	 interactions...	 Inserting	 the
cultural	 background	 and	 the	 identity	 of	 different	 ethnicities	 of	 Iran	 into	 the
material	of	the	English	books	can	be	helpful	making	English	learning	in	the	EFL
context	meaningful.

Mahsa:

These	 inquiries	 informed	 our	 pedagogical	 wondering	 in	 the	 search	 for	 a	 new
language-aware,	 reflective,	 and	 critical	 writing...	 Apart	 from	 the	 routine
conceptions	 of	 language.	 we	 embraced	 a	 different	 knowing	 of	 the	 concept
‘writing	pedagogy’...	To	 treat	 the	writers	block	syndrome...	we	constructed	our
medical	 literacy	 practices	 on	 dialogic	 writing	 rooted	 in	 medical	 narratives:	 a
guiding	 and	 problem-posing	 discovery	 path	 which	 could	 inform	 the	 lifelong
medical	writing	problem	 to	 stand	against	 the	worldwide	automatic,	monologic,
injective	 and	 prescriptive...	 These	 transformations	 of	 the	 routine	 language
practices	 entailed	 searching	 for	 a	 new	 curriculum	 which	 could	 demystify	 the
current	perspectives	on	language	practices	and	inform	our	new	understanding	of
written	medical	language	(genre)	in	the	well-known	methodology	as	the	theory	of
language,	the	theory	of	learning,	the	nature	of	writing	and	to	practice	them	beyond
the	 positivistic	 and	 popular	 language	 vocabulary,	 reading,	 and	 writing
fragmentation.

Moreover,	 throughout	 the	 entire	 period	 of	 the	 course,	 guest	 speakers	 are	 invited	 to	 the
classroom,	 students	watch	 and	 discuss	movie	 clips	 related	 to	 the	 discussions	 of	 the	 course,
they	attend	thesis	presentation	and	defence	sessions	by	students	at	the	final	stage	of	their	theses,
and	of	 course	 continue	 reading,	 reflecting,	writing,	 sharing,	 and	commenting	on	each	other’s
writings.

As	a	final	illustration	of	a	decolonised	view	of	language	learning	(research),	the	following
is	what	Hamid	wrote	to	his	students	at	the	end	of	a	course	of	English	for	students	of	medicine.
During	the	term,	students	had	re-searched	a	medical	issue	of	their	choice	and	had	attempted	to
bring	meaning	into	their	learning	of	English	by	putting	it	in	the	context	of	searching	about	this
personally	 felt	problem.	Thus	 they	 tried	 to	 ‘face’	and	‘own’	 the	English	 language	as	well	as
their	knowledge	of	academic	medicine.	Having	been	a	participant	of	the	decolonised	re-search
course	both	for	his	undergraduate	and	graduate	studies	and	having	done	his	thesis	re-search	in
this	 same	 spirit,	 his	 learning-teaching-searching	 journey	 with	 his	 students	 exemplifies	 a
decolonised	account	of	research	and	further	illustrates	a	decolonised	view	of	language	as	well
as	learning	and	teaching.	Such	a	view	of	language	can	obviously	be	expanded	into	all	areas	of
academic	knowledge:

When	I	started	my	un/learning	journey	with	you...	I	knew	that	language	is	more	than	WORDs,	grammar	rules,
texts	and	communication	and	I	thought	I	understood	what	Munir	Fasheh	meant	by	‘use	words	rather	than	be	used



by	words.’	I	thought	SEARCH	was	the	same	as	research,	although	I	believed	that	academic	research	is	to	be
questioned.	And	I	had	just	heard	and	I	was	just	beginning	to	explore	what	it	meant	to	talk	about	research	in	terms
of	PAIN.	But	through	the	un/learning	journey	we	lived,	I	started	to	realise	what	it	means	not	to	be	used	by
WORDS;	I	started	to	see	what	it	means	to	do	research	as	part	of	my	lifelong	SEARCH;	I	started	to	feel	what	it
means	to	start	research	based	on	my	own	PAIN.	I	started	to	feel	that	perhaps	the	major	flaw	in	what	has	been
known	as	prestigious	research	in	almost	all	academic	areas,	including	medicine,	is	that	research	rarely	happens	in
SEARCH	of	a	way	to	heal	a	real	PAIN	truly	felt	by	the	researcher.	PAIN	like	the	ones	felt	by	many	of	you...	goes
far	beyond	the	so-called	interests	that	are	the	starting	point	of	a	lot	of	PAIN-less	academic	research.

I	started	to	see	that	research	could	be	more	life-like	and	real	than	going	through	a	series	of	prescribed	academic
procedures	heavily	relying	on	textual	knowledge.	Perhaps	only	a	few	of	you	can	present	your	SEARCH	as
methodical	academic	research	but	I	un/learnt	a	lot	from	the	SEARCH	you	lived...	I	un/learnt	that	WORDs	and
text	might	be	meaningful	and	helpful	in	my	SEARCH	only	if	I	know	who	they	are	talking	about.	I	started	to	realize
what	it	means	to	free	myself	from	‘the	tyranny	of	words,’	as	Munir	calls	it.	Perhaps	this	is	my	most	wonderful
discovery	about	my	own	deep	PAIN,	that	is,	language:	I	un/learnt	that	I	could	SEARCH	my	PAIN	without	having
a	WORD	as	its	name,	as	Hassanmirzaei	did;	I	un/learnt	that	I	could	SEARCH	my	PAIN	with	a	wrong	WORD
(that	I	may	be	used	and	misled	by)	as	the	name	of	my	PAIN	and	I	can	come	up	with	my	own	WORD	that	I	use
to	name	the	PAIN,	as	Hadi	did;	I	un/learnt	that	I	could	SEARCH	my	PAIN	as	I	am	caught	by	big	WORDs	just	to
understand	later	that	big	WORDs	are	created	by	people	and	could	be	empty,	as	Hamidipour	did.

Concluding	challenges

We	conclude	with	two	quick	but	critical	questions.	First,	where	is	the	decolonised	agenda	in
the	course	illustrated	above?	The	answer	is	that	decolonisation	starts	with	people.	The	unique
decolonising	 feature	 lies	 in	 the	 fact	 that	 ‘people,’	 their	 lives	 and	 concerns	 are	 the	 essential
components	of	all	the	stages.	‘Who	I	am,’	‘my	pain,’	‘what	I	explore,’	‘making	sense,’	and	‘so
what?’	are	all	fundamentally	based	on	people’s	involvement	with	re-search	and	this	is	the	vital
issue,	true	adherence	to	which	prevents	colonisation	occurring	at	levels	of	research	problems,
procedures,	findings,	and	most	importantly,	interpretations.

This	 takes	 us	 to	 a	 critical	 second	 question:	 perhaps	 all	 decolonising	 attempts	 truly
emerging	from	our	own	beings	resulting	in	a	decolonised	university	may	ideally	bring	us	to	a
state	 similar	 to	 the	 struggle	of	 countries	 that	 fought	 for	 independence	 from	 colonial	 powers.
Ideally,	 the	 realm	of	knowledge	will	be	 in	our	own	hands	but	are	we	good	enough	 to	 live	a
better	 life	 than	 the	one	 colonisers	 imposed	on	us?	Where	 to	 from	decolonisation?	When	 the
materialistic	 world-view	 espoused	 by	 capitalism,	 individualism,	 the	 deceit	 of	 liberal
democracy,	and	the	grip	of	the	media	over	our	lives	are	dismantled,	it	is	hardly	acceptable	to
say	that	the	vacuum	left	can	be	filled	with	only	traditional	community	values	or	if	this	is	even
necessarily	 the	 optimum	 ontological	 vocation	 of	 human	 beings.	 Therefore,	 we	 need	 to	 start
questioning	ourselves	about	the	values	that	need	to	be	brought	in,	argued,	and	even	fought	for
so	 that	 the	 true	 transcendental	 nature	 of	 human	 life	 can	 be	 given	 due	 consideration.	Beyond
decolonisation	 we	 may	 begin	 to	 hear	 the	 lament	 by	 Hafez:	 ‘You	 are	 called	 upon	 from	 the
heavens;	I	don’t	know	why	you	continue	to	be	entrapped	here.’
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(House	of	Pangasinan	Studies),	Philippines

Juan	de	la	Cruz	is	the	typical	stereotype	of	the	Filipino	reeking	with	bias	against	the	Muslims
and	non-Christian	minorities	who	continue	to	defy	state-directed	colonisation	and	oppression.
Catholic	 or	 Christian,	 a	 Muslim	 or	 a	 pagan,	 Juan	 who	 speaks	 Tagalog,	 renamed	 Filipino,
belongs	to	an	ethnic	group,	attends	the	public	school	system,	graduates	from	a	university	either
in	 Manila	 or	 in	 his	 province	 and	 teaches	 in	 the	 same	 university	 coaching	 a	 generation	 of
students	–	one	of	them	is	another	Juan	–	for	the	next	25	years.	Juan,	a	teacher,	is	of	course	a
product	 of	 a	 university	 culture	 that	 basically	 accepts	Western	 epistemological	 concepts	 and
ideas	at	its	face	value	and	a	society	that	is	susceptible	to	anything	foreign	in	its	long	history	of
colonialism	and	imperialism.

In	this	paper,	I	would	outline	the	origins	and	development	of	this	educational	culture	in	the
Philippines.	 I	 would	 provide	 the	 context,	 which	 had	 given	 rise	 to	 a	 nationalist	 movement
involving	 the	 university,	 and	 discuss	 the	 efforts	 of	 some	 Filipino	 intellectuals	 as	 they	were
influenced	by	 this	movement	 towards	crafting	an	 indigenous	world-view.	 I	would	assess	 the
impact	since	the	1970s	to	the	present	of	this	decolonisation	in	the	university,	provide	a	critique
of	 its	 limitations	 and	 weaknesses,	 identify	 the	 sources	 for	 the	 continued	 patronage	 of	 non-
indigenous	ways	of	 thinking	and	account	for	 the	rise	of	ethnic	studies	 throughout	 the	country.
Lastly,	 I	 would	 argue	 that	 decolonising	 the	 Filipino	 –	 which	 I	 had	 earlier	 advocated
(Fernandez,	 2006)	 –	 is	 an	 impossible	 task	 for	 the	 Filipino	 embodies	 its	 colonial	 origins
unacceptable	 to	 the	 Muslims	 and	 non-Christian	 minorities	 (Quimpo,	 2000).	 Decolonisation
requires	 the	 reclaiming	 of	 indigenous	 selves	 and	 forging	 a	 pan-archipelagic	 identity	 that
respects	diversity	and	promotes	unity.	In	so	doing,	the	role	of	universities	in	the	ethnic	regions
in	designing	an	emancipatory	curriculum	is	crucial	in	the	production	of	indigenous	knowledge
systems	and	their	collection	and	dissemination	as	the	cultural	archive	of	the	entire	archipelago.

The	university	and	the	Western	epistemological	tradition

The	 origins	 of	 the	Western	 epistemological	 tradition	 can	 be	 traced	 back	 to	 the	 creation	 and
establishment	of	universities	in	Manila	inside	the	walls	or	Intramuros	(Alzona,	1932;	Bazaco,
1953).	In	1611,	the	University	of	Santo	Tomas	was	established	as	a	small	college	ran	by	the
Dominicans,	later	elevated	to	university	status	in	1645.	An	earlier	institution	was	the	Colegio
de	Manila,	 or	 the	 Colegio	 de	 San	 Ignacio	 erected	 in	 1585	 but	 it	 ceased	 to	 exist	 when	 the
Jesuits	 were	 expelled	 from	 the	 Philippines	 in	 1768.	 Courses	 offered	 were	 theology	 and
philosophy,	canon	law,	logic	and	grammar,	arts	and	civil	law,	later	pharmacy	and	medicine	in
1871	in	the	former	and	theology	and	the	arts,	later	canon	law	and	civil	law	in	the	latter.

Steeped	 in	 the	 European,	 particularly	 Hispanic	 intellectual	 tradition,	 the	 missionaries-



turned-teachers	transmitted	their	acquired	learning	to	a	few	students,	mostly	Spaniards	born	in
Spain	 and	 in	Manila	 and	 perhaps	 to	 a	 number	 of	 Spanish	mestizos	 with	 Chinese	 or	 native
descent	 living	 in	 the	 capital.	 Although	 established	 in	 1620	 as	 a	 secondary	 institution,	 the
Colegio	de	San	 Juan	de	Letran	could	have	catered	only	 in	 its	 early	years	 to	 select	 students,
specifically	orphans,	from	around	Manila	or	nearby	regions	until	1706	(Bazaco,	1933).	Only
the	implementation	of	the	educational	decree	of	1863	mandating	the	establishment	of	primary
schools	 for	boys	and	girls	 throughout	 the	country	could	have	changed	a	 little	 the	educational
landscape	but	only	a	few	still,	particularly	from	the	landed	and	the	middle	classes,	which	had
lucratively	participated	in	the	commercialisation	of	agriculture,	could	enter	the	university,	the
University	of	Santo	Tomas	(Fast	and	Richardson,	1979).	By	this	time,	Ateneo	de	Manila,	from
a	small	primary	school	for	children	of	Spanish	residents,	became	a	Jesuit	secondary	institution
offering	 a	 bachelor’s	 degree	 as	 well	 as	 certificate	 courses	 in	 agriculture,	 surveying	 and
business	(Arcilla,	1988;	Bonoan,	1988).

Thus,	 the	 university	 became	 the	 training	 ground	 for	 native	 and	 non-native	 scholars	 and
professionals	 in	 various	 fields	 under	 the	 spell	 of	 European	 and	 Spanish	 epistemology.	 The
generation	 of	 Gregorio	 Sanciangco	 (1852–1897),	 Trinidad	 Pardo	 de	 Tavera	 (1857–1925),
Pedro	 Paterno	 (1858–1911),	 Jose	 Rizal	 (1861–1896),	 Isabelo	 de	 los	 Reyes	 (1864–1938),
Apolinario	Mabini	(1864–1903)	and	others	turned	out	specimens	for	the	creation	of	a	corpus
of	Philippine	knowledge	under	the	aegis	of	European	intellectual	theories	and	practices.1

The	indigenous	traditions	in	the	midst	of	nationalist	awakening	and	reawakening

While	 these	 Filipino	 intellectuals	 were	 churning	 out	 treatises,	 books,	 monographs	 on	 the
Philippines,	 they	 were	 also	 charting	 the	 course	 of	 an	 independent	 nation.	 They	 had	 to	 cite
works	by	European	scholars	 to	disprove	 the	prejudiced	assumptions	made	against	 their	 race
(Rizal,	1890),	to	stress	their	equality	with	the	Spaniards	(Sanciangco,	1881),	to	document	their
ancient	civilisation	as	it	was	connected	to	a	larger	Asia	(Mojares,	2009)	(Rizal’s	annotations
to	 Morga	 [Morga,	 1890],	 Paterno	 [1887];	 De	 los	 Reyes	 [1889]),	 Mabini’s	 idea	 of	 a	 pan-
Malayan	identity	[Majul,	1996])	and	to	demonstrate	their	capacity	for	thinking	(Sanciangco’s).
The	Philippine	revolution	(1896–1898)	upon	the	establishment	of	the	first	Philippine	republic
promised	 a	 break	 with	 the	 Spanish	 clergy-controlled	 curriculum	 with	 the	 creation	 of	 the
Universidad	Cientifica-Literaria	de	Filipinas	 (Agoncillo,	1960).	But	 this	secular	university
manned	by	Filipino	 scholars	 and	 intellectuals	who	graduated	 from	Santo	Tomas	 and	Ateneo
would	 only	 last	 from	November	 1898	 to	 September	 1899	 because	 the	US	 and	 the	 republic
were	at	war	since	February.

The	 entry	 of	 the	 US	 and	 the	 subsequent	 annexation	 of	 the	 Philippines	 destroyed	 the
republic,	and	set	in	motion	a	new	relationship	with	another	colonial	master	under	the	pretext	of
tutelage,	which	had	an	effect	 in	 the	direction	of	Philippine	scholarship.	The	previous	regime
curtailed	the	production	of	knowledge	through	censorship.	The	US	guaranteed	freedom	of	the
press,	and	introduced	mass	education	in	English,	forcing	universities	and	colleges	to	teach	an
English-based	curriculum.	The	University	of	the	Philippines,	established	in	1908,	pioneered	in
the	teaching	of	an	American-based	curriculum	in	all	disciplines.	Most	universities,	however,
during	this	period	up	to	the	present,	were	and	are	still	handled	by	Catholic	missionaries.



In	 the	 latter	 half	 of	 the	 19th	 century,	 Filipino	 scholars	 had	 to	 travel	 to	 Spain	 or	 other
European	 countries	 to	 further	 their	 education.	 In	 1903	 till	 1941	 in	 three	 phases,	 under	 the
pensionado	programme,	Filipino	students	were	provided	scholarships	to	study	in	colleges	and
universities	in	the	US	(Orosa,	2007;	Teodoro,	1999).	These	scholars,	studying	under	American
mentors	 and	 schooled	 in	 American	 ways	 of	 thinking	 and	 feeling,	 would	 return	 to	 the
Philippines	 to	 practice	 what	 they	 learned.	 They	 would	 subsequently	 become	 heads	 of
government	 departments,	 agencies,	 and	 universities	 or	 become	 politicians	 affecting	 national
policies.

From	 claims	 of	 equality	 and	 assimilation	 that	 they	 aimed	 for	 hispanisation	 to	 claims	 of
national	 culture,	 identity	 and	Asianness	 of	 the	 early	 generation,	 Filipinos	 of	 this	 generation,
either	 intellectuals	or	 the	common	people,	underwent	Americanisation.	There	were	efforts	 to
think	 as	 a	 Filipino	 (Quirino	 and	Hilario,	 1924)	 and	 understand	 the	 Filipino	 (Osias,	 1940),
Filipinise	the	curriculum,	to	create	and	impose	a	national	language	and	to	develop	a	national
culture	in	preparation	for	independence	(Hayden,	1955).	All	these	were	momentarily	derailed
due	to	the	Japanese	occupation	during	the	Second	World	War	although	the	stirrings	for	Asian
identity	had	finally	taken	shape	but	in	the	service	of	propaganda.

By	 the	 time	 independence	 was	 recognised	 in	 1946,	 universities	 and	 their	 curricula
exhibited	form	and	content	of	the	early	decades	as	economic	and	cultural	relations	with	the	US
assumed	 a	 new	 form	 called	 neocolonialism.	Cooperation	 between	American	 and	 Philippine
universities	continued.	Scholarships	 from	various	American	 foundations	 supported	academic
exchanges	(Miralao,	1999).	Donations	of	American	books	 to	Philippine	 libraries	 intensified.
In	 the	midst	 of	 these,	 a	 nationalist	 reawakening	 erupted	 in	 the	 early	 and	 late	 1950s	 led	 by
Senator	Claro	M.	Recto	who	questioned	 the	overt	American	control	over	Philippine	 foreign
policy	and	the	lack	of	a	policy	towards	Asia	(Constantino,	1969).	It	continued	into	the	1960s
reaching	 the	 halls	 of	 the	 academe	 when	 Filipino	 social	 scientists,	 particularly	 at	 the	 UP
Community	 Development	 Research	 Council,	 recognised	 the	 limitations	 of	 Western	 social
science	methods	 to	Philippine	conditions	and	 the	originality	of	Filipino	culture	and	 tradition
(Feliciano,	1965;	Jocano,	1965).	Through	the	Movement	for	the	Advancement	of	Nationalism
(MAN),	 leading	 nationalists	 and	 professors	 bewailed	 the	 Americanisation	 of	 the	 state
university	(MAN,	1967;	Rosca,	1969).	They	challenged	the	deliberate	use	of	American	social
science	models	in	explaining	Philippine	social	reality	and	probed	the	unsuspecting	acceptance
of	American	aids	through	scholarships	and	grants,	the	Filipino	scholar	becoming	obligated	to
the	funding	agencies.

This	 context	would	help	 explain	 the	 rise	of	 the	 indigenisation	movement	 in	 the	 academe
alongside	 ultra-nationalism	 in	 the	 early	 1970s	 at	 the	 height	 of	 student	 activism,	 communist
insurgency,	Moro	secessionism	and	martial	 law	 in	 the	country.	The	continued	use	of	English
had	 been	 deplored	 in	 the	 late	 1950s	 (Constantino,	 1966)	 and	 the	 re-writing	 of	 Philippine
history	from	the	point	of	view	of	 the	colonised	had	begun	 in	 the	 late	1940s	and	sustained	 in
early	 1960s	 till	 the	 1990s	 (Guerrero,	 1947;	 Agoncillo,	 1962).2	 The	 reorientation	 of	 the
Philippines	towards	Asia	got	a	boost	with	the	creation	of	the	Institute	of	Asian	studies	in	mid-
1950s	 at	 the	UP	College	 of	Liberal	Arts,	 later	 to	 be	 called	 the	 ‘Asian	Center’	 (Sobritchea,
2002).	With	 the	 imposition	of	Tagalog,	 renamed	Pilipino	 in	 the	1973	Philippine	constitution,
indigenous	 knowledge	 came	 to	mean	 studying	 and	 understanding	 the	Filipino	 in	 the	 national



language.	 Thus,	 the	 Sikolohiyang	 Pilipino	 was	 conceptualised	 in	 the	 early	 1970s	 and
formalised	in	1975	to	understand	Filipino	indigenous	psychology,	followed	by	Pilipinolohiya
in	 1989	 and	 Pantayong	 Pananaw,	 which	 were	 further	 refined	 in	 terms	 of	 meaning	 and
substance	in	the	early	1990s	(Pe-Pua	and	Marcelino,	2000;	Salazar,	1998).3	These	were	partly
in	reaction	to	studies	undertaken	by	the	Institute	of	Philippine	Culture	(IPC)	at	the	Ateneo	de
Manila	 in	 the	 early	 1960s	on	 the	 realm	of	Philippine	values	 basically	 seen	 as	 outsiders’	 or
American	 point	 of	 view	 (Lynch,	 1961;	 San	 Juan,	 1995–1996)	 and	 the	 discipline	 called
‘Philippine	studies’	established	in	1974	at	UP	College	of	Arts	and	Sciences	whose	origins	can
be	traced	to	studies	made	by	American	colonial	scholars	on	their	new	colony	and	developed
into	‘area	studies’	after	the	war	(Salazar,	1998;	Aquino,	2000).	It	was	also	a	response	to	the
growing	clamours	for	indigenisation	in	Asia	(Bennagen,	1980;	Atal,	1979	as	cited	in	Enriquez,
1982).	Outside	UP	during	the	1970s	up	to	the	1990s,	there	were	efforts	to	indigenise	Filipino
philosophy	and	theology	(Mercado,	1974;	1975;	1994;	Ferriols,	1991;	1999).	One	author	even
found	 found	 justification	 for	 the	 Filipinos’	 authoritarian	 tendencies	 in	 supposed	 Filipino
philosophical	moorings	(Mercado,	1975).

Sikolohiyang	 Pilipino	 aims	 to	 search	 and	 develop	 indigenous	 ways	 of	 knowing	 and
understanding	 the	 Filipino	 psychology	 in	 contrast	 to	 the	 mainstream	 Philippine	 psychology,
which	 is	 basically	 Western	 and	 American-oriented	 psychology	 (Enriquez,	 1982).
Pilipinolohiya,	 as	 defined	 by	 its	 theoretician,	 is	 ‘the	 systematic	 study	 of	 Philippine	 psyche,
culture	and	society’	using	‘one’s	own	theory	that	is	apt	to	the	[Filipinos’]	thinking,	culture	and
society	 based	 on	 their	 experience	 and	 perspective’	 (Covar,	 1998:	 27–34).	 Pantayong
Pananaw	envisions	a	civilisational	discourse	in	Tagalog/P/Filipino	in	which	Filipinos	are	in
control	 of	 the	 construction,	 comprehension	 and	 dissemination	 of	 knowledge	 about	 Filipinos
and	the	world	around	them	(Salazar	in	Bautista	and	Pe-Pua,	1991).4

Monocultural	indigenous	knowledge:	Impact,	limits,	and	the	rise	of	ethnic	studies

The	rise	of	this	indigenisation	movement	in	the	academe	coincided	with	the	growing	threats	to
the	stability	of	 the	Philippine	nation-state,	which	had	 to	confront	 the	armed	resistance	by	 the
communists	 and	 the	 Moros.	 The	 imposition	 of	 Pilipino	 as	 the	 national	 language	 and	 the
suspension	of	the	teaching	of	the	other	languages	in	their	respective	regions	in	1974	were	made
to	 ensure	 unity	 at	 the	 expense	 of	 diversity.	 The	 nationalism	 of	 the	 new	 presidential
administration	 in	 1965	 and	 the	 growing	 resentment	 against	 English	 had	 reconfigured	 the
division	of	humanities	at	UP	when	a	new	department	in	1966	was	created,	the	Department	of
Pilipino	 and	 Philippine	 Literature.	 The	 move	 incurred	 the	 opposition	 from	 non-Tagalogs
primarily	and	ironically	by	the	first	chairman	who	had	to	include	in	the	curriculum	of	courses
the	 study	 of	 non-Tagalog	 languages	 and	 literatures	 meeting	 undue	 resistance	 from	 rabid
Tagalog,	 Pilipino	 nationalists	 (Yabes,	 1973).	 By	 the	 1970s,	 this	 ultra-nationalism	 from	 UP
began	 to	 infect	 other	 universities	 around	 Manila	 through	 the	 establishment	 of	 their	 own
departments	of	Pilipino	and	the	institutionalisation	of	degrees	in	Pilipino,	 later	Filipino	after
the	1986	Philippine	constitution	(Hofileña,	2010).

There	 are	 limited	 gains	 in	 the	 dissemination	 of	 this	 monocultural	 indigenisation	 at	 UP
because	it	had	slowly	influenced	other	major	universities	primarily	around	Manila	and	nearby



areas.	 More	 important	 factor	 in	 its	 reception	 is	 the	 teaching	 of	 Pilipino,	 later	 Filipino	 as
medium	of	instruction	along	with	English	since	1974.5	Its	conduits	are	organisations	with	their
annual	 conferences.	 Its	 influence	had	 reached	 the	provinces	 through	memberships.	There	are
publications	done	but	still	limited	in	circulation.	Sikolohiyang	Pilipino	practitioners	instituted
an	undergraduate	course	on	Filipino	psychology	at	UP	in	1978,	the	first	to	do	so,	and	then	in
the	following	years,	a	Ph.D.	with	concentration	on	Philippine	psychology	was	made	(Pe-Pua
and	 Marcelino,	 2000).	 In	 2004	 a	 conference,	 book-launching,	 film-showing	 on	 Filipino
personhood	 was	 held	 at	 UP	 gathering	 the	 leading	 lights	 of	 the	 movement.6	 Undergraduate
course	 of	 Sikolohiyang	 Pilipino	 is	 offered	 in	 non-UP	 universities	 such	 as	 De	 la	 Salle
University	 in	Manila.	Based	on	 the	Commission	on	Higher	Education	 (CHED)	memorandum
no.	38	issued	on	November	18,	2010	on	policies	and	guidelines	for	undergraduate	programmes
in	psychology,	a	course	on	Sikolohiyang	Pilipino	is	offered	but	as	mere	elective.	Publication
of	textbooks	in	Tagalog	in	various	fields,	such	as	aquaculture,	biology,	medicine,	and	others,
by	the	UP	Sentro	ng	Wikang	Filipino	began	in	late	1990s.7	Writing	of	 textbooks	by	Filipinos
does	not	automatically	mean	weaning	away	from	Western	concepts	although	it	is	a	beginning.
In	the	fields	of	medicine	and	nursing,	engineering	and	sciences,	foreign	authored	textbooks	are
still	the	norm	in	the	curriculum.	Of	course,	the	teaching	of	social	science	courses	as	part	of	the
general	education	as	far	as	UP	is	concerned	is	still	dominated	by	Western	epistemological	texts
and	textbooks	authored	by	foreigners.8

Its	 slim	 success	 has	 got	 to	 do	 with	 a	 number	 of	 factors.	 First,	 its	 founders	 failed	 to
institutionalise	in	the	university	curricula	and	structure	of	UP	the	necessary	infrastructure	for	its
development,	sustenance	and	propagation	in	terms	of	personnel,	and	funding.	An	institute	or	a
centre	of	Filipino	psychology	similar	to	the	Third	World	Studies	Center	established	in	1977	at
UP	could	have	set	the	directions	needed	for	Sikolohiyang	Pilipino	both	in	theory	and	practice.
It	 is	 worth	 taking	 note	 that	 alongside	 this	 movement,	 a	 number	 of	 Filipino	 scholars	 were
engaged	in	the	discourse	of	Marxism	as	an	alternative	paradigm	(Bautista,	1999),	which	led	to
the	establishment	of	 the	centre	based	on	a	Western	construct	 that	 the	Philippines	belonged	 to
the	 Third	 World.	 The	 hold	 of	 Western	 epistemology	 on	 Filipino	 academics	 at	 UP	 would
explain	the	logistics	and	resources	provided	for	the	creation	of	the	centre.	It	is	not	surprising
then	 that	 the	 founders	 had	 to	 establish	 on	 their	 own	 independent	 research	 centres	 (i.e.,
Philippine	Psychology	Research	House	(PPRH),	later	the	Philippine	Psychology	Research	and
Training	 House	 (PPRTH)	 or	 the	 Bahay	 Saliksikan	 sa	 Kasaysayan	 (BAKAS)	 for	 the
propagation	of	their	ideas.	Second,	which	is	related	to	the	first,	is	the	resistance	from	faculty
members	 of	 a	 department,	 and	 college	 and	 university	 officials	 who	 had	 doubts	 about	 its
relevance.	 Although	 one	 founder	 became	 dean	 of	 a	 college,	 another	 associate	 dean,	 and
another,	chair	of	a	department	–	they	have	succeeded	during	their	terms	to	implement	the	vision
they	had	 in	mind	 for	 their	 respective	 fields	and	disciplines	–	 their	 success	 in	 realising	 their
ideas	 was	 overturned	 once	 their	 successors	 took	 the	 reins.	 Last,	 it	 can	 be	 attributed	 to	 its
skewed	essentialist	perspective	on	the	use	of	Tagalog	as	a	prism	of	observation	and	study	in	a
multi-ethnic,	multicultural	archipelago	like	the	Philippines,	coupled	with	its	slow	progress	in
articulating	theories	and	their	practical	application	to	researches,	in	the	case	of	Sikolohiyang
Pilipino	(Torres,	1997;	Diokno,	1997;	Sta.	Maria,	1996).

The	 Filipino	 was	 and	 is	 thus	 reduced	 to	 understanding	 himself	 through	 the	 national



language.9	 Although	 the	main	 theoreticians	 acknowledged	 the	 role	 of	 ethnic	 communities	 in
understanding	 Filipino	 culture,	 they	 could	 not	 see	 any	 problem	 with	 the	 use	 of	 Tagalog,
Pilipino/Filipino	 categories	 in	 making	 assumptions	 about	 other	 non-Tagalog	 cultures.	 They
view	the	diverse	cultures	in	the	archipelago	as	having	commonalities	neglecting	the	nuances	in
culture	that	each	of	these	ethnic	cultures	possesses.	The	richness	of	the	archipelagic	cultures	in
the	hundred	ethnicities	and	 languages	 is	never	 really	appreciated	and	 the	culture-bearers	are
taken	for	granted,	unable	to	study	their	own	cultures	in	their	own	languages	in	relation	to	their
selves	and	to	others.	The	indigenous	cannot	think	and	speak	in	his	language;	he	must	speak	in
another	 language	under	 the	dictate	of	another	claiming	 to	be	his	elder	brother.	Language	 is	a
way	 of	 thought.	To	 think	 in	 another	 language	 other	 than	 your	 own	 is	 to	 deny	 your	 ability	 of
thinking	in	your	own	language.

The	continued	sway	of	Western	epistemology	upon	Philippine	academic	practitioners	has
got	 to	 do	 with	 the	 lack	 of	 official	 policy	 at	 the	 government	 level,	 which	 monitors	 higher
educational	institutions.	The	inadequacy	of	the	tenets	of	indigenisation	by	its	few	practitioners
due	 to	 its	 monocultural	 tendency	 neglecting	 the	 other	 cultures	 as	 they	 are	 being	 othered	 is
another	factor.	The	availability	of	books	by	foreign	authors	in	local	bookstores	nationwide	and
in	local	and	national	libraries	and	the	open	access	of	materials	in	the	internet	provide	venues
for	the	patronage	of	Western	concepts	and	ideas.	There	is	a	lack	of	definite	national	policy	on
translation	 of	 major	 texts	 in	 social	 science,	 either	 by	 Filipino	 or	 foreigners,	 to	 the	 key
languages	of	the	country,	which	can	be	explained	by	the	bilingual	syndrome,	either	English	or
Tagalog,	of	policymakers.	The	effective	challenge	to	the	Western	epistemological	tradition	is
the	growing	realisation	among	 the	different	ethnic	groups	or	nations	outside	Manila	 that	 they
need	to	study	their	cultures	using	their	own	language,	frameworks	and	perspectives.	Although
there	 are	 regional	 centres	 specialising	 on	 particular	 ethnic	 cultures,	 the	 universities,	 which
these	are	under,	do	not	offer	degrees	in	ethnic	studies,	which	should	be	the	aim	in	the	long	run
for	the	communities	they	are	serving.

The	University	of	San	Carlos	in	Cebu	City	pioneered	in	the	study	and	research	of	Cebuano
culture	 and	 history	 since	 1975	 through	 its	 Cebuano	 Studies	 Center	 (CSC).	 At	 present,	 the
university	 offers	 a	 certificate	 in	 Cebuano	 heritage	 studies	 under	 its	 Department	 of	 History.
Following	the	CSC	is	the	Cordillera	Studies	Center	at	the	University	of	the	Philippines	Baguio
in	1980,	the	Center	for	Tarlaqueño	Studies	at	Tarlac	State	University	in	1984,	and	the	Institute
of	Bikol	history	 and	culture	 at	 the	Ateneo	de	Naga	University	 and	 the	 Juan	D.	Nepomuceno
Center	for	Kapampangan	Studies	at	Holy	Angel	University	in	Angeles	City,	Pampanga	both	in
2002.	The	 rise	of	 these	 regional	centres	could	be	 traced	 to	 the	 imposition	of	Tagalog	as	 the
national	 language	 and	 medium	 of	 instruction	 in	 schools	 that	 threatened	 the	 existence	 of	 the
different	 ethno-linguistic	 cultures	 in	 the	 country	 since	 the	 suspension	 of	 the	 teaching	 of	 the
different	 mother	 tongues	 in	 the	 regions	 in	 the	 first	 two	 grades	 in	 1974.	 By	 the	 turn	 of	 the
millennium,	the	effect	of	the	bilingual	policy	has	been	felt	in	the	regions	with	Tagalog	quickly
displacing	 the	 local	 languages	 among	 children	 through	 education	 and	 mass	 media	 forcing
native	speakers	of	these	languages	to	advocate	their	preservation	and	propagation.	In	2001	an
International	Conference	on	Kapampangan	Studies	was	held	in	Angeles	City,	Pampanga,	which
led	 to	 the	creation	of	a	centre	devoted	 to	Kapampangan	culture.	 In	2007,	 the	1st	Pangasinan
Conference	 on	 Revitalizing	 the	 Pangasinan	 Language	 and	 Cultural	 Heritage	 was	 held	 in



Urdaneta	City,	Pangasinan	in	which	the	theoretical	bases	of	Pangasinan	studies	were	presented
and	 articulated.	 In	2008,	 the	1st	 International	Conference	on	Cordillera	Studies	was	held	 in
Baguio	City,	Benguet.	In	2009,	a	Bicol	studies	conference	was	held	in	Naga	City,	Camarines
Sur.	 All	 these	 are	 sure	 indication	 that	 the	 regions	 are	 taking	 up	 the	 responsibility	 of
understanding	 their	 respective	 cultures	 glossed	 over	 in	 Anglo-American/Tagalog	 national
discursive	practice	and	scholarship.

Breaking	the	dependency:	From	consumer	to	producer	of	indigenous	knowledges

It	has	been	noted	that	an	academic	dependency	exists	between	the	universities	in	the	north	and
universities	 in	 the	 south	 –	 the	 latter	 only	 consume	 what	 is	 being	 produced	 in	 the	 former
(Friedman,	 1965;	 Gaureau,	 1988;	 Alatas,	 2000;	 2003).	 This	 intellectual	 neocolonialism,	 or
academic	imperialism,	preserves	the	dominance	of	Western	epistemological	perspectives	over
local	 indigenous	 knowledge	 systems	 and	 sustains	 the	 captivity	 of	 non-western	 minds	 to
anything	produced	in	the	West.	Native	intellectuals	in	north	and	south	America,	Australia,	New
Zealand,	 and	 Taiwan,	 all	 home	 to	 indigenous	 people,	 had	 called	 for	 intellectual	 self-
determination	 to	break	free	from	the	stranglehold	of	 ‘White	Studies’	 (Churchill,	 1982;	2002;
Warrior,	1992;	Forbes,	1998;	Deloria,	1998;	Lander,	2000;	Rigney,	2001;	Smith,	1999;	Shih,
2010).

This	sort	of	academic	dependency	had	also	developed	in	the	Philippine	context	since	the
colonial	 times	 in	 which	 Manila	 universities,	 dependent	 on	 knowledge	 being	 produced	 in
Europe	 and	 America,	 had	 maintained	 non-reciprocal	 relations	 with	 provincial	 or	 regional
universities	 in	 terms	 of	 knowledge	 production.	 Manila	 scholars	 enjoy	 the	 esteem	 and
accolades	 coming	 from	 local	 universities	 as	 they	 are	 supported	 by	 university	 presses	 and
publishing	 houses	 located	 in	 the	 capital.	 This	 intellectual	 dependency	 is	 borne	 out	 of	 the
Philippine	 political	 system,	 heir	 to	 a	 centralised	 Spanish	 and	 American	 colonial	 structure,
which	 is	 Unitarian,	 and	 centrist	 (Pensar,	 1988;	Martinez,	 2004).	 It	 is	 no	 wonder,	 then,	 that
Manila	scholars,	including	the	proponents	of	a	Tagalog,	Pilipino/Filipino	indigenisation,	think
they	 are	 thinking	 for	 the	whole	 nation	 so	 that	 they	 close	 their	 eyes	 on	 the	 diversity,	 such	 as
cultural,	intellectual,	that	exists	in	the	archipelago.

Decolonising	universities	in	this	context	would	mean	being	freed	from	this	dependency.	It
requires	 the	 recognition	 that	 there	are	nations	 that	 exist	within	 the	archipelago	and	 that	 they,
too,	 are	 bearers	 of	 ancient	 knowledge	 and	 traditions,	 buried	 alive	 in	 the	 long	 centuries	 of
colonialism,	imperialism	and	Philippine	statism,	waiting	to	be	exhumed	for	the	benefit	of	their
own	 people.	 That	 only	when	 they	 are	 recognised	 shall	 they	 become	worthy	members	 of	 an
archipelagic	federal	political	entity	that	will	supplant	the	present	colonial	unit	in	name	and	in
setup.	 Universities	 in	 their	 respective	 ethnic	 regions	 become	 repositories	 of	 indigenous
knowledges,	producers	as	well	as	consumers	of	liberating	information	and	that	their	collection
would	embody	 the	holistic	character	of	a	new	archipelagic	 identity.	 Indigenous	 intellectuals,
therefore,	 face	 a	 two-pronged	 challenge	 in	 their	 struggle	 to	 attain	 autonomy	 not	 only	 for
themselves	 in	 terms	of	knowledge	 theorising,	 construction	and	 interpretation	but	also	 for	 the
economic	 development	 and	 self-determination	 of	 their	 own	 people	 (Smith,	 1999);	 to	 resist
Eurocentric	models	and	 to	oppose	and	provide	an	alternative	 to	what	can	be	called	Tagalog



studies.
The	following	are	10	universities	selected	randomly	in	their	regions,	which	could	provide

the	educational	 logistics	 for	 the	creation	of	 a	programme	of	 study	geared	 to	 their	 respective
ethnic	cultures.

	
Universities Programme	of	study
1.	Pangasinan	State	University A.B./B.S.,	M.A./M.S.,	Ph.D.	Pangasinan	studies
2.	University	of	Northern	Philippines A.B./B.S.,	M.A./M.S.,	Ph.D.	Ilocano	studies
3.	Holy	Angel	University A.B./B.S.,	M.A./M.S.,	Ph.D.	Kapampangan	studies
4.	University	of	the	Philippines	Baguio A.B./B.S.,	M.A./M.S.,	Ph.D.	Cordillera	studies
5.	St.	Mary’s	University A.B./B.S.,	M.A./M.S.,	Ph.D.	Ilongot/Isinay	studies
6.	West	Visayas	State	University A.B./B.S.,	M.A./M.S.,	Ph.D.	Western	Visayas	studies
7.	Divine	Word	University A.B./B.S.,	M.A./M.S.,	Ph.D.	Waray	studies
8.	Ateneo	de	Naga	University A.B./B.S.,	M.A./M.S.,	Ph.D.	Bicol	studies
9.	Mindanao	State	University A.B./B.S.,	M.A./M.S.,	Ph.D.	Mindanao/Sulu	studies
10.	University	of	San	Carlos A.B./B.S.,	M.A./M.S.,	Ph.D.	Cebuano	studies

	
The	 theoretical	 underpinnings	 of	 Pangasinan	 studies	 and	 its	 application	 in	 the	 university

had	 been	 dealt	with	 (Fernandez,	 2008).	 It	was	written	 that,	 ‘the	 programme	 for	 a	 four-year
B.A./B.S.	 in	 Pangasinan	 Studies	 may	 consist	 of	 144	 units	 (48	 courses)	 with	 72	 units	 (24
courses)	devoted	to	general	education	courses	and	core	courses	and	the	other	half	assigned	to
either	one	or	two	areas	of	specialisation:	...history,	economics,	literature,	language,	sociology,
music,	 fine	 arts,	 mass	 communication,	 chemistry,	 biology	 and	 other	 possible	 areas	 of
specialisation’	either	 in	Pangasinan	or	non-Pangasinan	domains	(Fernandez,	2008:	108).	The
latter	 covers	 education,	 nursing,	medicine,	 engineering,	 law	 and	 information	 technology.	 To
develop	and	pursue	 indigenous	methods	of	 research,	 an	M.A./M.S.	 and	Ph.D.	programme	 in
Pangasinan	studies	with	particular	specialisations	as	in	the	B.A./B.S.	programme	is	required.
It	 is	 fundamental	 and	 imperative	 that	 in	 all	 these	programmes,	 the	discursive	medium	orally
and	in	print	is	Pangasinan.

To	 foster	 collaboration	 among	 Pangasinan	 scholars	 and	 government	 policymakers,	 the
establishment	 of	 a	 ‘Center	 for	Pangasinan	 studies’	was	 proposed.	The	 centre	 ‘as	 a	 research
center	 on	 Pangasinan	 history	 and	 culture	 aims	 to	 strengthen	 the	 identity	 and	 culture	 of
Pangasinenses	 through	 the	 documentation,	 preservation,	 promotion	 and	 revitalization	 of
Pangasinan	 arts	 and	 culture’	 and	 ‘as	 a	 think	 tank	 for	 Pangasinan	 policymakers	 promotes
scholarship	 and	 research	 collaboration	 among	 Pangasinan	 scholars	 and	 engages	 in	 policy
researches	and	advocacies	affecting	the	lives	of	the	Pangasinan	people’	(Fernandez,	2010).	On
the	other	hand,	to	promote	Pangasinan	as	an	intellectual	and	literary	language,	the	creation	of	a
‘center	for	creative	writing’	was	suggested.	This	Institute	of	Creative	Writing	‘should	also	deal
with	the	enhancement	of	writing	in	other	disciplines	such	as	science,	math,	law,	and	others.	To
catch	 up	 with	 other	 literatures	 and	 to	 promote	 good	 writing	 in	 all	 academic	 disciplines,	 it



would	create	a	venue	where	Pangasinan	literature,	researches,	textbooks	and	their	writers	will
thrive	 with	 the	 nucleus	 of	 support	 and	 manpower	 coming	 from	 the	 academe	 supported	 by
affiliated	literary	organizations’	(Fernandez,	2010).

The	quotations	from	the	DepEd	and	CHED	respectively	reflect	in	the	former	the	ignorance
of	 Philippine	 educators	 on	 the	 rich	 and	 untapped	 indigenous	 ways	 of	 knowing	 and
understanding	 among	 the	 various	 ethnic	 groups	 because	 they	 are	 blinded	 by	 their	Western-
oriented	education	and	in	the	latter	that	degrees	offered	in	the	Philippines	are	pale	imitations	of
what	is	existing	in	the	West	to	tie	the	Philippine	workforce	to	unfair	and	unjust	global	division
of	 labour.	 Despite	 the	 more	 than	 30	 years	 of	 the	 indigenisation	 movement	 in	 the	 social
sciences,	 it	 failed	 to	make	a	dent	on	 the	way	social	 sciences	 is	being	 taught	 in	colleges	and
universities	 in	 the	 country.	 For	 instance,	 Sikolohiyang	 Pilipino	 is	 not	 included	 in	 the
introductory	course	on	psychology	and	what	had	been	challenged	as	a	negative	value	system
(i.e.,	 bahala	 na,	 hiya,	 utang	 na	 loob,	 etc.)	 perpetuated	 by	 outsiders	 to	 further	 the
inferiorisation	of	the	Filipino	is	still	being	taught.	Introduction	to	political	theories	as	part	of
the	general	education	starts	with	Plato	and	ends	with	Marx	in	small	colleges	or	universities	or
with	 a	 fashionable	 thinker,	 perhaps	 Zizek,	 in	 top	 Manila	 universities.10	 It	 is	 logical	 that
American	colonial	discourse	still	filtered	into	studies	of	Philippine	politics	is	influencing	the
production	 and	 consumption	 of	 political	 knowledge	 by	 Filipinos	 (Ileto,	 2001).	 As	 in	 non-
western	societies,	Philippine	university	studies	mold	and	teach	students	according	to	Western
models	and	categories,	prepare	them	to	become	consumers	and	producers	of	Western	ideas	and
values,	and	naturalise	 them	into	accepting	the	order	of	 things	based	on	the	way	the	West	had
made	it	to	be.11

The	need	to	design	an	ethnic-oriented	university	curriculum	is	urgent	and	necessary	for	a
people	in	quest	of	liberating	information	and	knowledge	and	in	search	of	an	equitable	political
and	economic	system.	It	is	important	to	put	it	in	place	before	one	can	really	gather,	analyse	and
systematise	the	indigenous	knowledge	systems	of	the	entire	archipelago	that	will	be	a	counter
to	Eurocentric	ways	of	being,	knowing,	and	understanding.	In	general	terms,	the	various	ethnic
studies	mentioned	would	deal	primarily	but	not	exclusively	with	these	areas	in	the	curricula:
indigenous	 philosophy,	 native	 pedagogy,	 communication,	 engineering,	 ethno-science	 and
technology,	law,	and	human	relationships.	Indigenous	philosophy	deals	with	understanding	the
meaning	of	life	and	being.	Native	pedagogy	explores	indigenous	ways	of	teaching	and	passing
down	 knowledge.	 Communication	 studies	 indigenous	 norms	 of	 writing	 and	 speaking.
Engineering	focuses	on	the	indigenous	techniques	of	realising	an	abstract	idea	into	a	concrete
one.	 Ethno-science	 and	 technology	 investigate	 the	 indigenous	 ways	 of	 comprehending	 the
environment	and	the	indigenous	ways	of	designing	tools	for	comfort	and	convenience.	Law	is
the	study	of	the	regulation	of	human	conduct	to	preserve	society.	Human	relationships	deal	with
the	study	of	 rituals	and	different	phases	 in	 the	 life	of	an	 individual	as	one	 is	a	member	of	a
group	(i.e.,	peers,	family,	nation,	union).12

The	 systematic	 overhaul	 of	 curricula	 in	 universities	 is	 a	 beginning	 in	 the	 road	 to
decolonisation.	Nonetheless,	decolonisation	is	also	a	question	of	how	it	could	be	enforced	and
implemented	 politically	 and	 economically.	 As	 said	 earlier,	 it	 requires	 the	 political
participation	of	all	the	nations	in	the	archipelago	through	a	constitutional	convention	that	would
revise	 the	 political	 setup	 from	unitarian	 to	 federal	 or	 to	 an	 appropriate	 indigenous	 political



system	and	create	a	new	name	for	the	union,	which	is	more	acceptable,	non-colonial,	and	pan-
archipelagic.13	Name	change	is	the	first	step	to	full	decolonisation	as	it	signals	a	new	chapter
in	 the	 history	 of	 a	 new	 political	 body;	 thus	 it	 cannot	 be	 underestimated.	 ‘Filipino’	 and
‘Philippines’	 for	 the	 last	 50	 years	 since	 1946	 had	 been	 associated	 with	 failures,
embarrassments,	shame,	and	dishonour	so	that	a	new	name	would	mean	breaking	free	from	all
these	sordid	colonial,	neocolonial	pasts	(Mulder,	1996).

Conclusion

The	struggle	for	decolonised	universities	is	also	the	struggle	for	the	equality	among	ethnicities
and	languages	in	the	archipelago.	For	an	alienated	Juan	de	la	Cruz	who	comes	from	an	ethnic
region	and	who	was	jolted	out	of	his	senses	on	the	need	to	study,	disseminate	and	preserve	the
indigenous	 knowledge	 contained	 in	 his	 language,	 it	 is	 a	 difficult	 struggle	 for	 political,
economic	 and	 cultural	 emancipation	 when	 all,	 including	 his	 people,	 had	 acquiesced	 in	 the
present	 dependency.	 His	 is	 a	 voice	 in	 the	 wilderness	 just	 like	 select	 Juan	 de	 la	 Cruzes
scattered	in	the	different	parts	of	the	country.	But	the	situation	will	change	in	the	long	run	since
a	 number	 of	 universities	 outside	 Manila	 have	 begun	 conducting	 researches	 on	 the	 cultures
where	they	serve.	It	is	hoped	that	it	will	not	take	time	for	the	intellectuals	and	administrators	of
these	universities	to	think	about	indigenising	their	curriculum	and	courses	not	only	to	promote
indigenous	knowledge	among	their	constituents	but	also	to	emancipate	minds	long	accustomed
to	the	Anglophone	west	and	Tagalog	Manila	and	jumpstart	the	celebration	of	a	hundred	selves,
thoughts,	and	ideas.

Notes

1.	For	a	brief	background	on	these	personalities,	see	National	Historical	Institute	(1989).	For	a	comprehensive	study	on	three	of
these	figures,	see	Mojares	(2006).

2.	See	also	the	subsequent	editions	of	History	of	the	Filipino	People	by	Agoncillo	and	his	co-authors.
3.	I	want	to	thank	Mr.	Atoy	Navarro	of	the	Pambansang	Samahan	sa	Sikolohiyang	Pilipino	for	sending	me	a	number	of	articles
related	to	Philippine	indigenisation.

4.	For	a	critical	discussion	on	the	issues	about	Philippine	indigenisation,	see	Mendoza	(2002;	2006).
5.	This	is	the	result	of	the	bilingual	policy	in	Philippine	education	in	which	Pilipino	and	English	were	made	to	be	the	medium	of
instruction	from	elementary	to	high	school.

6.	I	was	able	to	attend	this	conference.
7.	The	UP	Sentro	ng	Wikang	Filipino	or	Center	for	the	Filipino	Language	was	established	in	1989	by	the	UP	Board	of	Regents.
Since	then,	it	had	assumed	a	major	role	in	the	crafting	of	policies	and	programmes	for	the	propagation	of	Filipino	inside	and
outside	UP	through	publication	of	books	and	a	journal,	translation	projects	and	the	hosting	of	conferences,	seminars,	and	fora.

8.	Textbook	used	are	by	Curtis	(1961)	and	Ebenstein	(1960)	with	their	present	editions	available	in	major	Philippine	bookstores.
9.	Virgilio	G.	Enriquez	and	Amelia	B.	Alfonso	(1980)	conflated	Tagalog	psychology	to	mean	Filipino	psychology.
10.	 Interviews	with	 recent	 graduates	 of	 political	 science	 from	Mindoro	 and	nutrition	 from	Panay	 Island,	Quezon	City,	 June	 3,

2011.
11.	Needless	to	say,	the	Indian	experience	discussed	in	Alvares	(2011)	applies	to	the	Philippines.
12.	I	benefited	from	my	reading	of	Asante	(2011).
13.	The	Filipino	 intellectual	and	economist	Salvador	Araneta	had	proposed	a	semi-unitary	national	government	and	 three	semi-

autonomous	states	(1976)	and	suggested	the	name	“Rizaline	 islands”	for	a	new	political	setup	in	honor	of	 the	national	hero
who	fathered	the	nation	(n.d.).
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If	we	agree	with	the	cliché	that	‘knowledge	is	power,’	then	knowledge	has	been	enlisted	as	an
instrument	for	domination,	control,	and	even	oppression	both	within	and	across	borders.	This
pattern	 of	 academic	 configuration	 is	 especially	 recognisable	 in	 those	 distributions	 of
knowledge	in	which	hierarchic	relations	are	embedded.

According	to	the	classification	by	Iris	Marion	Young	(1990:	48–63),	there	are	five	facets
of	 oppression,	 including	 exploitation,	 marginalisation,	 powerlessness,	 cultural	 imperialism,
and	violence.	In	this	context,	imperialism	signifies	how	colonialist	state1	employed	political,
economic	and	cultural	means	to	reach	the	goal	of	accumulating	capital	or	to	dominate	colonies
(Summer,	 2008:	 80–83;	 Smith,	 1999:	 20–25).	 It	 is	 true	 that	 in	 principle	 the	 operation	 of
imperialism	may	not	necessarily	entail	the	formation	of	colonies.	In	other	words,	imperialism
embodies	colonialism.2	Nonetheless,	in	actual	pursuit	of	substantive	domination,	both	tangible
and	intangible	carrots	and	sticks	can	be	summoned.	We	may	therefore	say	that	imperialism	and
colonialism	 are	 synonymous.	 As	 a	 result,	 we	 would	 like	 to	 treat	 academic	 colonialism,
variously	 known	 as	 academic	 imperialism	 or	 intellectual	 colonialism,3	 as	 nothing	 but	 one
chain	of	cultural	imperialism.

Academic	 colonialism	 stands	 for	 how	 states	 occupying	 the	 centre,	 in	 unfair	 academic
division-of-labour	at	the	global	level	where	knowledge	is	produced,	transmitted,	and	ordered,
have	successfully	coerced	scholars	located	in	the	peripheral	states	to	accept	their	dominating
relationships	 in	 ideas	 and	 theories	 by	 standardising,	 institutionalising,	 and	 socialising
academic	disciplines	(Alatas,	2003;	Heilbron	et	al.,	2008;	Lander,	2000;	Friedman,	1965).	In
the	past,	empires	would	utilise	colonisation	for	waging	direct	control.	Nowadays,	when	most
former	colonies	have	obtain	their	formal	independence,	the	former	can	still	resort	to	academic
dependency	 implanted	 in	 the	minds	 of	 the	 academics	 in	 the	 latter	 countries	 so	 that	 indirect
control	 is	no	less	useful.	Right	now,	colonists/ex-colonists	wield	whips	or	ropes	since	these
tamed,	 if	not	 intimated,	scholars	are	used	to	 those	master-and-slave	associations.	Some	most
internalised	 ones	 have	 gone	 so	 far	 as	 to	 enjoy	 the	 imposed	 relations.	 Accordingly,	 Alatas
(2003:	 602)	 terms	 it	 academic	 neo-imperialism	 or	 academic	 neo-colonialism.	 We	 may
represent	this	vicious	circle	in	Figure	1.



Figure	1	The	formation	of	academic	colonialism

Within	this	academic	colonialism,	scholars	in	the	centre	of	knowledge	production,	such	as
the	 US,	 the	 UK	 or	 France,4	 may	 enjoy	 the	 following	 advantages:	 (1)	 producing	 enormous
amounts	of	research	output	in	the	form	of	journal	articles,	academic	books	or	research	reports;
(2)	 transmitting	 ideas	 and	 information	 through	 these	media;	 (3)	 influencing	 scholars	 in	 other
countries	 by	 promoting	 academic	 consumption;	 and	 (4)	 enjoying	 over-proportionate
prestigious	status	domestically	and	internationally	(Alatas,	2003:	602).

On	 the	 other	 hand,	 native	 scholars	 in	 knowledge-dependent	 states	 have	 to	 ask	 for
endorsement	 by	 ‘foreign	 monks’	 who	 matter,	 in	 research	 agenda-settings,	 definitions	 of
research	 problems,	 applications	 of	 methods	 or	 selections	 of	 scientific	 indicators.
Psychologically,	 these	 scholars	 are	 not	 only	 passive	 or	 inactive.	More	 fundamental	 is	 their
deep	 complex	 of	 inferiority,	 which	 makes	 them	 refrain	 from	 exercising	 any	 autonomous
thinking.	For	those	who	are	relatively	more	aggressive,	the	best	strategy	is	to	edge	themselves
closer	to	the	inner	circle	of	the	academic	network	(Alatas,	2003:	603).

In	 contrast	 to	 natural	 sciences,	 social	 sciences	 have	 their	 common	 origin	 in	 solving
relationships	 among	 human	 beings.	 Therefore,	 they	 are	 by	 nature	 sensitive	 to	 cultural
differences	 between	 countries.	 To	 a	 no	 less	 degree,	 cultural	 sensitivity	 is	 demanded	 in
handling	 researches	 on	 scientific	 problems	 pertaining	 to	 different	 ethnic	 groups	 within	 any
single	country.	Similarly,	since	there	are	inescapably	paramount	differences	in	norms	resulting
from	 cultural	 boundaries	 between	 indigenous	 and	 non-indigenous	 societies,	 much	 more
tolerance	 is	 required	 in	order	 to	 create	multicultural	 spaces	within	 the	 academic	 community
domestically.	If	those	senior	professors	in	social	sciences	–	who	control	the	access	to	tenure
and	promotion	–	fail	to	possess	a	minimum	cultural	sensitivity,	insist	on	employing	a	one-size-
fits-all	method	and	remain	impatient	and	reluctant	to	listen	to	those	seemingly	heretical	views
held	by	junior	indigenous	scholars,	academic	seeds	can	never	take	root	within	the	indigenous
community.	As	a	result,	those	few	indigenous	scholars,	stranded	as	it	were	in	a	time-machine,
are	destined	to	be	caught	in	the	middle	of	well-established	traditional	fields	of	studies,	such	as
anthropology	and	sociology,	and	the	interdisciplinary	area	of	indigenous	studies.

As	Forbes	(1998:	14)	puts	it:	‘Enslaved	minds	won’t	operate	effectively.	If	human	minds
are	 designed	 for	 only	 accepting	 whatever	 the	 colonialists	 have	 decreed,	 no	 intelligentsia
would	come	into	existence.	In	their	perennial	struggle	for	spiritual	decolonisation,	indigenous
scholars,	knowing	they	run	the	risk	of	being	rejected,	marginalised	or	silenced,	are	reluctant	to
yield	 their	 own	 personal	 identity	 in	 exchange	 for	 professional	 acceptance.	 They	 thus	 put
forward	 the	 idea	of	 ‘intellectual	 sovereignity,’5	 in	 the	 hope	 that	 they	may	 reclaim	 their	 own
lead	 in	 knowledge	 interpretations,	 including	 agenda-setting,	 problem	 definitions,	 framework
constructions,	 theory	makings,	method	 selections	 and	 paradigm	 adoptions.	 The	 goal	 is	 quite
unmistakable:	the	development	of	an	indigenous	intelligentsia	within	a	hostile	non-indigenous
academic	society	(Warrior,	1992;	Forbes,	1998;	Deloria,	1998;	Smith,	1999;	Rigney,	2001).



Academic	Brokerage	in	Taiwan6

Essentially,	academic	dependency	is	a	type	of	encircling	of	academic	territories	resembling	the
vertical	division	of	labour,	by	which	the	states	in	the	centre	attempt	to	assure	their	knowledge
domination	by	framing	 ideas,	controlling	publishing,7	awarding	degrees,8	 aiding	 researches,9
investing	in	education	and	transferring	technologies.	By	forcefully	dichotomising	the	model	of
knowledge	production	into	theorisation	versus	empiricism,10	other	states	versus	natives,11	and
cross-national	 comparisons	 versus	 case	 studies,12	 they	 have	 completed	 the	 subservience	 of
those	states	within	the	periphery	(Gareau,	1998;	Alatas,	2003:	604–607).

In	 order	 to	 guarantee	 that	 original	 ideas	 must	 come	 from	 the	 centre,	 measures	 to
domesticate,	 if	not,	control	 the	thinking13	of	peripheral	scholars	are	necessary.	First	of	all,	a
broad	paradigmatic	 and	 theoretical	 circle	 is	 firmly	drawn,	 so	 that	 peripheral	 scholars	know
only	how	to	mimic	whatever	has	originated	from	the	centre.	Then,	to	entrench	their	eventually
voluntary	 submission,	 various	 institutional	 mechanisms	 have	 to	 be	 constructed,	 such	 as
acceptance	of	papers	at	international	conferences	or	articles	in	journals.	The	very	object	is	to
make	 sure	 that	 no	 single	dissent	 exit	 is	 available.	Finally,	 those	 trapped	within	 the	 imposed
high	 walls	 of	 knowledge	 willingly	 and	 habitually	 accept	 whatever	 selective	 incentives	 are
offered.	In	the	words	of	Smith	(2006:	65),	this	amounts	to	‘paralysing	fatalism.’

Since	this	is	basically	a	kind	of	patronage,	the	patrons	will	look	after	the	clients	while	the
latter	has	to	show	their	loyalty	to	the	former.	As	academic	territories	are	considered	‘private
reserves’	 (Gaureau,	 1988:	 172),	 both	 the	 imports	 and	 the	 exports	 of	 knowledge	 have	 to	 be
regulated	 by	 the	 latter,	 who	 are	 in	 essence	 cheap	 brokers	 of	 the	 first	 order	 in	 academia
(Mignolo,	1993:	130).	While	 they	may	be	dignified	as	scholars	par	excellence	domestically,
these	humble	‘intellectual	others,’	to	borrow	the	words	of	Mignolo	(1993:	123),	turn	pale	and
secondary	when	turning	around	and	facing	those	supposedly	polite	and	yet	snobbish	masters.14

Just	as	Taiwan	has	long	been	playing	the	role	of	manufacturing	agent	in	world	economics
after	World	War	 II,	 so	 has	 the	Taiwanese	 academia	been	unabashedly	 enjoying	 the	 status	 of
academic	soldiers	of	fortune	in	the	production	of	knowledge.	Since	knowledge	is	deemed	as	a
precious	 imported	 good,	 in	 order	 to	 solicit	 approval	 and	 endorsement	 from	 international
masters,	Taiwanese	scholars	have	learned	how	to	curry	favour	in	their	efforts	at	indiscriminate
implantations	of	knowledge.	For	some,	it	appears	that	getting	hooked	to	international	networks
is	imperative.	Some	tenured	full	professors	would	dwarf	themselves	as	research	assistants	as
they	were	in	graduate	schools	decades	ago,	if	they	could	be	awarded	exclusive	franchise,	for
instance,	of	some	new	econometric	models	developed	elsewhere.

For	 the	 native	 doctors,	 natively	 trained	 or	 awarded	 abroad,	 the	 fast	 track	 toward
successfully	 establishing	 international	 connections	would	 be	 to	 attend	 annual	 conventions	 of
traditional	disciplines.	In	recent	years,	as	some	conferences	have	become	outlets	for	doctoral
candidates	 and	 conference	 papers	 are	 accessible	 online,	 academic	 socialisation	 tends	 to
prevail	over	mutual	academic	enlightenment.

Generally	 speaking,	 international	 academic	 encounters	 would	 take	 the	 form	 of	 inviting
masters	in	the	filed	to	deliver	speeches,	to	offer	a	short	course,	or	take	their	sabbatical	leave	in
Taiwan.	Step	by	step,	one	minimal	goal	envisioned	by	native	scholars	is	to	be	listed,	at	least	as



one	co-author	of	an	article	in	an	international	journal.	Becoming	corresponding	authors	or	first
authors	would	be	the	next	anxious	goal.	If	possible,	it	would	be	delightful	to	be	invited	to	sit
on	the	editorial	board	of	an	international	journal.

After	frequent	visits	to	the	periphery,	scholars	from	the	centre	would	automatically	become
experts	 on	 certain	 countries.	 It	 does	 not	matter	whether	 they	 understand	 native	 languages	 in
terms	of	listening,	comprehension,	speaking,	reading	or	writing	since	there	are	an	abundance	of
local	 scholars	who	are	 all	 too	 eager	 to	 claim	exclusive	 local	knowledge	 representation	 and
ready	 to	 serve	 as	 informants.	 For	 those	 internationally	 renowned	masters,	 whose	 academic
interpretations	are	considered	free	from	any	flaw,	whatever	native	scholars	have	contributed
can	 at	 best	 deserve	 a	 footnote.	 Usually,	 the	 latter’s	 perspectives	 may	 in	 fact	 be	 entirely
neglected	or	at	worst,	silenced,	perhaps	on	the	convenient	excuse	that	they	are	not	written	in
English	or	simply	inaccessible	to	those	in	the	mainstream.

For	 the	 native	 scholars,	 it	 would	 be	 nice	 if	 they	 are	 invited	 as	 visiting	 or	 exchange
scholars,	so	that	 there	would	be	one	more	entry	on	their	current	curriculum	vitae.	Especially
for	 those	 who	 are	 locally	 trained,	 such	 credentials	 may	 be	 highly	 helpful	 in	 their	 career
planning.	Academic	dependency	is	thus	gradually	consolidated	in	this	asymmetrical	exchange
of	academic	knowledge.

The	myth	about	SCI,	SSCI,	and	A&HCI

What	are	SCI	(Science	Citation	Index),	SSCI	(Social	Science	Citation	Index)	and	A&HCI	(Art
and	 Humanity	 Citation	 Index)?	 These	 are	 three	 data	 banks	 developed	 by	 the	 Institute	 for
Scientific	 Information	 (ISI),	 located	 in	 the	US	under	 the	 auspices	 of	 the	Thomson	Scientific
Corporation	 to	 provide	 convenient	 indexes	 for	 the	 academic	 community.	 According	 to	 the
latest	 listing,	 7,922	 journals	 are	 included	 in	 the	 SCI,	 2,642	 in	 the	 SSCI	 and	 1,414	 in	 the
A&HCI	(Thomson	Reuters,	2009a,	2009b,	2009c).	A	great	majority	of	the	journals	appearing
on	 these	 indexes	come	from	the	natural	 sciences,	particularly	medicine	and	hard	sciences	as
they	seem	to	share	more	commonalities.

For	 the	 past	 decade,	 scholars	 and	 doctoral	 students	 in	Taiwan	 have	 been	 besieged	 by	 a
version	 of	 ‘publish	 or	 perish’:	 junior	 professors	 are	 encouraged	 to	 accumulate	 a	 certain
number	of	articles	in	one	of	the	three	above	mentioned	indexes	before	they	can	move	upwards,
and	 graduate	 students	 are	 required	 to	 submit	 papers	 to	 journals	 that	 are	 listed	 in	 any	 of	 the
indexes	before	they	can	be	awarded	their	doctoral	degree.	For	those	employed	in	government-
run	 research	 institutes,	 performance	 is	 invariably	 evaluated	 on	 merit	 indicators	 largely
composed	of	these	magic	Is.	It	is	not	surprising	to	know	that	members	on	the	reviewing	board
of	the	National	Science	Council	award	grants	to	those	who	have	successfully	published	their
research	output	in	journals	crowned	with	the	I.

These	 practices	 of	 worship	 may	 seem	 ridiculous	 since	 those	 indexes	 are	 originally
intended	 for	 easy	 access	 to	 articles	 located	 in	 the	 sea	 of	 knowledge.	 Now	 that	 they	 have
become	one	of	the	most	important,	if	not	the	only,	criterion	for	awarding	degrees,	employment
and	promotion,	academic	researches	are	frequently	designed	to	expect	quick	harvests	in	terms
of	the	number	of	the	Is.	Of	course,	the	aggregated	Is	obtained	by	universities	each	year	would
now	be	 the	raison	d’etre	 for	 their	existence.	While	scholars	may	boast	of	 their	 trophies	and



universities	 may	 have	 the	 luxury	 to	 play	 the	 ‘I-game,’	 research	 institutes,	 founded	 by	 the
government	to	facilitate	policy-making,	should	be	criticised	if	they	are	fond	of	this	amusement.

As	a	result,	some	drawbacks	have	shown	up	in	these	years.	First	of	all,	natural	sciences,
including	engineering	and	medicine,	have	become	the	‘authentic’	fields	of	study	and	the	most
favourite	 son	 of	 the	 government	 because	 of	 their	 association	with	 high	 productivities	 in	 the
shortest	possible	time.	In	contrast,	humanities	and	social	sciences	have	been	de	facto	reduced
to	the	status	of	pariahs.	This	bias	in	selection	is	due	to	the	fact	that	fields	on	natural	phenomena
or	human	bodies	tend	to	share	common	languages,	including	research	questions,	concepts,	and
theories.	On	 the	 other	 hand,	 humanities	 and	 social	 sciences	 are	much	more	 contingent	 upon
national	boundaries,	where	countries	may	find	their	own	urgent	problems	to	solve.

A	related	handicap	is	that	scholars	would	tactically	select	sites	that	may	make	their	focus
of	study	look	more	interesting	to	the	editors	and	reviewers	of	the	journals	sought.	For	the	latter,
papers	 on	 the	 conservation	 of	 farms	 owned	 by	 the	 Faulkner	 Land	 &	 Livestock	 Co.	 Inc.	 at
Gooding	County,	 Idaho,	 for	 instance,	would	appear	more	worthy	of	 study	and	 reporting	 than
those	on	soil	pollution	at	Shen-Kung,	Changhua	County,	or	those	on	agricultural	economics	at
Shou-Feng,	 Hualien	 County,	 Taiwan.	 The	 location	 at	 the	 political	 centre	 would	 decide	 its
academic	and	publishing	values,	while	location	at	the	periphery	would	mean	parochialism	and
thus	 worthlessness.	 Smart	 scholars	 would	 tailor	 their	 research	 programmes	 to	 look
comparative	 cross-nationally.	 If	 two-case	 comparative	 studies	 are	 not	 attractive	 enough,	 the
safest	way	 is	 to	design	a	globally	cross-national	one,	where	 the	case	of	Taiwan	may	at	best
find	a	humble	space.	At	the	extreme	end	of	the	spectrum,	they	may	just	skip	local	concerns	and
find	 their	 research	 interests	 elsewhere,	 in	 the	 hope	 that	 they	may	 turn	 their	 academic	 extra-
territorialities	on	the	soil	into	native	ones	eventually.

Thirdly,	 since	 those	 articles	 published	 in	 I-class	 journals	 are	 predominantly	 written	 in
English,	it	would	privilege	those	who	have	their	doctoral	degrees	in	the	US	and	the	UK	over
those	 in	Japan,	France,	and	Germany,	not	 to	mention	 those	who	are	 trained	domestically	and
have	difficulty	 reporting	 the	 fruits	of	 their	 research	 in	 foreign	 languages.	Fortunately,	 so	 far,
measures	have	been	taken	to	translate	these	academic	products	into	English	so	that	they	can	be
published	 ‘internationally.’	Nonetheless,	 non-English	 articles	published	 in	 local	 journals	 are
still	generally	treated	as	of	secondary	value.

Assuming	 that	 articles	 appearing	 in	 those	 journals	 accredited	with	 the	 I’s	 are	worthy	 of
further	 study,	we	would	 like	 to	 look	 into	how	 they	are	 really	cited.	Taking	National	Taiwan
University,	 the	pre-eminent	university	 in	Taiwan,	 for	example,	we	can	see	from	Table	1	 and
Figure	2	that	except	for	the	Colleges	of	Liberal	Arts	and	Law	–	two	neglected	areas	–	articles
published	 in	 journals	with	 the	I	 icon	have	 impressively	been	on	 the	rise	from	2003	to	2008.
Their	 performance	 reached	 the	 zenith	 in	 2008,	 when	 the	 aggregated	 numbers	 of	 articles
produced	were	largely	twice	of	those	in	2003.

However,	 if	we	further	examine	Table	1	and	Figure	3,	 it	 is	alarming	 that	 the	averages	of
articles	cited	for	all	colleges	have	strikingly	decreased	during	the	same	period.	The	message	is
quite	 straightforward:	many	scholars	are	producing	 tons	of	articles	 that	are	of	 little	value	 in
their	own	 trades.	 If	we	 take	one	 further	 step	and	 scrutinise	 those	colleges	 that	have	enjoyed
acclaims	 in	 recent	 years,	 particularly	 colleges	 of	 medicine,	 public	 health,	 dentistry,	 life
sciences,	science,	bio-resources	and	agriculture,15	 the	averages	of	articles	cited	have	shrunk



from	10	in	2003	to	below	1	in	2008.
Table	1	Total	ISI	articles	from	National	Taiwan	University	cited,	2003–2008

Source:	‘total’	and	‘cited’	from	Hung	(2009);	‘average	cited’	calculated	by	the	authors



Figure	2	Total	ISI	articles	by	National	Taiwan	University,	2003–2008

Figure	3	Average	ISI	cited	for	colleges	of	Nationals	Taiwan	University	2003–2008

If	 we	 collapse	 all	 articles	 supplied	 by	 all	 colleges	 and	 juxtapose	 them	 with	 the	 total
averages	of	articles	cited	in	this	period,	an	unmistakable	death	cross	is	unmistakeable	(Figure
4).	The	cutting	point	 is	 located	 in	 the	year	2005,	when	 the	government	started	 the	project	of
‘Reaching	Research	Excellence’	by	pledging	to	provide	NT$50	million	to	selected	so-called
‘supreme	research	universities’	in	five	years,	so	that	at	least	one	university	from	Taiwan	might
hopefully	 become	 one	 of	 the	 top	 100	 universities	within	 this	 time	 frame.	 In	 2006,	National
Taiwan	 University	 was	 certified	 as	 one	 of	 the	 ‘supreme	 universities’	 and	 awarded	 NT$3
billion	that	year.	Thereafter,	it	received	the	same	amount	of	financial	support	of	the	Ministry	of
Education	 in	 the	 following	 three	 years.	 Although	 not	 all	 the	 grants	 from	 the	 government	 to
National	Taiwan	University	 have	been	 transmitted	 to	 individual	 scholars,	 it	 is	 expected	 that
this	generous	support	would	make	the	goal	attainable	in	the	short	run.	Unexpectedly,	according
to	the	rating	computed	by	The	Times,	the	National	Taiwan	University	fell	from	104	in	2007	to
124	in	2008.



Figure	4	Total	ISI	articles	and	average	ISI	articles	cited	National	Taiwan	University,	2003–2008

How	 do	 we	 explain	 this	 unblessed	 outcome?	 The	 data	 bank	 Scopus	 employed	 by	 The
Times	is	provided	by	the	Dutch	company	Elsevier	and	includes	16,500	journals	published	by
4,000	publishers,	much	more	than	those	adopted	by	the	ISI.	What	is	more	significant	is	the	fact
that	 the	 Scopus	 index	 includes	 articles	 in	 non-English	 languages.16	 Therefore,	 the	 National
Taiwan	 University	 should	 have	 met	 a	 better	 fate	 this	 year.	 It	 turns	 out,	 unfortunately,	 that
research	output,	howsoever	evaluated,	only	accounted	for	20%	of	the	total	performance	of	the
universities.	 It	 is	 pity	 that	 Taiwanese	 scholars	 have	 followed	 the	 suit	 of	 OEM	 (original
equipment	 manufacturer)	 adopted	 by	 their	 industrial	 counterparts	 after	 the	 war.	 Since	 the
criteria	are	made	elsewhere,	they	are	perpetually	chasing	a	shadow,	as	Sisyphus	did.

The	struggle	of	indigenous	scholars	in	Taiwan

In	the	domestic	arena,	indigenous	scholars	in	Taiwan	have	to	take	a	much	more	circuitous	path
than	the	non-indigenous	ones	do.	If	indigenous	scholars	are	positioned	at	the	peripheries	of	the
centre,	those	in	Taiwan	are	relegated	to	the	periphery	of	the	knowledge	periphery.	Facing	the
destiny	 of	 double	 marginalisation,	 the	 only	 hopeful	 resurrection	 is	 to	 seek	 practical
illumination	 from	 international	 experiences.	 Nonetheless,	 they	 still	 have	 to	 deflect	 the
suspicious	eyes	of	their	non-indigenous	colleagues.

If	indigenous	people	around	the	world,	having	managed	to	escape	such	structural	violence
as	poverty	or	discrimination,	decide	to	enter	 into	 the	business	of	academic	researching	for	a
career	 in	 life,	 the	 most	 critical	 challenge	 would	 lie	 in	 what	 appropriate	 disciplines	 are
allowed	to	them.	While	the	natural	sciences	may	seem	neutral	and	draw	little	attention	to	their
indigenous	background,	the	choice	of	the	humanities	or	social	sciences	is	further	determined	by
the	availability	of	scholarships	in	addition	to	affirmative	action	plans	in	any	form.	Except	for
the	emerging	interdisciplinary	area	of	indigenous	studies,	 the	most	popular	fields	of	study,	in
recent	years,	would	be	anthropology,17	sociology,	linguistics,	law,	and	political	science.

For	 non-indigenous	 scholars	 coming	 from	 the	mainstream	 society,	 indigenous	people	 are
more	conveniently	preserved	as	‘objects’	for	the	purpose	of	‘scientific’	observation.	18	Within
this	grandiose	and	 impartial	 context,	 indigenous	 tribes	are	considered	 living	museums	while
they	 themselves	 are	 presumed	 to	 live	 in	 historical	 sojourns.	 For	 the	 future	 advisers,



particularly	anthropologists	and	linguists,	prospective	indigenous	graduate	students	happen	to
be	 the	 most	 perfect	 candidates	 as	 research	 assistants	 for	 on-site	 interpretation	 or	 data
collection.	From	 time	 to	 time,	 indigenous	 students,	pending	 their	degrees	 and	 future	 careers,
have	to	turn	a	deaf	ear	to	the	confrontation	about	who	are	qualified	to	speak	as	experts	between
advisers	or	indigenous	elders.

Having	eventually	been	employed	as	college	teachers,	indigenous	scholars,	for	the	sake	of
career	development,	need	to	resolve	whether	to	take	up	an	‘orthodox’	discipline	or	indigenous
studies	as	their	focus	of	research.	For	the	more	cautious	ones,	sticking	to	a	‘traditional’	area	of
study	 may	 be	 the	 safest	 approach	 to	 obtain	 tenure.	 For	 most	 of	 them,	 no	 energy	 should	 be
wasted	 on	 such	 miscellaneous	 errands	 as	 indigenous	 studies	 before	 they	 become	 full
professors	or,	at	 least,	before	 they	are	awarded	associate	professorship.	With	 this	pragmatic
priority	in	mind,	indigenous	issues	will	never	appear	at	the	top	of	their	research	agendas.

On	 the	 other	 hand,	 if	 some	 avowed	 indigenous	 scholars	 are	 determined	 to	 pursue
indigenous	 studies	 as	 their	 dedicated	 academic	 end	 and	 are	 willing	 to	 concentrate	 their
professional	 training	on	such	 issues	as	how	to	protect	 indigenous	rights	and	how	to	promote
indigenous	welfare,	they	are	immediately	bound	to	meet	the	charge	of	being	‘too	practical’	(to
be	 read	 as	 ‘lacking	 theoretical	 contributions’).	 Even	 if	 they	 are	 summoned	 by	 government
agencies	to	tackle	urgent	indigenous	issues,19	before	long,	another	pivotal	question	awaits	them
in	line	for	a	prudent	answer:	if	they	are	to	be	recognised	professionally,	what	is	the	discipline
designated	 for	 evaluating	 their	 teaching,	 research,	 and	 service	 work?	 A	 similar	 question	 is
begging	 for	 answer:	 what	 kind	 of	 academic	 journals,	 disciplinary	 or	 interdisciplinary,	 are
targetted	 for	 submitting	 research	 papers?	 If	 the	 former	 are	 chosen,	 should	 they	 tactically
disguise	their	 indigenous	identities	and	tone	town	their	 indigenous	positions	while	appeasing
the	dominant	paradigm	and	values	in	each	area?

Redemption	by	indigenous	knowledge	sovereignity

In	 the	 contemporary	 process	 of	 knowledge	 receiving,	 academic	 cutting,	 copying,	 and	 saving
seem	avoidable.	In	the	face	of	benign	neglect	by	the	general,	non-indigenous,	society,	how	are
indigenous	scholars	to	break	away	from	the	inevitability	of	being	patronised?20	Starting	with
the	idea	of	indigenous	knowledge	sovereignty,	we	envision	a	determination	to	make	indigenous
people	 as	 the	 ‘subject,’	 rather	 than	 the	 ‘object,’	 of	 indigenous	 research	 and	 education.	 A
solemn	pledge	must	be	made	to	embark	on	the	momentous	task	of	indigenisation21	of	ideas.

Rigney	 (2001:	 10)	 considers	 indigenous	 knowledge	 sovereignity	 a	 procedural	 concept,
which	 is	 process-centred	 rather	 than	 outcome	 oriented.	 Likewise,	 Summer	 (2008)	 lays
emphasis	 on	 the	 importance	 of	 institutional	 power,	 especially	 the	 control	 of	 educational
institutions.	 Alatas	 (2003,	 2000)	 would	 proceed	 with	 both	 substantive	 and	 structural
dimensions.	 Firstly,	 in	 terms	 of	 substance,	 even	 though	 professional	 knowledge,	 including
theories,	methods,	and	philosophies	of	science	may	be	borrowed	from	without,	the	operation
of	 agenda-setting	 needs	 to	 be	 dictated	 from	within.	 Secondly,	 in	 terms	 of	 structure,	 existing
academic	 boundaries,	 if	 not	 barriers,	 including	 degree	 awards,	 educational	 investment,
research	ranting,	technical	transferring,	and	output	publishing,	need	to	be	overrun.

In	 the	 wake	 of	 the	 pasings	 of	 the	 United	 Nations	 Declaration	 on	 Rights	 of	 Indigenous



Peoples	in	2007,	never	have	indigenous	people	had	such	amicable	circumstances	to	promote
their	inherent	rights	as	enshrined	in	this	international	document.	Within	this	favourable	context,
indigenous	scholars	have	 the	precise	opportunity	 to	uphold	 their	knowledge	sovereignty.	For
them,	in	order	to	be	caught	in	the	iron	cages	of	traditional	disciplines,	their	first	priority	would
be	the	development	of	an	interdisciplinary	‘indigenous	studies’.

Now	 then,	what	are	 indigenous	studies?	According	 to	Linda	Tuhiwai	Smith	 (1999:	172–
75),	 the	nature	of	 indigenous	studies	ought	 to	be	of,	for,	and	by	indigenous	scholars.22	While
sticking	 to	 these	 requirements,	 all	 efforts	 must	 be	 made	 for	 transformation,	 decolonisation,
healing,	 and	 mobilisation,	 so	 that	 the	 goals	 of	 survival,	 recovery	 of	 traditional	 territories,
economic	 development,	 and	 national	 self-determination	 may	 eventually	 be	 sought	 (Smith,
1999:	116–17).

Institutionally,	 the	 College	 of	 Indigenous	 Studies	 at	 National	 Dong	 Hwa	 University,
probably	unique	in	the	world,	was	established	in	1991	to	show	the	government’s	commitment
to	 enhance	 indigenous	 education	 as	well	 as	 research.	Born	under	 the	unpleasant	 pressure	of
indigenous	legislators	and	the	bumpy	collaboration	between	the	Ministry	of	Education	and	the
Council	 of	 Indigenous	 Peoples,	 it	 is	 making	 modest	 and	 yet	 promising	 progress	 toward
teaching,	researching,	and	servicing	excellence.	Right	now,	the	Taiwan	Journal	of	Indigenous
Studies	 is	 entering	 its	 second	 year,	 and	 the	 Dong	 Hwa	 Series	 on	 Indigenous	 Studies	 has
published	eight	books	since	its	inception	in	2008.

Whether	in	the	form	of	Mignolo’s	idea	of	‘de-centre’	(1993:	124)	or	that	of	Smith’s	‘voice
from	 the	 margins’	 (2006:	 66),	 we	 hope	 the	 college	 becomes	 a	 hub	 for	 the	 indigenous
intelligentsia,	a	consortium	of	indigenous	studies,	and	a	think	tank	on	indigenous	policy.	In	the
immediate	 future,	 we	 expect	 that	 a	 few	 young	 indigenous	 scholars	 who	 are	 finishing	 their
doctoral	programmes	will	 join	our	team	soon.	In	the	median	and	long	term,	plans	need	to	be
made	to	train,	in	the	minimum,	dozens	of	indigenous	scholars,	perhaps	through	the	help	of	our
indigenous	and	non-Indigenous	colleagues	all	around	the	world.

Notes

1.	We	are	reluctant	to	use	‘advanced	states’	or	confine	it	to	‘Western	states.’
2.	According	to	Smith	(1999:	21),	colonialism	is	nothing	but	one	expression	of	imperialism.
3.	Gosovic	(2002)	would	rather	calls	it	‘intellectual	hegemony.’
4.	Alatas	 (2003:	 606)	would	 list	 social	 sciences	 in	Australia,	 Japan,	 the	Netherlands	 and	Germany	 as	 semi-peripheral	 states
since	academic	dependency	there	may	not	be	so	severe	while	they	may	not	so	far	have	significant	academic	contribution.	In
other	 words,	 compared	 to	 the	 former,	 they	 may	 not	 have	 shown	 scholarly	 originality.	 And	 yet,	 in	 terms	 of	 providing	 for
generous	 research	 grants,	 post-doctoral	 research	 positions,	 and	 organising	 international	 conferences,	 they	 have	 made
headway	over	those	in	the	Global	South.

5.	Forbes	(1998:	14)	has	such	similar	terms	as	‘intellectual	self-determination’	and	‘intellectual	autonomy.’	Deloria	(1998)	also
treats	‘intellectual	self-determinatio’	and	‘intellectual	sovereignty’	as	synonyms.

6.	Regarding	similar	dilemmas	that	social	scientists	have	faced	since	the	inception	of	democratisation,	Csepeli	et	al.	(1996)	use
‘acquired	immune	deficiency	syndrome’	(AIDS)	to	describe	them.	See	also	In	(2006)	for	self-reflections	of	Korean	political
scientists	on	their	dependency.

7.	Includes	the	publication	of	academic	journals,	books,	and	conference	proceedings.
8.	 In	 reality,	 the	 native	 graduate	 students	may	 have	 advisers	who	 received	Ph.D.	 degrees	 overseas.	 Indirectly,	 they	may	 be
considered	as	having	academic	connections	with	 the	academic	centre.	Consequently,	when	 they	meet	 the	advisers	of	 their
advisers,	 they	may	 like-wise	boast	of	 their	own	prestige	 (Summer,	2008:	84;	Smith,	2008:	237).	See	Parmar	 (2002)	on	how
American	think	tanks	have	constructed	their	knowledge	networks	internationally.

9.	 For	 those	 peripheral	 states	 that	 emphasise	 quick	 utilitarian	 payoffs,	 especially	 economic	 development	 in	 the	 shortest	 run,



financial	endowments	to	humanities	or	social	sciences	are	less	desirable	than	to	the	natural	sciences	and	engineering,	where
instant	contributions	to	gross	national	products	(GNPs)	are	obviously	warranted.

10.	At	 the	 first	 glance,	 it	 seems	 that	work	on	 theorisation	 is	much	more	 difficult	 and	 thus	 superior	 and	 ‘noble’	 than	 empirical
work.	Devoted	experts	in	the	latter	areas	may	evaluate	this	differently,	if	not	exactly	the	opposite.	In	terms	of	the	adjustments
of	 pure	 theories	 borrowed	 abroad,	 selection	 of	 operational	 indicators	 suitable	 for	 the	 local	 context,	 and	 collection	 of	 data
domestically,	it	would	be	unfair	to	say	that	their	contribution	is	less	important.

11.	In	other	words,	scholars	from	the	centre	are	capable	of	conducting	researches	in	peripheral	countries	in	addition	to	their	own
‘advanced’	one.	On	the	other	hand,	scholars	in	the	peripheries	are	only	allowed	to	study	their	own	societies.	Basically,	this	is
a	one-way	flow	of	knowledge.

12.	The	masters	in	the	centre	can	rely	on	their	disciples	in	the	peripheries	to	collect	data	and	carry	out	cross-national	studies.	On
the	other	hand,	the	latter,	being	designated	an	instrumental	role,	are	confined,	at	best,	to	the	studies	of	their	mother	country.

13.	Includes	concepts,	theories,	models,	and	methods.	See	Alatas	(2003:	608).
14.	If	there	are	native	scholars	who	dare	to	make	their	own	voices	heard,	that	is,	with	their	so-called	‘subjectivity’,	they	would

face	the	fate	of	being	judged	as	too	‘subjective’	(Mignolo,	1993:	123,	127).
15.	Excludes	the	departments	of	Agricultural	Economics	and	Bio-Industry	Communication	and	Development.
16.	Since	1999,	the	National	Science	Council	has	developed	a	Taiwan	Social	Science	Citation	Index	(TSSCI).
17.	For	indigenous	people’s	ambivalent	evaluations	toward	anthropology,	see	Biolsi	and	Zimmerman	(1997),	Lewis	(1973),	Sanjek

(1993),	and	Schutte	(1999).
18.	 It	 is	 no	wonder	Australian	Aboriginal	 scholar	Rigney	 (2001:	 7)	 should	 scorn	 the	 fact	 that	 indigenous	 people	 are	 the	most

thoroughly	researched	people	in	human	history!
19.	For	instance,	how	to	protect	indigenous	languages	or	how	to	add	indigenous	articles	to	the	current	constitution.
20.	 In	academia,	patronisation	often	means	 joining	 the	hegemonic	 factions	and	accepting	 the	dominant	paradigm	without	being

banished	and	isolated.	For	courageous	freelancers,	academic	life	is	for	sure	solitary.
21.	Regarding	scientific	indigenisation,	see	Church	and	Katogbak	(2002),	and	Hiller	(1980).
22.	Whether	non-indigenous	scholars	along	are	appropriate	to	study	indigenous	people,	see	the	discussions	by	Smith	(2000),	and

Hereniko	(2000).
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THE	IMPACT	OF	WESTERNISATION	ON	THE	TURKISH
EDUCATION	SYSTEM:	A	CRITICAL	PERSPECTIVE

Ibrahim	Pür
Gazi	University,	Ankara,	Turkey

This	 paper	 critically	 deals	 with	 the	 historical	 process	 of	 westernisation	 in	 Turkey	 and	 its
outcomes,	 mostly	 upon	 high	 schools	 and	 universities,	 starting	 from	 the	 establishment	 of	 the
Republic	of	Turkey	up	to	the	current	time.

The	 development	 of	 a	 country	 is	 closely	 connected	 with	 its	 system	 of	 education.	 The
Ottoman	State	started	out	having	a	unique	system	of	education.	People	 trained	 in	 this	system
contributed	 successfully	 to	 the	 prosperity	 and	 development	 of	 the	 state.	 However,	 with	 the
expansion	of	geographical	boundaries	and	in	the	wake	of	the	rapid	development	process	in	the
Western	countries,	new	tendencies	arose	in	Western-minded	groups	in	the	state.

Ottoman	education	system

The	educational	 institutions	of	 the	Ottoman	State	were	based	on	 the	madrasah	system,	which
taught	 social	 and	 applied	 sciences	 as	 well	 as	 religious	 education.	 The	 basis	 of	 madrasah
education	was	the	principle	of	‘Morality	(Ahlaq)	and	Spiritualism	(Manawiyya)	First’	and	the
aim	was	to	train	honest	scientists.	Those	studying	in	these	institutions	had	to	know	Islamic	law
well.	Religious	scholars	were	also	jurists	and	were	called	‘ulema.’	Judges,	teachers,	imams,
doctors,	mathematicians,	bureaucrats,	soldiers,	astronomers	and	religious	scholars	all	studied
at	madrasahs	and	used	their	learning	to	further	the	prosperity	of	society	as	a	whole.	Serving	at
every	stage	of	the	society	up	to	the	position	of	Sadrazam	(prime	minister),	the	ulema	were	held
in	esteem	in	the	community.

On	 the	 other	 hand,	 spiritual	 leaders	 in	 the	 society	 also	 had	 a	 considerable	 impact	 on
madrasahs.	 As	 an	 example,	Mehmed	 II	 (the	 Conquerer	 of	 Istanbul)	 was	 trained	 by	 famous
scholars	Molla	Giirani	 and	Aksemseddin	who	 themselves	were	 trained	 in	 the	 principles	 of
respected	spiritual	leaders.	In	other	words,	spiritual	leaders	in	madrasahs	trained	students	who
would	one	day	become	the	rulers	of	the	state.

With	the	decline	in	the	Ottoman	State	and	the	rise	of	modernity,	madrasahs	began	departing
from	 the	 basic	 principles	 determined	 in	 their	 establishment	 and	 their	 specific	 methods	 of
teaching	were	reformed	or	abandoned.	In	the	nineteenth	century,	students	were	sent	to	foreign
countries	 in	order	 to	catch	 the	 tide	of	economic	development	and	adopt	 it	as	 their	own.	The
pioneer	sending	students	to	foreign	states	is	Mehmed	Ali	Pasha,	the	governor	of	Egypt.	He	sent
44	students	to	Paris	in	1826	and	they	were	trained	in	the	Ecole	Egyptienne.	The	Ottoman	State
started	to	grant	scholarships	to	students	sent	to	Europe	from	1830	onwards.1

As	a	result	of	relations	initiated	with	the	West,	European-style	schools	started	to	open	in
the	state.	The	minorities	living	in	the	country	also	started	to	open	their	schools.	In	particular,
American	missionary	groups	opened	nine	colleges	with	the	aim	of	teaching	Western	culture	in
Anatolia	up	to	1891.	These	were:



Robert	College	in	Istanbul	(1862)
Robert	University	in	Beirut	(1864)
American	College	for	Girls	in	Istanbul	(1873)
Central	College	of	Turkey	in	Antep	(1876)
Firat	College	in	Harput	(1878)
Central	Girls	College	of	Turkey	in	Maras	(1882)
Anatolian	College	in	Merzifon	(1886)
Paul	Institute	in	Tarsus	(1888)
International	College	in	Izmir	(1891)

The	main	 sponsors	 of	 five	American	 colleges	 in	Anatolia	were	Armenians.	 In	 addition,
nine	French	colleges	and	14	Italian	colleges	were	opened	in	the	same	period.2

With	the	collapse	of	the	Ottoman	State	during	the	first	quarter	of	the	20th	century,	Turkey
witnessed	a	series	of	revolutions.	In	the	meantime,	one	of	the	biggest	wars	of	the	20th	century,
World	War	I	started	in	1914	and	continued	up	to	1918	and	involved	many	countries.	World	War
I	was	fought	between	Central	Powers	–	Germany,	the	Austro-Hungarian	Empire,	the	Ottoman
Empire	and	the	Kingdom	of	Bulgaria,	and	the	Allied	Forces,	under	the	leadership	of	Britain,
France	and	Russian	Empire.	Italy,	the	USA,	Japan,	Greece,	Portugal	and	Romania	joined	later.

The	purpose	of	these	revolutions	was	to	unify	the	education	system,	to	secularise	education
and	 follow	a	Western-style	educational	 system.	As	a	 result,	 all	 educational	 institutions	were
gathered	under	the	rule	of	the	Ministry	of	Education	in	1924.	All	the	madrasahs	were	abolished
and	 closed	 throughout	 the	 country	 in	 the	 same	 year	 and	 the	 Imam	 Hatip	 schools	 (schools
teaching	 all	 the	 positive	 sciences	 besides	 religious	 topics)	 and	 faculties	 of	 theology	 were
established.	Believing	that	religious	education	is	essential	in	a	society	which	is	at	the	threshold
of	 adopting	 secularism,	 Mustafa	 Kemal	 Atatiirk	 opened	 29	 Imam	 Hatip	 schools	 with	 four
classrooms	each	instead	of	madrasahs.	One	year	later	the	number	of	those	schools	declined	to
26,	two	years	later	the	number	became	twenty,	at	the	end	of	a	period	of	three	years	the	number
of	 Imam	Hatip	 schools	 opened	 by	Atatiirk	 numbered	 only	 two.	 Finally,	 the	 last	 school	was
closed	in	the	academic	year	of	1929–1930.	There	were	no	Imam	Hatip	schools	from	that	time
up	to	the	1950s	in	Turkey.	The	aim	was	to	keep	pace	with	Western	ideology	and	forget	about
the	past	as	much	as	possible.

In	 1928,	 the	 Arabic-origin	 Turkish	 alphabet	 that	 had	 been	 used	 from	 the	 ninth	 century
onwards	(almost	1200	years)	by	Turks	was	changed	to	the	Latin-origin	Turkish	alphabet.3	The
aim	of	such	a	change	was	to	facilitate	the	assimilation	with	the	West.	However,	such	a	decision
made	 it	 almost	 impossible	 for	 the	 coming	 generations	 to	 access	 the	 centuries-old	 written
heritage	of	Ottoman	and	Islamic	culture.	Today	a	great	majority	of	people	cannot	even	read	the
gravestones	of	their	own	ancestors.

In	 1933,	 fifteen	 professors	 and	 experts	 escaped	 from	 the	Nazis	 and	 asked	 for	 asylum	 in
Turkey.	Taking	 it	as	an	opportunity,	Atatiirk	established	Istanbul	University	by	closing	 in	 the
Ottoman	institution	Darulfunun	that	year.	Following	that,	some	other	faculties	such	as	faculty	of
language	 and	 history-geography	 (1935),	 faculty	 of	 science	 (1943)	 and	 faculty	 of	 medicine
(1945)	 were	 opened.	 In	 the	 coming	 years,	 Bogazici	 (1954)	 and	 Middle	 East	 Technical
Universities	(1956)	were	opened.	All	used	English	as	the	language	of	instruction.



The	changes	in	education	were	demonstrated	in	other	ways	as	well.	In	a	ceremony	held	for
the	opening	of	Istanbul	University,	 the	titles	of	 the	academic	staff	were	changed	into	western
ones.	For	example,	the	title	of	Emin	used	for	 the	head	of	madrasah	was	changed	into	Rektor
(Rector),	 Reis	 was	 changed	 into	 Dekan	 (Dean),	 Muderris	 was	 changed	 into	 Profesor	 or
Ordinaryus	 Profesor	 (Professor)	 and	 assistant	 Muderris	 became	 Docent	 (Associate
Professor).4

In	 a	 state	 where	 the	 constitution	 was	 mostly	 taken	 from	 Europe	 (Italy,	 Germany,
Switzerland),	the	traditional	Ottoman	education	system	was	abandoned	to	a	great	extent	and	the
current	system	turned	its	face	totally	to	the	West.	With	such	a	transformation,	Western	factors
became	dominant	in	the	curricula.	Leading	figures	in	Western	philosophy	formed	the	backbone
of	 the	 new	 education	 system.	 For	 example,	 students	 at	 Yildiz	 University	 in	 Istanbul	 who
wanted	 to	 become	 teachers	 or	 administrators	 at	 a	 school	 in	 the	 ministry	 had	 a	 curriculum
where	 they	 read	 from	 the	 Greek	 classics,	 from	 Plato,	 Aristotle	 and	 Socrates.	 In	 such	 a
curriculum,	students	encountered	the	teachings	of	 the	church,	 the	Dark	Ages,	 the	Renaissance
and	readings	from	Rousseau.	Students	were	also	exposed	to	eighteenth	and	nineteenth	century
ideas	of	educational	thinkers	such	as	Pestalozzi’s	humanism,	FroebeFs	kindergarten	system,	the
British	Lancaster	Method	and	the	American	Common	School.5

One	 is	 also	 likely	 to	 see	 students	 studying	 child	 development	 taking	 a	 course	 on	 child
psychology	and	focus	on	the	work	of	Sigmund	Freud	at	length.	Students	would	be	taught	Jean
Piaget	by	the	professors	who	themselves	studied	with	Piaget.	Another	example	is	the	study	of
the	behaviourist	and	cognitivist	theory	of	Benjamin	Bloom.	Students	graduating	as	the	students
of	 these	professors	 teach	what	 they	have	 learned	and	 the	 cycle	of	 colonisation	by	education
continues	at	full	intensity.6

Let	 us	 have	 a	 close	 look	 at	 another	 example	 of	 the	 programmes	 followed	 at	 some
universities	in	Turkey.	Some	of	the	courses	studied	at	 the	department	of	philosophy	and	their
content	are	as	follows:

History	of	philosophy	(modern	philosophy)
Basic	 ideas	of	R.	Descartes,	 I.	Kant,	S.	Kierkegaard,	 J.P.	Sartre,	G.	Marcel,	E.	Husserl	and
their	roles	in	the	history	of	philosophy.

Philosophy	of	ethics
Philosophy	 of	 ethics	 of	 many	 philosophers	 starting	 from	 the	 ethics	 of	 happiness	 and	 the
classical	antiquity	philosophers	up	to	the	study	of	Kantian	ethics.

The	origin	of	philosophy	and	Hellenistic	philosophy
Various	ideas	of	philosophers	starting	from	the	Sumerians	in	4000	BC,	in	particular	Hellenistic
philosophy	and	thinkers.

Epistemology



The	concepts	of	epistemology,	dogmatism,	scepticism,	empiricism,	rationalism,	criticism	and
intuitionism.

Classical	logic
Organon	containing	the	logic	theses	of	Aristotle	and	presentation	of	them	with	Euler	schemes
and	Venn	diagrams.

Philosophy	of	science
New	sense	of	science	with	Thomas	S.	Kuhn.

The	topics	in	the	course	of	philosophy	of	politics	are	as	follows:

Theories	on	the	origin	of	state
Idea	of	state	in	ancient	Greek
Start	of	political	theories
Plato
Aristotle
Cicero
St.	Augustinus
al-Farabi
Montesquieu
Ibn	Khaldun
Machiavelli
T.	More
T.	Hobbes
Spinoza
Voltaire
Kant
Fichte

As	shown	in	the	course	content	as	well	as	the	list	above,	the	main	focus	in	the	department
is	on	Western	philosophy.	There	is	no	such	course	as	Islamic	philosophy	in	an	eight-semester
undergraduate	education,	but	a	course	like	Turkish	philosophy,	history	and	Islamic	philosophy
is	studied	as	a	short	period.	On	the	other	hand,	almost	nothing	 is	 included	 in	 the	programme
about	 Islamic	 philosophy	 and	 its	 well-known	 representatives	 such	 as	 Ali	 Shir	 Nevai,	 Ibn-i
Sina	 (known	 as	 Avicenna),	 Yusuf	 Has	 Hacip,	 Ali	 ibn	 Abbas,	 al-Farabi,	 Ibn	 Khaldun	 and
others.

Those	parents	who	wanted	their	children	to	learn	their	own	values	and	culture	in	terms	of
the	principle	of	‘Morality	and	Spirituality	the	First	in	Education’	that	formed	the	basis	of	the
Ottoman	 education	 system	 tended	 to	 look	 for	 other	ways	 to	 do	 it.	With	 the	 closing	down	of
Imam	Hatip	schools	that	were	opened	in	the	earlier	years	of	the	republic	in	order	to	carry	out



the	task	of	madrasahs,	there	appeared	many	troubles.	In	the	one	party	political	period	(1919–
1950),	teaching,	learning	and	reciting	the	holy	book	of	Qur’an	was	banned.	What	is	more	ezan,
the	 universal	 system	 calling	Muslims	 for	 prayer	 broadcast	 from	 the	minarets	was	 recited	 in
Turkish	for	eighteen	years,	however	this	was	rejected	by	the	community.

Imam	 Hatip	 schools	 that	 were	 closed	 down	 between	 the	 years	 1930	 and	 1950	 were
reopened	with	the	election	of	the	Democratic	Party	to	the	government,	which	was	the	first	time
a	 second	party	 became	 the	 ruling	party.	Then	ezan	was	 again	 recited	 in	 its	 original	 form	 in
Arabic.	The	 leader	of	 the	Democratic	Party,	Adnan	Menderes	opened	 four	new	 Imam	Hatip
schools	and	the	number	rose	to	600	before	there	was	an	attempt	to	manipulate	them	once	more.

In	 these	 schools,	 besides	 the	 courses	 studied	 in	general	high	 schools,	 courses	 in	 Islamic
studies	 and	 ethics	 such	 as	Qur’an,	 tafsir,	 fiqh,	 hadith,	 the	 life	 of	 the	Prophet	 and	 the	 art	 of
talking	 to	 the	 community	were	 studied	 in	Arabic.	The	 reason	why	 families	were	 so	 keen	 to
have	their	children	study	in	these	schools	was	that	they	desired	that	their	children	learn	about
their	own	culture	and	values	instead	of	Western	values.	Students	graduating	from	these	schools
could	become	doctors,	 engineers,	 teachers,	 imams,	 child	 development	 experts,	 sportsmen	or
artists	but	without	the	moral	aspect	of	their	education	being	neglected	or	compromised.

Nevertheless,	 just	 ten	 years	 later	 in	 1960,	 the	 democratic	 regime	 was	 interrupted	 by
military	 action	 and	 even	 though	 the	 reason	was	 put	 differently,	Adnan	Menderes,	 the	 Prime
Minister,	Fatin	Rustii	Zorlu,	the	Minister	of	Foreign	Affairs	and	Hasan	Polatkan,	the	Minister
of	Finance	were	given	capital	punishment	and	hanged	one	year	later	due	to	the	initiatives	they
took.

A	new	movement

In	Turkey,	where	 the	process	of	 education	has	always	been	closely	connected	with	political
choices,	 there	 is	 still	 a	 conflict	 between	 traditional	 principles	 of	 education	 and	 Western-
oriented	 teaching.	 There	 were	 two	more	military	 interventions	 in	 the	 political	 system	 from
1960	onwards	and	the	military	rulers	changed	the	constitution.	However,	the	idea	of	Morality
and	 Spirituality	 the	 First	 in	 Education	 has	 always	 existed.	 There	 is	 a	 significant	movement
declaring	 that	 education	 should	 be	 considered	 as	 a	 process	 in	 integration	with	 the	 political
system	and	that	morality	and	spirituality	should	be	the	basis	of	all	education.	The	movement	is
called	 Milli	 Goriis	 (National	 Vision)	 and	 has	 grown	 under	 the	 leadership	 of	 Professor
Necmettin	Erbakan	who	believed	 that	 national	 and	 spiritual	 values	 should	 be	 dominant	 in	 a
society.	He	proposed	this	idea	strongly	from	the	time	it	was	established	in	1969	up	to	February
27,	2011,	when	he	passed	away.	Milli	Goriis	is	an	organisation	that	emphasises	the	moral	and
spiritual	strength	of	Islamic	faith	(iman)	and	explains	the	Muslim	world’s	decline	as	a	result	of
its	 imitation	 of	 Western	 values	 (such	 as	 secularism)	 and	 inappropriate	 use	 of	 Western
technology.

Adopting	 the	 principle	 of	Morality	 and	 Spirituality	 the	 First	 in	Education	 and	 aiming	 at
resurrecting	this	idea	once	again,	 this	movement	strove	to	put	these	ideas	into	action	when	it
became	the	ruling	party	and	the	54th	government	of	Turkish	Republic.	One	of	the	best	known
achievements	 of	 this	 government	was	 to	 establish	 the	D-8	organisation.	D-8,	 also	 known	as
Developing-8,	 is	 an	 arrangement	 for	 the	 development	 of	 cooperation	 among	 the	 following



countries:	 Bangladesh,	 Egypt,	 Indonesia,	 Iran,	Malaysia,	 Nigeria,	 Pakistan	 and	 Turkey.	 The
establishment	of	D-8	was	announced	officially	by	Mr.	Erbakan	through	the	Istanbul	Declaration
of	the	Summit	of	Heads	of	State/Government	on	June	15,	1997.

However,	the	coalition	government	was	done	away	with	during	another	interruption	called
the	‘post-modern’	military	interruption	of	1997.	From	that	 time	on,	 the	secondary	sections	of
Imam	Hatip	 schools	were	 closed	down	and	 the	graduates	 of	 Imam	Hatip	high	 schools	were
only	given	a	chance	to	choose	the	faculty	of	theology	but	not	other	faculties.

As	mentioned	 above,	 Turkish	 titles	 of	 scholars	were	 changed	 into	Western	 terminology.
Also,	the	idea	that	university	students	should	adopt	the	so-called	modern	style	of	dressing	like
in	Western	countries	had	been	argued	for	many	decades,	but	it	was	not	put	into	action	up	to	that
time.	Girls	wearing	hijab	(the	clothing	used	by	girls	to	cover	their	head	for	religious	purposes)
were	 not	 allowed	 into	 the	 universities.	 This	 action	 was	 associated	 with	 the	 ideas	 of	Milli
Gorus.	However,	 the	Declaration	of	Human	Rights	 approved	 in	1948	by	 the	United	Nations
declares	 that	 education	 should	be	given	 equally	 to	 everybody	 regardless	 of	 his/her	 religion,
language,	race,	clothing.

Article	26.

(2)	Education	shall	be	directed	to	the	full	development	of	the	human	personality	and	to	the	strengthening	of	respect
for	human	rights	and	fundamental	freedoms.	It	shall	promote	understanding,	tolerance	and	friendship	among	all
nations,	racial	or	religious	groups,	and	shall	further	the	activities	of	the	United	Nations	for	the	maintenance	of
peace.7

Conclusion	and	recommendations

What	Third	World	countries	should	do	is	make	their	people	believe	that	Western	countries	are
not	 superior	 to	 them	 in	 every	 field.	 The	 prejudice	 that	 the	 West	 is	 best’	 is	 the	 foremost
handicap	 to	 the	development	 in	 these	countries.	 In	 the	1960s	Germany	 invited	workers	 from
Italy,	Spain,	Portugal	and	Greece	into	their	country.	These	workers	did	not	have	to	make	any
major	changes	in	their	lives	since	they	came	from	similar	cultures.	Soon	workers	from	Turkey
arrived	 in	 Germany.	 In	 a	 mistaken	 attempt	 to	 prove	Western	 superiority,	 German	 statesmen
tried	 to	 show	 their	 people	 that	workers	 coming	 from	a	 great,	 ancient	 civilisation	were	 now
willing	 to	do	unskilled	 jobs,	 thinking	 this	would	 lead	 to	German	citizens	feeling	superior.	 In
other	words,	they	would	regain	their	self-esteem.

For	a	universally	accepted	fair	education:

Scientific	order	should	be	compatible	with	the	general	system	but	act	independently.

The	basic	task	should	be	to	investigate	the	truth,	make	it	widely	known	and	to	train	real
scientists.	Education	should	first	determine	and	diagnose	problems	and	then	put	them	into
the	order	of	priority	to	find	solutions	and	remedies	for	them.

There	 is	 an	untidiness	 and	 lack	of	 liaison	 in	 the	 science	and	education	 institutions	 and
their	curricula	today.	This	problem	should	be	resolved	and	the	waste	of	opportunity,	staff
and	time	should	be	prevented.	Memorising	and	imitating	i.e.,	training	staff	to	be	porters



of	unnecessary	and	invalid	information	should	be	stopped.

As	science	(ilm)	is	the	common	commodity	of	humanity.
In	order	to	keep	scientific	data	transparent	and	present	the	results	of	experimentation	and

research	for	the	benefit	of	everybody,	a	‘Patent	Foundation’	should	be	established.
A	‘Common	Language	of	Science’	that	will	be	valid	nationally	and	internationally	should

be	developed.
An	international	‘Bank	of	Information’	should	be	founded.
Scientists	 should	 be	 supported	 and	 funded	 with	 considerable	 amounts	 of	 money,	 and

equipped	with	the	necessary	authority,	high	esteem	and	privileges.	In	that	way,	scientists	will
not	 be	 lured	 by	 attractive	 proposals	 by	 Western	 institutions,	 instead	 they	 will	 offer	 their
services	 in	 the	domestic	domain.	Education	 should	be	made	sustainable	and	 there	 should	be
opportunities	 of	 lifelong	 learning	 for	 everybody	 in	 every	 subject	 in	 order	 to	 improve	 their
knowledge	and	skills.

It	 is	 known	 to	 us	 that	 there	 is	 a	 value	 measurement	 for	 everything.	 Just	 as	 length	 is
measured	 in	 metres,	 weight	 is	 measured	 in	 kilograms	 and	 heat	 is	 measured	 in	 degrees
centigrade,	 the	 instrument	 to	measure	 science	 is	 ‘licence.’	 Every	 professional	 expert	 should
engage	 in	 self-reformation	 and	 be	 sufficient	 in	 his/her	 field.	 This	 is	 called	 ‘Guaranteed
Teaching	and	Licence	System.’	A	person	with	a	diploma	should	not	automatically	be	regarded
as	 licensed	 to	practice.	He	should	acquire	 the	attributes	 that	 such	a	 licence	entails	 and	be	a
lifelong	 researcher	 in	 order	 to	 improve	 himself.	 Therefore,	 he	 should	 be	 taking	 exams
periodically.

Looking	back,	one	can	say	that	westernisation	has	not	had	a	favourable	outcome	in	Turkey
and	other	Islamic	countries.	When	it	was	officially	decided	 to	westernise	 the	Ottoman	State,
the	country	had	a	particular	system	of	state,	army	and	education.	These	systems	were	weakened
for	the	sake	of	modernisation	and	westernisation	and	then	given	up	altogether	and	the	systems
that	replaced	them	have	not	been	able	to	fulfil	the	necessary	functions	nor	fill	the	gap.
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FOOTPRINTS	OF	THE	‘WEST’	IN	ARABIC	LANGUAGE
AND	LITERATURE

Roghayeh	Rostampour
Alzahra	University,	Tehran

Arabic	language	and	literature	have	developed	and	flourished	as	a	major	academic	discipline
in	 Iran	 after	 the	 Islamic	 revolution,	 i.e.,	 since	 1979.	Before	 the	 Islamic	 revolution,	 teaching
Arabic	language	had	no	place	in	Iranian	academic	centres	or	even	high	schools.	Since	1995,
however,	proficient	Arabic	graduates	have	conducted	 research	and	 investigation,	carried	out
translations,	 and	 taught	 the	Arabic	 language	which	 is	 recognised	 as	 the	 symbol	 of	 religious
identity	and	Islamic	culture.

The	basic	drive	behind	the	establishment	and	development	of	this	major	in	post-revolution
Iran	was,	by	no	means,	just	as	a	foreign	language	but	rather	as	the	language	of	Islam,	the	Holy
Qur’an,	 and	 of	 Islamic	 texts	 and	 scripts.	 Therefore,	 its	 acquisition	 could	 lead	 to	 the
introduction	 and	 expansion	 of	 Islamic	 civilisation	 and	 facilitate	 access	 to	 a	 rich	 Eastern
heritage	which	is	mostly	available	in	Arabic.

The	 steps	 behind	 the	 establishment	 and	 expansion	 of	 the	 Arabic	 language	 and	 its
development	as	a	major	in	Iranian	universities	ran	parallel	to	the	fundamental	changes	that	took
place	 in	 Arabic	 literature	 in	 the	 Arab	 world.	 As	 a	 matter	 of	 fact,	 the	 textbooks,	 academic
books,	and	 the	available	 resources	were	similar	 to	 those	used	 in	Arab	countries.	One	of	 the
main	courses	taught	particularly	at	B.A.	and	M.A.	levels	was	the	history	of	Arabic	literature,
which	included	different	historical	periods	spanning	about	1500	years	–	from	the	pre-Islamic
era	to	the	present.

I	have	been	teaching	this	course	since	1994,	and	at	that	time,	I	was	also	in	the	process	of
writing	my	M.A.	thesis.	I	recognised	a	disturbing	inclination	towards	the	promotion	of	Western
culture	and	even	secularism	in	 the	resources	and	reference	books	available	on	 the	history	of
Arabic	literature	which	targetted	the	role	of	Islamic	and	Eastern	identities	in	Arabic	books.	I
can	 refer	 to	 the	 books	 about	 the	 history	 of	 literature	written	 by	 ‘Orientalists’	 such	 as	 Foad
Sazing,	 Rajy	 Balashir	 and	 authors	 like	 Jeargy	 Zidan	 (1861–1914).	 As	 a	 good	 example,	 the
Egyptian	 author,	 Taha	 Hossein’s	 (1889–1973)	 books	 on	 the	 history	 of	 Arabic	 literature	

were	 among	 the	 educational	 and	 research	 resources	 which
have	been	used	 in	Arab	countries	–	and	even	 in	 Iran	for	more	 than	half	a	century.	However,
these	 books	 contain	 many	 affronts,	 and	 disrespect	 Islam,	 the	 Holy	 Qur’an	 and	 Prophet
Mohammad	SAW.	Unfortunately,	these	resources	are	not	critically	analysed	and	therefore	they
freely	influence	and	demotivate	the	youth	in	relation	to	Eastern	culture	and	literature.	A	British
Orientalist	named	Merjelious	displays	an	anti-Arabic/Islamic	prejudice	in	most	of	his	works;
for	instance,	in	one	of	his	articles	he	mocks	Arab	ethnicity	and	Islam.

While	 studying	 contemporary	 Arabic	 literature,	 I	 discovered	 that	 the	 majority	 of	 the
resources	were	written	by	Orientalists	and	graduates	from	Western	universities	who	attempted
to	introduce	events	like	Napoleon	Bonaparte’s	invasion	of	Egypt	as	the	onset	of	contemporary
Arab	culture.	This	is	even	while	Napoleon	intended	to	plunder	the	East	and	in	fact	looked	to
promoting	Western	 culture	 among	Arab	 countries	 –	 already	 holding	 a	 history	 of	 over	 3000



years	 –	 via	 establishing	 schools	 and	 educational	 centres	 based	 on	 Western	 values.	 Arab
countries	 such	as	Egypt,	Syria,	 and	 Iraq	have	been	a	 safe	 shelter	 for	 scientists	 and	 scholars
who	 have	 left	 behind	 exceptional	 works	 which	 are	 used	 even	 up	 to	 now.	 Jame-ol-Azhar,
founded	in	Egypt	in	970	AD	during	the	Fatemi	Era,	and	also	Baghdad	which	was	the	source	of
educational	 schools	 such	 as	 Beit-ol-Hekmat	 (840)	 until	 1235	 AD	 are	 examples	 of	 such
academic	centres.

How	 is	 this	 possible?	 If	 we	 take	 a	 look	 back	 at	 the	 Islamic	 territories	 since	 the	 19th
century,	we	 can	 see	 that	 these	were	 spread	 from	 the	 Indian	 to	 the	 Pacific	Oceans.	Muslims
were	in	Al-Andelos	and	Spain	for	eight	centuries	starting	from	the	nineth	century,	marking	the
entry	 of	 Islamic	 civilisation	 in	 the	 heart	 of	 Europe.	 Two	 centuries	 of	Muslims	 ruling	 over
Sicily	spread	Islamic	culture	and	civilisation	to	countries	such	as	Italy	and	France.	In	the	East,
Turkey	 and	 the	 Ottoman	 Empire	 spread	 Islamic	 knowledge	 throughout	 Europe.	 It	 would	 be
interesting	to	know	that	even	the	Crusades	had	a	significant	role	in	transferring	Eastern	culture
and	 literature	 from	 Egypt	 and	 Sham	 to	 Europe.	 During	 this	 period,	 most	 of	 the	 scientific
resources	 had	 been	 translated	 from	 Arabic	 into	 other	 languages	 and	 later	 returned	 to	 the
Islamic	world	labelled	as	pure	Western	knowledge;	and	our	authors	have	become	fascinated	to
the	extent	 that	 they	now	 recognise	 the	West	 as	 the	agent	of	development	 and	progress	of	 the
East.

As	a	result,	the	more	I	contemplated	this	scenario,	the	more	I	became	conscious	about	the
exaggerated	 role	 of	 the	 West	 in	 these	 books	 in	 awakening	 and	 bringing	 about	 scientific,
cultural,	 and	 literary	 changes.	Hence,	 I	was	 always	 concerned	 about	 reminding	my	 students
about	these	facts	while	teaching.
However,	 it	 has	 become	 a	 phenomenon	 and	 a	 common	 procedure	 in	 our	 country	 to
submissively	 accept	 anything	written	 by	 authors	 like	 Jeargy	 Zidan,	 Taha	Hossein,	 Hana	 al-
Fakhoori	(1916)	and	Umar	Faroukh	(1906–1987)	in	the	books	on	the	history	of	literature.

However,	 in	 the	 post-revolution	 era	 in	 Iran	 from	 about	 the	 1990s,	 the	 Organization	 for
Research	 and	 Development	 of	 Academic	 Books	 in	 the	 Humanities	 (also	 called	 SAMT	 in
Persian)	was	 established,	 aimed	 at	 localising	 academic	 textbooks	 including	 those	 of	Arabic
language	and	 literature.	Unfortunately,	 these	books	followed	 the	same	model	and	style	of	 the
earlier	books	except	for	a	few	volumes	which	have	recently	been	developed.	The	heading	of
the	courses,	 the	 introduced	resources,	and	even	 the	sources	 introduced	 to	M.A.	students	still
remain	unchanged.

Imperialism,	I	believe,	has	played	a	significant	role	not	only	in	occupying	Islamic	(Arabic)
lands,	but	also	 in	removing	 local	 identities	and	happily	 inviting	Western	culture.	From	about
the	 second	half	 of	 the	 twentieth	 century	 onward,	 especially	 in	 1967	when	 the	 occupation	 of
Palestine	began,	people	learned	to	pay	attention	and	be	aware	of	the	Western	hegemony	within
their	countries.	At	 the	 same	 time,	 resistance	 literature,	defending	 the	homeland,	and	 the	epic
spirit	began	to	be	influenced	by	a	slow	movement.

With	 the	 translation	 of	 works	 of	 T.S.	 Eliot	 (1888–1965),	 Al-Ardh-ol-Yibab	 (the	Waste
Land),	 and	 Budlir	 (Azhar-ol-shar),	 Greek	 culture,	 legends,	 and	 symbols	 were	 reborn.
Gradually,	the	resistance	movement	and	the	Palestinian	debate	became	blurred	and	the	literary
figures	 and	 poets	 become	 indifferent	 towards	 the	 occupation	 of	 Palestine	 and	 the	 resistance
against	Zionism	and	instead	become	interested	in	western	legends	and	symbols.	The	West	has



successfully	developed	programmes	such	as:

Introducing	so-called	intellectual	and	westernised	literary	figures	and	poets	into	Arabic
literature.
Making	 Arab	 literary	 figures	 indifferent	 to	 the	 occupation	 of	 Palestine	 and	 reviving
ancient	Arab	legends.
Attracting	Arab	poets	and	authors	towards	schools	of	thought	like	Marxism,	communism,
and	socialism.

Throughout	this	process,	Western	figures	became	the	new	pioneers	of	contemporary	Arabic
literature.	 Poets	 who	 more	 frequently	 used	 Greek	 legends	 and	 symbols	 and	 were	 more
influenced	 by	 Elliot	 and	 other	Western	 literary	 figures	 received	more	 renown.	 Interestingly
enough,	poets	who	were	less	influenced	by	Western	thought	remained	anonymous	and	isolated.
My	students	and	I	analyse	and	re-read	these	books	and	sources	and	gradually	discover	traces
of	Western	thought	within	each	of	them.

In	my	opinion,	contemporary	Arabic	 literature	 is	 in	 some	way	 the	 translation	of	Western
ideas	and	ideologies,	and	it	is	interesting	that	in	Iran	and	even	in	the	Arab	countries,	a	writer
who	is	more	familiar	with	such	terminologies	and	orientation	is	more	warmly	embraced.

The	next	point	regarding	the	content	of	books	and	resources	is	the	promotion	of	modernism
in	 terms	of	eliminating	morality	and	religion	 from	both	 literature	and	poetry.	This	movement
began	with	a	group	of	authors	and	poets	educated	in	the	West,	such	as	Yusef	al-Khal	(1917–
1987),	Adonis	(1930),	in	Lebanon	with	the	establishment	of	a	poetry	magazine	in	1957.

The	 poetry	magazine	 was	 founded	 by	 the	 Lebanese-Syrian	 poet	 Yusef	 al-Khal	 in	 1957.
During	his	prolonged	stay	in	America	he	witnessed	the	activities	of	modernist	American	poets
in	the	field	of	poetry	and	literary	criticism	and	was	also	influenced	by	the	American	magazine
Poetry	founded	by	the	American	poet	and	critic,	Rapand	(1885–1972)	in	1912.	Yusef	Al-Khal
attempted	 to	 direct	 the	 Arabic	 poetic	 imagination	 in	 the	 same	 direction	 as	 Western	 poetic
modernism	 across	 two	 levels:	 theorising	 and	 poetic	 productions	 (Tamer	 and	 Naghdiyeh,
Baghdad,	Afagh	Arabiah,	 1987,	 p.	 195).	According	 to	Adonis	 (Ali	Ahmed	 Saeed),	modern
poetry	should	not	be	realistic,	since	realism	moves	poetry	very	close	to	expressing	the	realities
of	everyday	life	via	a	standard	language	and	therefore	hurts	the	textual	literature.	In	his	view,
Arabic	poetry	 flourishes	only	when	 there	 is	 a	 clear	 distance	between	poetry	 and	 ideologies
within	the	society	and	tangible	life	(Adonis,	Zaman	Al-She’r,	Dar	Al-Fekr,	1986,	p.	10).

One	of	 the	serious	 threats	 towards	Eastern	scholarly	work	was	the	 issue	of	pagan	poetry
which	 was	 first	 introduced	 by	 David	 Samuel	 Marjelius	 in	 1952.	 Taha	 Hossein	 took	 the
responsibility	of	its	promotion	and	expansion	in	his	book	Fi	She’r	El-Jaheli	(In	Pagan	Poetry).
In	the	process	of	creating	uncertainty	about	the	existence	of	pagan	poetry	he	becomes	skeptical
about	the	principles	of	religion	and	the	Qur’an	(questioning	its	divine	revelation).

Modernism	implies	that	the	Arabic	and	Eastern	heritage	no	longer	works.	With	changes	in
the	 formal	 features	 of	 poetry	 like	 rhythm,	 the	 content	 also	 changed.	 The	 gradual	 fading	 of
Islamic	 signs	 and	 manifestations,	 even	 intertextuality	 and	 quotations,	 is	 an	 interesting
phenomenon.	With	a	quick	look	at	the	collected	poems	of	different	poets,	one	can	discern	their
approach	towards	Greek	legends	and	symbols.



This	 is	 while	 the	 Holy	 Qur’an,	 both	 as	 a	 literary	masterpiece	 and	 a	 miracle,	 has	 been
inspiring	 for	 the	 religious	 figures	 and	writers	 from	 the	 advent	 of	 Islam.	 It	 has	 also	 been	 an
influence	on	the	thoughts	and	works	of	scholars,	literary	figures,	and	poets	in	terms	of	rhetoric,
literature,	 and	 content.	 In	 Iran,	 for	 instance,	 translation	 of	 the	 works	 of	 Adonis	 and	 other
modernist	 and	 anti-religious	 figures	 is	 more	 numerous	 than	 other	 scholars.	 Similarly,	 the
Lebanese-American	Jobran	Khalil	Jobran	(1883–1931)	receives	more	attention	in	the	areas	of
teaching	 and	 translation	 than	 the	Lebanese	Najib	A-Kilani	 (1931–1995)	 and	 this	 is	 the	very
doctrine	of	the	west.

Another	 example	 is	 Najib	Mahfouz	 (1911–2006),	 the	 Egyptian	 novelist	 who	 received	 a
Nobel	 Prize	 for	 writing	 the	 book	 called	 Awladu	 Harotina	 (The	 Children	 in	 Our
Neighborhood),	in	which	he	made	fun	of	the	personality	of	the	Prophet	Mohammad	SAW.	Even
though	the	main	aim	of	Western	thought	in	literature	is	to	eliminate	religion	from	literary	works
and	 scripts,	 it	 appears	 somewhat	 incredible	 that	 Arabic	 literature,	 with	 its	 relationships	 to
religious	scripts	like	the	Holy	Qur’an	throughout	1200	years,	has	easily	forgotten	its	religious
and	Qur’anic	authenticity.

I	 believe	 that	 the	 secret	 behind	 the	 survival	 of	 the	 Arabic	 literary	 heritage	 and	 eastern
culture	 and	 civilisation	 is	 that	 the	 scholars	 and	 literary	 figures	 are	 deeply	 familiar	with	 the
Holy	Qur’an	 and	 the	 religious	 scripts.	As	 an	 Iranian,	 I	 assume	 that	 the	 interpretation	 of	 the
Holy	Qur’an	is	the	secret	of	the	survival	of	poets	such	as	Hafiz,	Sa’adi,	and	Mowlana	whose
works	are	amongst	 the	world’s	masterpieces.	These	masterpieces	are	full	of	 the	 teachings	of
the	Holy	Qur’an	and	have	even	directly	used	the	Qur’an	in	their	poetry.

It	must	be	noted	 that	 I	have	authored	 textbooks	and	 syllabi	 in	 terms	of	 research	projects
from	the	early	years	of	teaching	the	history	of	Arabic	literature.	It	resulted	in	the	development
of	 three	volumes	of	 the	history	of	 literature:	 the	period	of	paganism,	period	of	 the	advent	of
Islam	and	the	Umayyad	Dynasty,	and	the	period	of	Abbasids.

The	 research	 projects	 of	my	Masters	 students	 are	 along	 the	 same	 line	 of	 criticising	 the
books	on	the	history	of	literature,	analysing	them,	and	clarifying	the	doubts.	I	have	also	written
a	 number	 of	 articles	 about	 modernism	 and	 its	 impact	 on	 contemporary	 Arabic	 poetry.	 At
present,	I	am	authoring	a	book	entitled	‘Westernization	in	Contemporary	Arabic	Literature’.

With	regard	to	the	Arabic	language	taught	at	Iranian	universities,	it	is	worth	mentioning	that
despite	 its	 development,	 negative	 propaganda	 has	 successfully	 led	 to	 less	 people	willing	 to
speak	 it.	 In	 general,	 both	 in	 the	world	 and	Arabic	media,	 no	 effective	 attempts	 are	made	 to
develop	and	spread	the	Arabic	language.	It	is	said	that	this	language	belongs	to	the	pre-Islamic
(jaheli)	and	nomadic	Arabs,	and	therefore	this	is	the	language	of	underdevelopment.

The	 tendency	 towards	vernacular	 and	 local	 languages	 in	Arab	 countries	 and	 the	 explicit
and	implicit	attempts	at	colonisation	for	the	use	of	such	local	languages	in	academic,	national,
and	 even	 international	 conferences	 and	meetings	 indicate	 the	Western	 fear	 of	Muslim	 unity.
With	the	weakening	of	the	Arabic	language,	Islamic-Arabic	identity	has	also	lost	its	essence.
Unfortunately	 what	 is	 painful	 and	 quite	 obvious	 is	 that	 the	 mastery	 of	 the	 educated	 Arab-
speaking	people	over	the	English	language	is	better	than	their	mastery	over	standard	languages
and	 teaching,	and	academic-cultural	communication	 takes	place	 through	 local	and	vernacular
languages	and	 this	 issue	 threatens	 the	development	of	a	 standard	Arabic	 language.	When	we
travel	to	Arab	countries,	at	customs	inspections	and	immigration	checkpoints,	a	double-sided



form	of	personal	identification	is	given:	one	side	is	in	Arabic	and	the	other	in	English.	It	has
happened	many	 times	 that	when	 I	 only	 fill	 out	 the	Arabic	 side,	 I	 am	 asked	 to	 complete	 the
English	one	as	well.	 I	have	personally	objected	 to	 this	 request	stating	 that	 I	have	entered	an
Arabic	country	and	see	no	reason	why	I	should	write	in	English.

In	 Iran,	 although	 there	 are	 some	 institutes	 teaching	 the	 Arabic	 language	 and	 some
universities	in	which	the	Arabic	language	is	taught	in	Arabic,	other	universities	usually	teach
Arabic	in	Persian.	The	Arabic	language	does	not	belong	to	a	specific	tribe;	however,	in	some
books	and	in	the	media,	it	is	sometimes	introduced	as	the	language	of	the	pre-Islamic	(jaheli)
Arabs	 and	 underdeveloped	 people	 or	 the	 language	 which	 is	 difficult	 and	 unpopular	 in	 the
world.	Nevertheless,	the	language	of	Islamic	knowledge	and	culture	has	been	Arabic	from	the
very	beginning	up	to	the	present	and	the	alienation	of	local	languages	from	a	familiar	Qur’anic
language	 is	a	plot	 to	avoid	 the	development	of	 Islamic	knowledge	and	 the	spread	of	Eastern
thought	and	culture.

Suggested	solutions	(strategies)

Rewriting	academic	books	 (the	history	of	Arabic	 literature)	with	 an	approach	 towards
localisation	based	on	an	Islamic	identity	and	the	presentation	of	new	theories.
Holding	workshops	for	criticising	books	written	on	the	history	of	literature.
Authoring	 articles	 with	 the	 purpose	 of	 improving	 public	 consciousness	 regarding	 the
content	of	Arabic	literature.
Struggling	 to	 return	 to	 the	 rich	 Eastern	 and	 Islamic	 heritage	 of	 the	 history	 of	 Arabic
literature.
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There	has	been	no	fundamental	change	in	the	structure	of	teaching	and	research	at	universities
all	over	the	world	since	the	first	university	in	the	West	was	set	up	at	Bologna	around	the	year
1155	CE.	Our	universities	today	are	all	based	on	the	Western	pattern,	since	these	institutions
were	 installed	during	periods	of	political	rule	and	not	by	choice.	In	a	country	 like	India,	 the
modern	university	is	certainly	not	evolved	from	its	ancient	precursors	like	Nalanda	or	Taxila.

Classroom	picture	of	university	teaching	from	the	1350s	in	Europe

The	scene	that	is	depicted	in	the	picture	is	fairly	familiar	to	all	of	us	including	the	detail	of
the	 students	 at	 the	 back	who	 have	 always	 found	 university	 classroom	benches	 –	 howsoever
hard	 –	 fairly	 comfortable	 places	 to	 take	 naps	 during	 boring	 lectures.	 It	 is	 from	 a	 university
classroom	in	the	Europe	of	the	1350s.

I	will	not	go	into	detail	here	about	the	methods	of	learning	and	teaching	at	the	Islamic	and
Indian	universities	that	preceded	the	establishment	of	Western	institutions	of	higher	education
though	 that	 is	 a	 very	 interesting	 subject,	 but	 alas	 is	 not	 the	 focus	of	 this	 presentation	 except
indirectly.

Present	pedagogical	methods

Teaching	 at	 universities	 and	 research	 today	 are	 closely	 identified	 with	 the	 following
established	assumptions,	practices	and	norms:



1. Knowledge	is	textbook	knowledge

For	 those	 in	 the	 undergraduate	 social	 sciences	 and	 humanities,	 the	 primary	 source	 of
information	is	the	book.	The	lecturer/professor	is	a	middle-man	for	the	transfer	of	knowledge
from	 the	book	 to	 the	student.	The	main	 repository	of	knowledge	 in	 this	 system	was	once	 the
university’s	 library.	Modern	 day	 textbook	 production,	 however,	 has	 eliminated	 the	 need	 for
students	to	visit	the	library	since	textbooks	(and	guides)	condense	the	required	information	and
put	 it	 in	 a	 predigested	 form	 so	 that	 it	 can	 be	 easily	 regurgitated	 by	 the	 student.	 Text	 book
writing	is	usually	done	by	lecturers	as	a	source	of	extra	income.	If	we	eliminate	the	textbook
from	today’s	university,	the	entire	structure	of	higher	education	would	flounder	and	collapse.

Textbooks,	in	fact,	tend	to	homogenise	perceptions	and	approaches	to	solutions	since	they
are	 given	 to	 students	 as	 a	 matter	 of	 uniform	 nutrition	 and	 identified	 with	 ‘knowledge	 that
matters.’	 There	 is	 no	 pretense	 whatsoever	 that	 any	 knowledge	 outside	 the	 textbook	 is
desireable	 or	 necessary	 or	 that	 the	 purpose	 of	 joining	 university	 is	 to	 create	 anything	 new.
Thus,	 the	knowledge	provided	 is	 ‘dead.’	 It	 is	vicarious,	 second-hand,	 and	 sometimes,	 third-
hand.

2. Memorisation	is	the	most	appreciated	method	of	learning

The	primary	method	of	 learning	 is	memorisation	of	 information	and	 facts	 for	 the	purpose	of
reproduction.	 The	 most	 brilliant	 students,	 the	 front	 rankers,	 are	 invariably	 those	 who	 can
reproduce	 textbook	 knowledge	 without	 error.	 The	 method	 ensures	 that	 even	 in	 the	 case	 of
mathematics	and	 language	 teaching,	most	 lessons	are	 ‘by-hearted’	 (cram	and	vomit)	by	most
students.	The	implication	of	this	is	that	those	who	diverge	from	the	set	path	of	set	knowledge,
who	write	things	differently	from	the	textbook,	are	considered	failures.

3. Examinations	can	evaluate	knowledge	acquisition

The	assessment	of	learning,	of	knowledge	retained,	is	carried	out	on	the	basis	of	examinations,
mostly	written,	 a	 few	oral,	 of	 the	 information	 provided	 in	 the	 textbook	 through	 the	 lecturer.
Successful	 regurgitation	 leads	 to	 success	 in	 certification.	What	 this	means	 is	 that	 learning	 is
assumed	to	have	occurred	if	the	student	is	able	to	reproduce	the	contents	in	the	desired	form
which	 is	 laid	 out	 as	 a	 challenge	 ostensibly	made	 available	 equally	 for	 all.	 In	 recent	 times,
these	examinations	have	taken	on	more	and	more	abbreviated	forms.	Essays	and	prose	which
disclose	 personality	 have	 been	 eliminated	 and	 replaced	 by	 fill-in-the-blanks	 and	 other
standardised,	 de-personalised	 forms	 of	 eliciting	 information.	 An	 automaton,	 a	 cipher,	 not	 a
person,	 is	 being	 examined.	 Personality	 is	 irrelevant	 to	 the	 evaluation	 process.	 Since	 all
effective	 learning	 is	 always	personal,	 it	 stands	 to	 reason	 that	what	 is	 being	evaluated	 is	 the
performance	of	a	parrot	or	a	tape	recorder,	not	a	human	being.

Everything	that	human	beings	have	ever	learnt	 is	by	trial-and-error.	But	trial-and-error	is
eliminated	 completely	 in	 the	 evaluation/examination	 process.	 Errors	 and	 mistakes,	 answers
that	are	not	in	conformity	with	what	has	been	taught	in	class,	words	different	from	those	used
by	the	teacher	–	are	all	invariably	used	to	mark	the	examination	answer	sheet	and	are	all	seen
as	signs	of	 inadequate	or	 inefficient	or	 incompetent	 learning.	The	student	 is	 therefore	 failed.



The	failures	are	marked	always	as	personal	deficiencies	and	are	seen	as	a	blot	on	the	character
and	capacity	of	the	student	when	they	are	actually	part	of	the	learning	process.	(The	system	is
very	happy	if	the	answers	are	correct	even	if	there	is	no	proof	of	understanding	or	if	the	correct
answer	is	provided	even	when	the	steps	taken	are	wrong.)

One	 does	 not	 learn	 if	 one	 does	 not	make	mistakes.	Conversely,	 those	who	 do	 not	make
mistakes,	 never	 learn.	 This	 is	 the	 second	 major	 principle	 of	 pedagogy	 to	 be	 violated	 in
educational	 institutions:	 marking	 mistakes	 as	 failure,	 refusing	 to	 allow	 student	 to	 answer
truthfully,	 whether	 he	 understands	 or	 not.	 The	 end	 of	 the	 creative	 process	 comes	 when
departures	from	the	norm	are	seen	as	‘error.’

4. Lecturers	as	bores

The	 conduct	 of	 the	 person	 (lecturer/professor)	 engaged	 in	 the	 transmission	 of	 knowledge	 is
dull	in	most	cases	and	there	is	no	effort	to	assess	whether	the	transmission	has	been	successful
except	 for	 the	 instrument	of	examinations.	The	structure	of	 teaching	does	not	allow	for	much
interaction	since	it	is	assumed	that	one	is	in	the	business	of	speaking	to	the	ignorant.	Lecturers
are	 forced	 to	 repeat	 annually	 the	 same	 transmission	having	given	up	all	pretense	 to	creative
learning.	University	administrators,	in	fact,	frown	upon	departures	from	conventional	teaching
practices,	like	lecturing.	They	resist	any	effort	to	take	students	out	of	classrooms.	Even	fairly
good	lecturers	face	difficult	learning	environments.

5. Quality	learning	can	only	take	place	in	classrooms.	Learning	should	never	take	place
outside	classrooms.

It	is	assumed	that	all	meaningful	research	or	learning	can	only	take	place	within	the	walls	of
the	 institution	 and	 the	 covers	 of	 textbooks	 and	 that	 norms	 like	 compulsory	 attendance,
registration,	fees,	are	mandatory	requirements	for	the	learning	process.	Few	universities	would
dare	 to	 give	 up	 the	 requirement	 of	 compulsory	 attendance	 as	 they	 fear	 there	 would	 be	 no
students	 turning	up	 in	 the	 classrooms.	This	 experiment	 should	be	 tried	by	 all	 universities	 to
assess	their	inherent	worth.	This	will	also	apply	to	schools.	The	idea	that	learning	flourishes
with	rules,	 timetables,	 in	neatly	divided	periods	over	several	years,	 is	completely	abnormal,
abhorrent	 and	 unnatural.	 It	 is	 monumental	 stupidity	 to	 imagine	 that	 a	 person	 who	 remains
crouched	on	a	wooden	desk	or	chair	for	20	years	of	her	life,	being	talked	down	to	by	several
people	one	after	 another	 standing	above	her,	will	 come	out	with	 anything	creative	 except	 in
terms	of	means	to	get	out	of	such	a	situation	as	often	as	possible.	Inmates	in	prison	have	greater
freedom,	comparatively	speaking.	In	their	cases,	only	their	time	is	regulated,	not	their	mind	or
what	goes	into	it	or	goes	on	in	it.	This	is	impermissible	in	classrooms.

6. Learning	need	never	follow	natural	principles.	Learning	following	natural	principles
militates	against	the	factory	model	of	higher	education.

None	of	the	features	of	modern	university	teaching	is	consistent	with	elementary	principles	of
natural	 learning.	For	example,	 the	reduction	of	 the	 learning	adventure	 to	 textbooks	forces	 the
students	to	consider	second-hand	or	vicarious	knowledge	as	more	valuable	and	important	than



primary	sources	of	knowledge.	He	might	even	begin	to	devalue	his	own	experience	in	favour
of	 textbooks,	 then	 media,	 television,	 and	 experts.	 Outside	 the	 university	 walls,	 there	 are
endless	opportunities	for	learning	what	textbooks	claim	to	provide.	Universities	actively	plan
to	ensure	 that	students	do	not	get	access	 to	such	opportunities	or	situations.	Learning	outside
the	textbook	is	discouraged,	since	it	is	not	considered	possible	to	assess.	In	any	case,	it	is	not
mediated	knowledge.

The	 lecture	 classroom	 can	 never	 replace	 –	 due	 to	 its	 homogeneity	 and	 uniformity	 –	 the
surrounding	 rich	 context	 of	 natural	 and	 social	 learning.	 Only	 a	 few	 teachers	 have	 ventured
outside	building	walls	and	ensured	exciting	learning	environments	for	their	students.

7. Universities	are	designed	to	disseminate	information,	not	generate	new	knowledge.	Students
cannot	generate	new	knowledge.

Finally,	 all	 universities	 now	 restrict	 themselves	 to	 the	 business	 and	 practice	 of	 knowledge
dissemination	 only.	Most	 research	work	 is	 of	 dreadful	 quality	 and	 often	 repeats	work	 done
elsewhere.	The	idea	that	universities	must	create	knowledge	and	are	in	fact	capable	of	doing
so	has	been	steadily	buried,	as	commerce	linked	to	certification	and	jobs	has	taken	the	upper
hand.	Without	 creative	work,	 a	 university	 cannot	 be	 distinguished	 from	 an	 industrial	 unit.	 It
will	 be	 forever	 condemned	 to	mediocrity.	 It	will	 in	 fact	 excel	 in	mediocrity.	The	 tragedy	 is
millions	 of	 young	men	 and	 women	 get	 ground	 senselessly	 in	 these	 so-called	 institutions	 of
higher	learning	and	they	emerge	more	incompetent	and	confused	than	when	they	went	in.

Since	 universities	 have	 now	 reduced	 their	 primary	 objectives	 to	 certification	 (i.e.,
product),	 the	evolution	of	 the	knowledge	production	system	has	closely	 followed	 the	 factory
system.	 As	 Dzulkifli	 Abdul	 Razak	 described	 it	 at	 the	 Multiversity	 Conference	 (2010),	 the
university	 today	 has	 become	 very	much	 like	 a	 factory	 system.	 ‘I	 can	 draw	 a	 good	 parallel
between	the	two,’	he	said.	‘The	university	is	almost	like	an	assembly	line,	where	the	student
moves	from	classroom	to	classroom,	lecturers	are	like	operators	in	charge,	examinations	are
another	label	for	quality	control.	You	pass	the	examination	and	move	to	the	next	conveyor	belt.
At	the	end	of	the	day,	you	are	ready	for	the	market.	You	are	successful	if	you	can	be	absorbed
or	not	successful	if	employers	cannot	find	a	use	for	you.’

8. The	illness	associated	with	‘disciplinary’	knowledge

The	most	debilitating	disease	affecting	the	administration	of	learning	within	universities	is	the
so-called	 professionalisation	 of	 the	 disciplines.	 Each	 discipline	 is	 now	 insulated	 from	 the
other	and	like	the	proverbial	eight	blind	men	of	Hindustan	and	their	discovery	of	the	elephant,
we	 have	 only	more	 and	more	 tunnel	 visions,	most	 ending	 in	 pointless	 new	 adventures	with
concepts	and	words,	each	more	and	further	divorced	from	reality.	There	is	a	complete	absence
of	either	holistic	or	lateral	 learning.	It	 is	now	quite	well	known	that	 the	sociologist	does	not
read	psychology	and	vice	versa;	the	economist	will	disdain	both	sociology	and	psychology;	the
anthropologist	will	sit	alone.	This	illness	is	in	the	nature	of	a	cancer	–	it	has	nearly	killed	the
learning	 patient.	 Unless	 some	 drastic	 reconnection	 of	 knowledge	 disciplines	 is	 encouraged,
tunnel	 vision	 will	 rule	 the	 day,	 making	 all	 knowledge,	 howsoever	 plentiful,	 lethal,	 since	 it
reports	only	on	some	aspects,	not	others,	providing	inherently	deformed	knowledge	which	will



be	a	rich	source	of	dysfunction.

Some	innovations	proposed	in	university	pedagogy

Over	 the	 years,	 however,	 several	 innovations	 have	 been	 proposed	 within	 the	 existing
university	set	up	and	I	shall	now	introduce	these	since	it	is	about	time	that	we	depart	with	some
courage	from	the	predominant	lecture	and	textbook	system	which	(as	I	stated	earlier)	has	not
changed	in	form	for	nearly	a	thousand	years.

The	 methodologies	 proposed	 in	 this	 paper	 would	 produce	 better	 and	 more	 effective
learning	and	energise	the	learning	environment	provided	by	the	university,	that	would	lead	to
better	 knowledge,	 better	 science.	 The	 ultimate	 criterion	 of	 success	 should	 be	 whether	 the
students	attend	university	eagerly	or	feel	they	are	doing	so	under	duress.	They	should	also	feel
convinced	that	they	are	part	of	a	creative	process	in	which	new	knowledge	is	created	by	them
that	is	useful	to	society	and	thereby	justify	society’s	investment	in	their	education	compared	to
the	present,	where	 they	are	considered	empty	 receptacles	 fit	 for	 info	dumping	and	 retention.
Discussion	points	on	several	new	methods	are	as	follows.

1. Redefining	the	textbook	and	its	role

There	 should	 be	 a	 conscious	 policy	 to	 reduce	 reliance	 on	 textbooks.	 Instead,	 the	 university
should	enhance	 the	component	of	direct	 learning	encounters	outside	 the	classroom/university
walls.	Textbooks,	if	required	for	any	reason,	should	emerge	at	the	end	of	the	course,	not	at	the
beginning.

Since	textbooks	and	creative	learning	cancel	each	other	out,	it	stands	to	reason	that	if	the
university	 desires	 to	 promote	 creative	 work,	 then	 the	 wholesale	 reliance	 on	 textbooks	may
have	 to	 be	 considerably	 reduced	 in	 favour	 of	 open-ended	 learning	 in	 several	 areas.	 In	 any
event,	books	are	legitimised	because	they	ostensibly	record	the	efforts	of	human	thinking	and
human	 experience.	 If	 the	 student	 is	 enabled	 to	 learn	 the	 same	 things	 from	 direct	 human
experience,	then	obviously	the	predominant	importance	given	to	books	can	safely	be	dispensed
with	 since	 we	 are	 only	 giving	 up	 secondary	 (and	 tertiary)	 sources	 of	 knowledge	 for	 the
primary.

Knowledge	 that	 is	 desirable	 or	 knowledge	 associated	with	 life	 is	 always	 living	 and	 by
nature	 experiential.	 Therefore,	 it	 can	 by	 definition	 rarely	 be	 found	 within	 the	 covers	 of	 a
textbook	or	within	the	walls	of	the	university.	What	principle	of	pedagogy	is	this	that	takes	the
learner	out	of	her	learning	environment	(natural,	social)	and	puts	her	in	a	box	deprived	of	the
stimulus	of	direct	encounters	and	living	context?	The	form	and	content	of	course	work	is	more
important	 in	 the	university	 today	than	the	process	of	 learning.	There	 is	 little	emphasis	on	the
learning	process	 in	 itself,	on	developing	capacity	 for	capable	 self-learning	and	self-skilling.
For	 example,	 a	 lecturer	 would	 do	 well	 to	 experience	 for	 himself	 (before	 introducing)	 the
debating	 form	 of	 learning	 in	 Buddhist	 Tibetan	 monasteries	 which	 comprises	 exposition,
rhetoric	and	argument	in	addition	to	drama,	none	of	which	are	even	remotedly	associated	with
present	day	universities.

Universities	 should	 therefore	 have	 a	 conscious	 policy	 of	 going	 beyond	 the	 textbook	 in
terms	 of	 physical	 space.	 This	 means	 literally	 that	 the	 classroom	 as	 classroom	 also	 gets



downgraded;	it	has	now	a	limited	role	in	the	scheme	of	learning.	This	situation	liberates	both
lecturer	 and	 student	 from	 the	 ancient	 regime	 of	 a	 thousand	 years	 and	 provides	 for	 daily
unpredictable	learning	opportunities.

In	fact,	universities	should	consider	the	possibilities	of	students	and	teachers	manufacturing
a	‘textbook’	by	the	end	of	the	course	based	on	their	understanding	of	the	situations	they	have
experienced,	the	books	they	have	read,	the	persons	they	have	interviewed,	the	places	they	have
visited	and	so	on.	Such	a	‘textbook’	would	in	itself	generate	a	fairly	comprehensive	picture	of
the	students’	understanding	of	a	discipline,	of	its	core	concepts	and	methods.	Learning	in	such	a
context	would	have	to	be	a	collaborative	project	as	well,	and	those	who	teach	and	those	who
come	 to	 be	 taught	 would	 become	 co-learners.	 Nowadays	 with	 Xerox	 machines	 and	 spiral
binding,	 it	 is	 possible	 to	 create	 textbooks	 at	 any	 stage	 of	 the	 learning	 process.	 ‘Temporary’
textbooks	 would	 also	 reflect	 far	 better	 the	 fact	 that	 knowledge	 is	 dynamic	 and	 constantly
changing	 and	 that	 what	 is	 required	 is	 not	 the	 digestion	 of	 huge	 amounts	 of	 dead	 secondary
information	which	can	always	be	accessed	or	retrieved	when	required	with	adequate	training
in	such	skills,	but	the	development	of	a	stable	and	sound	capacity	for	critical	understanding	and
self-learning.

2. Redefining	the	role	of	lecturers	and	professors	within	the	university	system

Due	 to	 the	 present	 structure	 of	 the	 university	 system	 which	 compels	 it	 to	 concentrate	 on
dissemination,	 the	 role	 of	 lecturers	 and	 professors	 has	 degenerated	 into	 that	 of	 dispensable
middlemen.	It	has	always	been	part	of	public	policy	to	eliminate	middlemen.	In	the	present	set
of	circumstances,	it	seems	more	likely	that	it	is	the	middleman	who	will	get	eliminated	on	his
own	because	the	parallel	learning	track	that	has	developed	through	the	internet	has	overtaken
the	middleman	 in	 terms	 of	 content,	 access	 and	 access	with	 speed.	No	 professor	 or	 lecturer
today	 can	match	 in	 terms	 of	 availability	 and	 speed,	 the	 information	 that	 is	 available	 on	 the
internet.	 Such	 lecturers	 who	 have	 seen	 themselves	 as	 middlemen	 and	 middlewomen	 are
gradually	becoming	redundant	since	the	student	is	able	to	access	knowledge	more	quickly	and
more	efficiently	than	through	the	slow	process	of	dissemination	taking	place	in	the	classrooms.
In	fact,	it	is	quite	clear	that	efficient	learning	has	moved	out	of	university	which	still	plods	on
with	its	ancient	methods	and	that	going	to	university	actually	slows	down	learning.

The	role	of	lecturers	should	be	that	of	guides	–	assisting	students	when	required	on	how	to
learn	rather	than	what	to	learn,	how	to	exploit	a	situation/	topic	to	the	fullest,	and	how	to	make
links	 with	 other	 aspects	 on	 the	 subject.	 How	 to	 gain	 skills	 on	 interviewing	 knowledgeable
persons.	 How	 to	 prepare	 for	 an	 interview	 –	 by	 reading	 up	 of	 the	 works	 done	 by	 the
interviewee,	framing	questions,	and	learning	about	the	subject	before	asking	the	questions.	This
is	where	the	teacher’s	role	would	be	of	immense	value	to	the	novice	student.

3. Turning	the	world	around	into	a	classroom

The	social,	political	and	natural	world	that	the	student	inhabits	must	become	the	classroom.
The	 ideal	 way	 to	 do	 social	 science	 is	 to	 turn	 the	 outside	 social	 world	 itself	 into	 a

classroom.	Every	social	science,	from	psychology	to	economics,	can	be	turned	out	at	the	door.
Sociology,	 for	 example,	 is	best	oriented	 to	a	 study	of	 the	 society	 in	which	one	 lives	and	 its



problems	and	not	some	 idealist	structures	which	do	not	exist	anywhere	 in	practice	except	 in
some	people’s	heads.	Societies	are	so	many	and	so	diverse	 that	 students	can	study	 these	 for
centuries.	Each	study	can	be	creative,	new,	and	unique	and	therefore	generate	new	knowledge.
Today’s	students	are	presumably	associated	with	so-called	new	knowledge	only	when	they	do
research.	However,	students	can	generate	new	knowledge	even	during	the	time	when	they	are
registered	for	undergraduate	studies.	An	intelligent	and	brainy	university	administrator	can	thus
turn	sociology,	political	science,	anthropology,	economics,	history	and	psychology,	into	active
learning	 canvases	 and	 frameworks	 outside	 university	 walls,	 generate	 new	 knowledge	 and
contribute	significantly	to	human	welfare.

The	 philosophy	 course	 designed	 by	 Multiversity,	 for	 example,	 begins	 with	 visits	 to
slaughter-houses	and	riot-torn	areas,	so	that	the	student	gets	immersed	directly	in	problems	of
violence	 and	begins	 to	 look	 closely	 at	 her	 responses	 –	 should	 she	 stop	 the	 violence?	 Is	 the
violence	 justified	 because	 she	 likes	 meat?	 Do	 animals	 have	 fundamental	 rights?	 Is	 there	 a
hierarchy	 of	 creation?	 Is	 violence	 good	 in	 some	 circumstances?	 If	 all	 Gods	 are	 the
manifestation	of	 the	same	principle,	why	do	their	followers	 insist	on	killing	each	other?	The
student	of	philosophy	only	incidentally	learns	about	philosophy	from	textbooks	or	learns	he	can
never	 learn	 philosophy	 from	 textbooks.	 To	 break	 the	 crippling	 and	 debilitating	 hold	 of	 the
textbook	on	the	knowledge	system,	Multiversity	recommends	changing	the	media	altogether	–
to	film,	to	active	encounters	with	gurus	like	Ramdev,	Sri	Sri,	to	music	and	dance,	drama.	The
idea	is	 that	philosophy	is	about	‘darshanas’,	a	vision,	obtained	or	given,	not	an	 intellectual,
cerebral	insight	that	can	be	reduced	to	words.	Finally,	the	student,	after	the	period	of	study	may
want	to	demonstrate	the	understanding	of	philosophical	issues	through	selection	of	any	one	of
several	means	–	a	viva	voce	before	a	group	of	citizens,	or	philosophy	masters,	or	gurus.	Or	he
might	review	philosophical	films	from	around	the	world.	The	possibilities	are	simply	endless.
If	he	 ends	up	with	 a	play	or	 film,	 there	 are	 far	better	 chances	of	 it	 being	examined	 than	 the
option	of	a	written	thesis	which	may	never	get	off	the	library	shelf.

So	why	can’t	history	be	done	similarly?	The	education	system	has	over	the	years	displaced
the	 development	 of	 a	 historical	 understanding	 with	 knowledge	 of	 various	 histories	 and
historical	facts.	That	is	why	there	is	the	general	lament	among	children	about	the	rajas	and	the
dates	of	wars	they	must	memorise	because	it	is	‘history.’	Universities,	however,	must	develop
historical	 understanding.	 In	 cultures	 like	 India,	 they	 can	 encourage	 a	 serious	 encounter	with
mythological	knowledge.

This	may	 be	 available	 through	 books.	However,	 it	 is	 far	 better	 through	 other	 exercises.
Every	family,	every	ward,	every	village,	every	town,	every	city,	every	ecosystem,	every	forest,
everything	has	its	history,	so	why	restrict	the	ideas	of	history	to	kind	and	war	dates	and	thereby
kill	all	fascination	for	this	discipline?	Why	can’t	a	lecture	introducing	history	to	students	begin
with	oral	history	from	a	90-year	old,	or	from	meeting	the	Samudri	Raja	of	Calicut,	or	the	ruins
of	 monuments	 from	 the	 Mughal	 period?	 There	 are	 literally	 thousands	 of	 situations	 and
environments	 rich	 with	 history,	 oral,	 textual,	 archaelogical	 that	 can	 become	 the	 canvas	 for
experiencing	the	idea	of	historicity.

In	such	situations,	knowledge	is	no	longer	compartmentalised,	but	is	seen	as	a	whole	and
thereby	attains	relevance	for	the	student,	for	it	is	now	living	knowledge	and	relevant	to	one’s
life.	Knowledge	gained	 in	 such	 a	manner	will	 never	 be	 forgotten	once	 the	 examinations	 are



over.

4. Create	learning	spaces	with	experience	settings

Even	 if	 a	 university	 desires	 to	 continue	 the	 textbook	 for	 some	 period	 of	 time,	 they	 should
consciously	 reduce	 the	 need	 to	 prescribe	Western	 authors	 and	Western	 presses	 for	 student
works.	 These	 works	 are	 based	 on	 experiences	 of	 the	 West	 and	 such	 situations	 are	 rarely
understood,	 much	 less	 appreciated,	 by	 students	 from	 other	 cultures.	 Thereby	 knowledge
become	irrelevant,	and	learning	has	to	be	‘by-hearted’.	The	reliance	on	irrelevant	authors	or
quoting	authors	simply	as	padding	should	be	penalised.	Work	done	without	citation	which	can
be	defended	should	be	encouraged.

Resistance	 to	 de-Europeanising	 textbooks	 produces	 the	 standard	 anxiety	 that	 even	 if	we
wish	to	teach	our	own	social	sciences,	at	the	moment	we	do	not	have	the	books	to	replace	the
texts	 presently	 imported	 from	 Western	 countries	 and	 their	 expensive	 publishers.	 This,	 for
example,	 is	 the	 principal	 conclusion	 drawn	 by	 the	 University	 Grants	 Commission	 of	 India
when	 it	 surveyed	 the	 literature	 and	 sources	 for	 a	 new	 set	 of	 32	 courses	 for	 undergraduate
students	in	Indian	universities	in	the	year	2000.	The	new	pedagogies	suggested	above	provide
a	 ready	 solution	 to	 this	 problem.	 Professors	 or	 lecturers	 no	 longer	 need	 to	 continue	 as
middlemen	between	textbooks	and	students	if	textbooks	are	discounted	as	the	principal	avenue
for	 knowledge.	 They	 can	 now	work	 easier	 as	 co-learners	 and	 colleagues	 assisting	 students
with	their	experience	and	guiding	them	to	new	insights	and	situations	for	learning.	If	there	are
no	textbooks	available	for	the	new	courses,	one	need	not	worry	unduly	since	one	can	rely	upon
direct	experience	instead	and	create	textbooks	as	suggested	earlier	by	the	end	of	the	first	year
itself,	that	is,	if	you	are	still	addicted	to	the	need	for	one.

5. Replace	classroom	tyranny	with	collegiality

It	 is	 important	 that	 collegiality	 should	 replace	 authority	 –	 the	 structure	 of	 knowledge
dissemination	from	one	to	many	should	be	abolished	as	a	matter	of	routine.	The	professor	or
lecturer	 is	 only	 one	 among	 equals.	 University	 will	 encourage	 methods	 that	 encourage
personality	 rather	 than	methods	 that	dismiss	or	downgrade	personality.	Learning,	after	all,	 is
always	personal.	 In	a	collegial	situation,	 the	professor	or	 lecturer	need	not	be	anxious	about
being	 wrong	 on	 some	 fact	 or	 issue,	 a	 situation	 that	 can	 never	 be	 permitted	 in	 existing
classrooms.	(For	a	good	illustration	of	collegiality,	please	read	the	paper	by	Hamid	Parsa	in
this	book.)

For	this	to	happen,	there	must	be	greater	communication	between	the	lecturers	of	various
disciplines	 rather	 than	 the	 present	 compartmentalisation	 of	 knowledge.	 Lecturers	 will	 also
need	to	have	at	least	basic	knowledge	of	subjects	other	than	their	own	to	be	able	to	direct	the
students	 quest	 for	 learning	 knowledgeably.	 Such	 approaches	 will	 in	 practical	 terms
demonstrate	 in	practice	 the	essential	principle	 that	one	 is	always	a	 learner	and	 that	 learning
never	stops	with	attaining	a	degree/title.

6. Ensure	learning	does	not	conflict	with	natural	principles



The	idea	that	learning	should	be	carried	out	in	set	periods	of	time	controlled	precisely	by	bells
and	 gongs	 is	 also	 profoundly	 against	 nature.	 When	 true	 learning	 is	 taking	 place,	 it	 should
continue	 especially	when	 it	 has	 absorbed	 all	 the	 attention	 and	 time	 of	 the	 student.	 Learning
without	interest	is	bad	and	pointless	learning.	For	this	reason,	good	learning	in	which	there	is
considerable	interest	or	passion	should	never	be	terminated	for	silly	reasons	like	the	end	of	a
period.	If	lectures	are	given	a	fixed	period,	this	is	because	most	lecturers	are	bores	and	it	is
important	to	bring	an	end	to	the	torture	inflicted	by	them	or	the	students	would	go	insane.	But
this	 does	 not	mean	 that	 learning	 is	more	 efficient	 in	 such	 circumstances.	 Present	 university
structures	 disallow	 continuous	 learning	 even	 when	 the	 results	 are	 far	 more	 efficient	 and
desirous	than	lectures	scheduled	through	out	the	day.



DECOLONISATION	INSIGHTS	FROM	THE	SWARAJ
UNIVERSITY	EXPERIMENT

Manish	Jain
Co-Founder,	Swaraj	University,	India

Swaraj	University	is	designed	as	a	people’s	university	for	the	21st	century.	It	is	not	an	attempt
to	reform	or	construct	yet	another	ivory	tower	educational	institution.	Instead,	our	commitment
is	to	create	an	environment	in	which	learners	can	seriously	and	openly	engage	with	their	own
talents,	visions	and	values,	as	well	as	their	local	realities,	real-world	issues	and	contexts,	and
new	possibilities.	Their	learning	proposals	are	linked	to	long-term	livelihood	choices	that	are
ecologically	and	culturally	sustainable	and	aimed	at	strengthening	the	resilience	of	their	local
communities.	And	perhaps	most	 importantly,	 the	entire	self-design	 learning	process	relies	on
self-discovery,	unlearning,	co-learning,	interdependence	and	intrinsic	motivation.	Touching	the
inner	universe	of	students	is	essential	for	decolonising	the	mind	and	creating	choices	that	have
long-term	impact,	relevance	and	vitality.

I	 should	preface	what	 I	am	about	 to	 share	about	Swaraj	University	by	describing	 it	 as	a
work	in	progress.	There	is	no	blueprint.	We	imagine	that	the	look	and	shape	of	it	will	change
as	the	students	and	larger	community	continually	co-create	and	co-evolve	it.

Background

Swaraj	 University	 was	 launched	 in	 April	 2010	 with	 three	 key	 contextual	 considerations
relevant	to	the	discourse	on	decolonisation	in	mind:

The	industrial-military	paradigm	of	development	has	unleashed	unprecedented	ecological
damage	 to	 the	 planet	 while	 creating	 a	 great	 material	 and	 intellectual	 dependency	 on
fossil-fuels.	Climate	change	and	 loss	of	biodiversity	are	major	conditions	affecting	our
world	 today,	 causing	 countless	 catastrophic	 consequences.	 In	 addition,	 there	 are	 deep
concerns	about	peak	oil,	industrial	toxic	pollution,	more	waste	in	the	streets	and	around
our	 homes,	 the	 rapid	 destruction	 of	 forested	 areas	 for	 mining	 and	 other	 industries,
genetically	modified	 and	 toxic	 food	 systems,	 and	 a	 general	 public	 insensitivity	 to	 our
natural	 environments.	 Unfortunately,	 solutions	 rooted	 in	 community	 contexts	 and
grassroots	 wisdom	 are	 few	 and	 far	 between	 across	 India.	 There	 is	 a	 need	 to	 re-link
understanding	of	the	ecological	crisis	and	emerging	solutions	with	a	deeper	cultural	and
spiritual	crisis.

The	global	economy	is	creating	many	economic	disruptions	and	uncertainties	in	the	lives
of	youth	and	local	communities.	There	is	a	tremendous	amount	of	pressure	to	earn	quick,
corrupt	money	as	both	real	costs	of	living	as	well	as	consumer	desires/products	escalate.
Many	young	people	are	disconnected	from	their	traditional	occupations	and	often	migrate
to	the	cities,	where	they	are	under-employed	or	unemployed.	Educated	youth	are	fed	as
slaves	into	the	corporations	and	factories	–	both	as	mindless	workers	and	as	dependent



consumers	 who	 aspire	 towards	 unsustainable	 western	 lifestyles.	 There	 exists	 a	 great
number	 of	 youth	 without	 right	 livelihood	 opportunities.	 The	 current	 higher	 education
system	does	not	equip	youth	with	the	vision,	values	and	skills	to	start	their	own	ventures
that	 specifically	 address	 needs	 and	 realities	 in	 their	 local	 communities.	 Most
entrepreneurship	initiatives	that	are	being	initiated	today	in	India	do	not	take	the	impact
on	 people	 and	 planet	 into	 account.	 There	 is	 a	 need	 to	 re-situate	 economics	 and
entrepreneurship	within	the	larger	framework	of	the	gift	culture,	gross	national	happiness
and	localisation.

There	is	also	a	major	crisis	within	the	current	schooling	and	university	system,	which	is
centred	 on	 competition,	 ‘certificate-itis’,	 fragmented	 knowledge,	 commodification	 and
consumer	culture.	The	higher	education	system	focuses	on	rote	memorisation	and	stifles
creativity,	 self-reflection,	 collaboration,	 self-initiative,	original	 expression	and	 lifelong
learning.	 It	 does	not	 recognise	diverse	 learning	 styles	or	 epistemologies.	 It	 remains	 an
ivory	tower	institution	which	is	disconnected	from	the	needs,	knowledges,	languages	and
imagination	of	local	communities.	Often,	students	in	the	modern	urban	universities	learn
to	despise	their	own	communities	and	look	down	upon	them.	Mobility	to	the	West	is	seen
as	 the	ultimate	goal.	There	 is	 a	 need	 to	give	 students	 an	opportunity	 to	be	 involved	 in
researching	 and	 designing	 their	 own	 learning	 programmes,	 based	 on	 their	 curiosity,
community	needs	and	passion.	Experiential	 learning	and	 traditional	wisdom	need	 to	be
re-valued	 in	 relation	 to	 textual	 forms	of	knowledge.	There	 is	also	a	need	 to	validate	a
wide	range	of	‘teachers’	in	local	communities,	who	do	not	have	Ph.D.s,	but	are	connected
to	various	kinds	of	diverse	living	knowledge	systems.	We	need	to	seriously	engage	with
questions	 like:	What	 is	 our	 image	 of	 a	 decolonised	 intellectual?	Will	 we	 continue	 to
perpetuate	the	caricatured	Ph.D.	professors	from	the	West	or	can	we	re-imagine	our	own
role	models	of	‘desi	intellectuals’?

Reva	Dandage,	co-founder	of	this	university,	states:

Swaraj	University	is	India’s	first	university	dedicated	to	strengthening	our	local	cultures,	local	economies	and	local
ecologies.	Ecological	sustainability,	social	justice	and	holistic,	healthy	lifestyles	are	the	core	principles	of	our	vision.
Within	this	larger	context,	we	are	keen	to	support	young	people	in	putting	their	dreams	into	action	and	developing
eco-friendly	enterprises	that	make	a	difference	to	their	communities.

Swaraj	University	grows	out	of	 the	 efforts	of	Shikshantar	Andolan	 (www.shikshantar.in)
and	many	of	its	partners	including	the	Multiversity	Network.	Shikshantar,	a	non-profit	people’s
movement,	 was	 founded	 thirteen	 years	 ago	 to	 challenge	 the	 monopoly	 of	 the	 culture	 of
schooling	and	its	institutions	of	thought	control.	Shikshantar	started	with	the	question	of	what
does	Gandhi’s	 call	 for	 swaraj	 (rule	 over	 the	 self)	means	 in	 our	 lives	 today.	 Shikshantar	 is
based	 in	 Udaipur	 and	 is	 committed	 to	 creating	 spaces	 for	 individuals	 and	 organisations	 to
dialogue	 on	 finding	 alternatives	 to	 industrial	 institutionalised	 models	 of	 education,
development	 and	 progress.	 Shikshantar	 also	 hosts	 the	 Swapathgami	 network,	 a	 trans-local
network	of	people	who	have	walked	out	of	 schools,	universities	and	 jobs	and	walked	on	 to
create	new	possibilities	in	their	own	lives	and	communities.	Several	of	these	people	are	part
of	Swaraj	University	as	mentors	and	advisors.



Unique	features	of	the	programme

Taking	inspiration	from	India’s	rich	guru-shishya	tradition,	the	self-directed	learning	process
of	 Eklavya	 in	 the	 Mahabharata,	 Mahatma	 Gandhi’s	 nai	 taleem,	 Rabindranath	 Tagore’s
Shantiniketan,	and	Rancho’s	3	Idiots,	Swaraj	University	was	started	in	April	2010	as	a	radical
nurturing	space	where	young	people	(ages	16–30)	could	self-design	their	own	learning	process
to	become	community	leaders	and	green	entrepreneurs.	At	Swaraj	University,	the	learners	are
called	 khojis	 (seekers	 or	 explorers).	 Several	 unique	 features	 of	 Swaraj	 University	 which
support	decolonisation	of	the	mind	are	worth	mentioning:

Each	 learner	 gets	 the	 opportunity	 to	 develop	 his	 or	 her	 own	 personalised	 learning
programme	based	on	his	or	her	own	dreams	and	social	visions.	The	University	seeks	to
restore	freedom	and	responsibility	to	students	to	decide	what	they	want	learn,	how	they
want	 to	 learn,	 and	 from	 whom	 they	 want	 to	 learn.	 It	 respects	 the	 uniqueness	 and
interconnectedness	of	each	person’s	life	unfolding	and	search	for	meaning.

Many	 experiments	 of	 unlearning	 are	 designed	 to	 shake	 up	 some	 of	 the	 schooled
assumptions	 that	many	 of	 the	 learners	 come	with.	 For	 example,	we	 challenge	 how	 the
idea	of	 labour	 and	working	with	one’s	hands	 is	devalued	by	 the	 current	 education	and
economic	system.	Re-integration	of	the	hands,	heart,	head	and	home	are	at	the	centre	of
the	pedagogical	process.

Learners	 learn	to	 live	 in	a	dynamic	learning	community,	 in	which	they	are	continuously
experimenting	with	processes	of	deep	democracy,	governance	and	decision-making.	They
are	 invited	to	 take	an	active	role	 in	community	 life,	and	engaged	in	everyday	questions
and	 actions	 related	 to	 their	 personal	 and	 collective	 choices	 regarding	 food,	 waste,
housing,	 energy,	 communication,	 healing/medicine,	 hygiene,	 transport,	 etc.	 This	 has
created	 a	 lot	 of	 spontaneous	 opportunities	 for	 ‘here-and-now’	 learning,	 particularly
around	group	dynamics.

There	is	cross-disciplinary	study	into	several	colonising	frameworks	and	categories	such
as	 ‘waste’.	 The	 concept	 and	 culture	 of	 ‘waste’	 is	 a	 foreign	 imposition.	 Studying	 a
garbage	dumpsite,	spending	time	with	rag	pickers,	studying	traditional	systems	of	product
design,	 personal	 experiments,	 designing	 useful	 products	 with	 waste,	 meeting	 social
activists	 around	 waste	 dumping	 site,	 designing	 a	 campus	 zero-waste	 policy	 are	 all
meaningful	activities	that	students	and	resource	people	engage	with.

Different	 kinds	 of	 ‘faculty’	 (including	 those	 without	 formal	 education	 or	 Ph.D.s)	 who
come	 from	 diverse	 knowledge	 traditions	 and	 cosmologies	 are	 recognised	 and	 sought
after.	The	principle	of	mutuality	is	encouraged	in	the	learning	process	where	the	learners
select	their	gurus	and	vice	versa.	The	mantra	of	the	‘entire	world	is	our	classroom’	is	at
the	centre.	The	learners	are	also	encouraged	to	consciously	co-learn	with	each	other.	In
addition	to	informal	exchanges,	they	organise	and	offer	seminars	and	workshops	for	each
other.



Various	 mechanisms	 including	 a	 Feedback	 Council,	 Mitra	 Network,	 Phone	 a	 Friend
Group,	Listserv	and	workshops	have	been	created	to	cater	to	the	emotional	space	of	the
learner.	Youth	face	a	lot	of	challenges	from	family,	peer	group,	girlfriends/boyfriends	as
well	as	ups	and	downs	in	their	learning	process.	They	also	have	lots	of	issues	with	anger,
low	self-esteem,	broken	family	relationships,	etc.	Strong	efforts	have	been	made	to	create
a	 safe	 space	where	 the	 learners	 can	 open	 up	 and	 emotionally	 heal	 themselves	 through
storytelling,	 self-reflection	 and	 meditation,	 forgiveness,	 gratitude,	 detoxification	 time,
treks	in	nature,	etc.	Recognising	the	emotional	space	and	being	seen	and	wholly	accepted
without	judgement	is	a	critical	part	of	the	learning	process.

The	entire	university	 is	designed	 to	 function	 in	 the	 spirit	 of	 the	gift	 culture.	There	 is	 a
strong	commitment	to	de-commodifying	knowledge,	nature	and	life.	Students	are	invited
to	 contribute	 whatever	 they	 can	 to	 the	 costs	 of	 running	 the	 programme.	 Faculty	 and
resource	 persons	 also	 volunteer	 their	 time	with	 the	 learners.	 Several	 experiments	 and
practices	such	as	‘copyleft’	rather	than	copyright	have	been	initiated	to	understand	the	gift
culture.	We	are	trying	to	raise	deep	questions	about	the	very	concept	of	‘ownership.’	We
are	also	trying	to	regenerate	ancient	traditions	of	care	and	hospitality.

It	is	important	to	note	that	Swaraj	University	does	not	have	any	examinations	or	give	out
degrees	 or	 certificates.	 It	 is	 not	 accredited	 by	 the	University	Grants	Committee	 or	 any
foreign	body.	It	is	a	people’s	university,	accredited	by	different	leading	thinker-doers,	by
community	and	local	organisations	and	by	the	practical	accomplishments	of	the	students.

According	to	Reva	Dandage:

We	want	students	to	have	real	skills	and	knowledge	to	take	up	real	projects	in	their	communities	–	not	just	hollow
pieces	of	paper.	Over	the	course	of	the	two	years,	each	khoji	develops	his/her	own	portfolio	of	practical
experiences,	self-reflection	and	references.	Khojis	thus	become	an	asset	rather	than	a	parasite	on	their
community.	At	the	end	of	two	years,	we	believe	that	they	will	each	have	the	full	confidence	and	vision	to	start	their
own	green	enterprise	and	engage	in	authentic	leadership	in	their	communities.

In	 collaboration	 with	 Shikshantar’s	 ‘Healing	 Ourselves	 from	 the	 Diploma	 Disease’
Campaign,	more	 than	 100	 organisations	 have	 been	 identified,	which	 are	willing	 to	 hire	 and
promote	 students	without	 any	 formal	degree	but	on	 the	basis	of	 their	 experiences,	portfolios
and	interviews.

Swaraj	University	 is	 also	connected	with	other	 innovative	universities	 around	 the	world
including	 Gaia	 University	 (http://www.gaiauniversity.org/)	 and	 Peer-to-Peer	 University
(http://p2pu.org/en/),	which	provide	access	to	materials,	online	courses	and	students.	Several
khojis	have	participated	 in	short	 seminars	and	workshops	held	at	Deer	Park	 Institute	 for	 the
Study	of	Indian	Classical	Wisdom	Traditions.	Students	also	refer	to	online	materials	from	the
Multiversity	project	(http://multiworldindia.org/multiversity/multiversity-library/).

Learner	profiles

There	 are	 currently	 18	 khojis	 (that’s	 what	 the	 Swaraj	 University	 learners	 call	 themselves)
enrolled	in	the	first	cohort.	Within	the	first	batch,	there	is	a	strong	diversity	of	age,	language,



religion,	economic	backgrounds,	even	ideologies	and	beliefs.	The	khojis	come	from	Rajasthan,
Gujarat,	M.P.,	Maharashtra,	U.P.,	Delhi	and	Karnataka,	from	urban	and	rural	settings.	There	is
no	prior	degree	or	diploma	required	to	join	Swaraj	University.	The	main	criteria	for	selection
is	an	openness	to	self-initiative	and	a	deeper	commitment	to	do	something	good	for	society	and
the	environment.	The	youngest	of	the	group	is	17	years	old	and	the	oldest	30	years	old.	Two-
thirds	have	received	partial	or	full	scholarships.	Says	co-founder,	Nitin	Paranjape:

We	believe	that	everyone	can	learn	and	do	something	special	in	the	world,	despite	their	academic	background.
They	just	need	a	chance	to	identify	their	talents,	find	their	inner	passions	and	be	in	a	supportive	community.	The
mainstream	education	system	creates	a	lot	of	failures.	We	believe	that	everyone	can	be	a	winner	and	find	success
and	deeper	meaning	in	life.

The	backgrounds	of	some	khojis

Anant	 Singh,	 an	 18-year-old	 boy	 from	 Mysore	 who	 has	 finished	 his	 12th	 grade,	 plans	 on
reducing	environmental	damage	in	cities	by	designing	and	changing	urban	homes	to	eco-homes
that	do	rooftop	farming,	use	low-water	toilets	and	are	run	on	solar	energy.	His	big	dream	is	to
lead	 an	 ecologically	 positive	 lifestyle	 in	 a	 rural-based	 self-sustaining	 community.	He	 keeps
exploring	on	how	he	can	live	a	‘sensible’	life,	one	that	is	in	tune	with	nature,	not	consumerist
and	waste-generating.	He	says,	 ‘The	networks	and	connections	 that	 I	have	received	from	the
like-minded	community	at	Swaraj	University	are	invaluable	and	have	opened	many	doors.’

Harshita	Wadhya,	a	young	woman	from	the	historic	city	of	Varanasi,	U.P.,	graduated	from
Delhi	University	but	decided	not	 to	pursue	further	education	within	 the	formal	system	and	 is
now	exploring	her	interest	in	alternative	healing.	Her	focus	is	on	energy	work/pranic	healing,
love	and	forgiveness	and	its	role	in	healing,	and	past-life	regression.	She	is	also	keen	to	live
sustainably,	causing	least	damage	to	life	and	the	environment	around	her.	Dancing	is	also	one
of	her	passions.	She	is	trying	to	live	a	life	with	freedom	and	courage	and	believes	in	making
her	own	mistakes	 and	 learning	 from	 them.	She	 says	 that,	 ‘After	 joining	Swaraj	University,	 I
have	started	believing	in	my	dreams	and	values	again	and	have	regained	my	faith	in	humanity.	I
really	have	enjoyed	spending	time	with	my	mentor.’

Gyan	 Shahane,	 a	 20-year-old	 from	 Nasik,	 Maharashtra,	 is	 interested	 in	 film-making,
particularly	in	the	drama/fiction	category.	He	wants	to	use	this	powerful	medium	to	bring	about
positive	change	in	people	and	the	society	at	large.	He	decided	to	leave	school	after	8th	grade
as	he	was	fed	up	with	the	poor	education	he	was	receiving	in	government	schools.	His	other
interests	are	writing,	reading,	theatre	and	photography.	He	says	that,	‘The	love	and	acceptance
for	the	person	I	am	that	I	got	after	joining	Swaraj	University	gives	me	the	strength	and	courage
to	do	what	I	want	to	do	and	walk	on	the	path	I	have	chosen	for	myself.’

Sakhi-Nitin	Anita	 is	a	19-year-old	girl	 from	Nashik.	This	young	lady	took	a	bold	step	to
walk	out	of	the	school	system	from	classes	7–10	to	explore	the	world	around	her	rather	than	go
to	 school	 and	 rote	 learn	 for	 exams.	 In	 these	 three	 years	 she	 did	 various	 things	 like	writing,
web-designing,	 film-making,	 travelling	 the	 world	 and	 volunteering	 with	 people	 taking
innovative	steps	to	change	society.	She	went	on	to	become	the	Nashik	topper	 in	 the	class	12
board	 exams.	 She	 has	 joined	 Swaraj	 University	 and	 is	 exploring	 her	 passions	 for	 art,
sustainable	 design,	 photography,	 child	 psychology	 and	 writing.	 She	 has	 done	 a	 mentorship
working	with	women	and	teenagers	on	domestic	violence	issues.	She	says:



Swaraj	University	has	encouraged	me	to	take	more	self-initiative	and	be	more	responsible	for	my	own	learning.	It
has	given	me	with	the	opportunity	to	interact	with	and	live	in	a	community	with	people	from	different	socio-
economic	backgrounds.	This	has	greatly	enriched	my	perspective	on	life.

According	to	Reva	Dandage:

The	diversity	of	the	first	cohort	has	made	for	intense	discussions	and	challenging	situations	at	times.	But,	over	the
year,	we	have	also	witnessed	the	formation	of	strong	bonds	of	friendship	and	trust	amongst	the	group	that
transcend	the	barriers	of	age,	class,	gender,	caste	and	language.

The	structure	and	process

The	course	is	conducted	in	Hindi,	while	keeping	in	mind	each	individual’s	need	for	expression
in	 his/her	 native	 language.	 The	 programme	 believes	 in	 learning	 by	 doing	 and	 learning	 by
making	mistakes.	The	programme	is	divided	into	four	Khoji	Meets	 (one	month	every	quarter
during	 the	first	year)	at	 the	university	campus,	 three	Learning	Journeys	and	 three	Mentorship
Periods	 of	 two	months	 anywhere	 in	 the	 country.	 The	 khojis	 spend	 time	 in	 the	Khoji	 Meets
learning	 about	 and	 practicing	 self-design	 learning,	 self-reflection,	 team-work,	 planning	 and
deepening	 their	 perspective.	 Through	 exercises	 and	 sessions	 organised	 by	 the	 facilitators,
khojis	identify	their	individual	learning	goals,	design	plans	to	achieve	them,	identify	skills	that
need	 to	 be	 built,	 re-define	 their	 dreams	 and	 bigger	 goals,	 and	 chart	 out	 their	 mentorship
periods.	During	the	Khoji	Meets,	khojis	also	hone	their	documentation	and	presentation	skills,
media	 skills,	 design	 their	 portfolios	 and	 the	 give-and-take	 feedback	 for	 their	 learning	 and
growth.

As	part	of	the	efforts	of	perspective	building,	decolonising	the	mind	and	gaining	a	deeper
understanding	 of	 concepts	 related	 to	 the	 idea	 of	 swaraj,	 the	 khojis	 watch	movies;	 research
topics	 and	 organise	 seminars	 for	 each	 other;	 visit	 and	 learn	 from	 nearby	 villages;	 share
articles,	books	and	other	resources;	do	hands-on	projects	such	as	building	compost	toilets	and
cooking	solar	food;	interact	with	international	students	from	other	countries	and	invite	resource
persons	to	share	their	experiences.

Fitting	with	the	vision	of	swaraj,	the	campus	has	been	set	up	at	an	ideal	location	in	the	lap
of	nature	–	Tapovan	Ashram,	an	organic	farm	and	nursery	30	kilometres	away	from	Udaipur
city,	 located	 amidst	 the	 Aravali	 hills.	 Reclaiming	 one’s	 physical	 spaces	 and	 taking
responsibility	 for	 their	maintenance	and	growth	 is	an	essential	part	of	 the	programme.	There
are	no	servants	or	peons	at	Swaraj	University.	According	to	co-founder	Reva	Dandage:

The	mainstream	education	institutions	focus	exclusively	on	their	curriculum	to	the	exclusion	of	learners’	relationship
with	their	environment	–	that	they	do	not	have	any	responsibility	and	relationship	with	the	food	they	eat,	the	energy
they	consume	or	the	waste	they	generate.

Hence,	 all	 the	 khojis	 and	 faculty	 of	 the	 campus	 take	 part	 in	 the	 designing	 and	 developing
community	 spaces	 like	 the	 kitchen,	 library,	 dorms,	 outdoor	 classrooms,	 organic	 farm	 and
shouldering	 community	 responsibilities	 like	 cooking,	 cleaning	 and	 thinking	 of	 what	 we
purchase/consume	and	how	it	impacts	our	environment.	‘Life	on	the	campus	has	been	exciting,
challenging	 the	comfort	zones	of	some,	confronting	 the	deep	personal	 issues	of	others,	while
exploring	ways	of	living	harmoniously	with	each	other	and	with	nature,’	says	Sakhi,	one	of	the
khojis	from	Nashik.



Some	of	highlights	as	shared	by	other	khojis

It	 has	 been	 an	 exciting	 journey	 of	 discovery	 and	 experimentation	 for	 all	 of	 us.	We	 have	 learnt	 through	 various
experiences	such	as	visiting	a	prison,	organising	a	fair	in	the	neighbouring	village,	setting	up	a	food	stall	with	items
made	 from	 local	 grains	 in	 a	mela,	 silent	 trekking	 in	 the	mountains,	working	with	 local	 farmers	 and	 artisans	 like
potters,	puppeteers,	 etc.,	 interviewing	 tribal	nomads	who	walk	miles	with	 their	goats,	 interacting	with	youth	 from
foreign	countries,	tracing	the	pugmarks	of	a	leopard,	visiting	the	dump	site	and	attending	international	conferences
amongst	many	others.

One	 of	 the	 highlights	 of	 the	 year	 was	 when	 we	 participated	 in	 an	 amazing	 week-long,	 hands-on,	 service
learning,	community	building	exercise	called	the	Oasis	Game	in	Shivaji	Nagar	basti	in	Udaipur	that	was	conducted
by	our	 friend	Edgard	 from	Brazil.	 It	 pushed	our	 thinking	and	 learning	 in	various	dimensions	 such	as	 learning	 the
skills	 of	working	within	 a	 community,	 knowing	 how	 to	work	 for	 our	 dreams	 by	making	 it	 fun	 and	 implementing
social-dialogue	 tools.	 For	 the	 first	 time	we	 learned	 to	 see	 the	 beauty,	 assets	 and	power	within	 so-called	 poor	 or
backward	communities.	For	many	of	us,	it	ignited	a	new	vision	and	spirit	of	sewa.

Travelling	is	a	great	way	to	learn.	We	lay	a	lot	of	stress	on	Learning	Journeys	in	the	first	year.	It	creates	the
magic	 of	 bonding	 us	 all	 together,	 energising	 us	 with	 fresh	 new	 ideas,	 inspiring	 us	 with	 new	 people,	 social
entrepreneurship	 experiments	 and	 activist	 movement,	 widening	 our	 world-views,	 giving	 us	 the	 opportunity	 to
interact	with	other	alternative	communities	and	a	chance	to	try	our	hand	at	doing	things	that	we	always	dreamt	of.
Last	year,	we	went	to	Pune	and	Ahmedabad.

We	did	a	very	unique	and	inspiring	cycle	yatra,	an	unlearning	journey	into	villages	without	money,	cell	phones,
food	or	any	other	amenities.	During	the	cycle	yatra,	we	pushed	the	limits	of	our	physical	comfort,	we	questioned
our	 relationship	 with	 money	 and	 the	 broader	 issue	 of	 dependency	 on	 the	 global	 economy,	 and	 challenged	 our
mindsets	of	‘progress,	‘security’	and	‘development’!

It	has	been	very	exciting	and	inspiring	to	see	the	various	personal	experiments	undertaken	by	fellow	khojis	 in
their	lives	and	families	–	from	experiments	in	keeping	silence,	to	limits	on	buying,	to	free-cycling,	to	self-healing,	to
physical	labour,	to	limits	on	internet	or	mobile	phone	use.	They	are	all	beautiful	attempts	to	keep	oneself	alive	in	this
age	of	apathy	and	highspeed	living.

The	‘faculty’

During	 the	 mentorship	 period,	 the	 khojis	 learn	 skills	 and	 practical	 wisdom	 from	 faculty
mentors	 in	 fields	 they	 want	 to	 work	 in.	 Swaraj	 University	 has	 developed	 a	 wide	 pool	 of
mentors	all	over	India,	with	experience	and	expertise	 in	fields	varying	from	organic	farming
and	 naturopathy	 and	 healing,	 to	 community	 radio	 and	 film-making,	 from	 women’s	 rights	 to
working	with	street	children,	from	zero	waste	crafts	to	healthy	cooking,	sustainable	design	and
appropriate	 renewable	 technologies.	 Khojis	 also	 do	 short	 internships	 with	 several	 local
artisans	in	Udaipur	such	as	potters,	puppeteers,	bamboo	craftsmen,	herbal	healers	and	farmers.
Swaraj	University	 has	 enlisted	 over	 50	 ustaad-mentors	 as	 part	 of	 our	 faculty	 and	 the	 list	 is
growing.	In	addition	to	this,	khojis	are	encouraged	to	also	look	for	other	additional	mentors	in
their	local	regions.

The	mentors

Some	of	our	mentors	include:

Dhirendra	 and	Smita	 are	 rightly	 known	 as	 the	Two	Thoreaus	 of	 Sakwa,	Gujarat.	They
live	a	simple	and	self	sustainable	life	on	two	acres	of	land	on	the	banks	of	river	Narmada
in	Gujarat.	They	were	both	lecturers	in	Ahmedabad	but	decided	to	opt	for	a	simple	life
20	years	ago.	Both	their	kids,	now	around	20–25	years	old	have	never	been	to	school	and
are	working	with	 renewable	 energy	 technology.	 They	 have	 developed	 several	 organic
and	herbal	products	which	they	grow,	process	and	sell.



Bharat	Shah	 from	Baroda,	 is	an	allopathic	doctor	who	 left	his	 thriving	career	when	he
realised	the	ills	of	modern	pharmaceutical	medicine	and	started	a	naturopathy	hospital	in
Baroda.	He	is	in	charge	of	the	Vinoba	Naturopathy	Centre	in	Baroda,	started	in	the	name
of	Gandhi’s	disciple	Vinoba	and	based	on	his	ideas	on	health	and	health	care.

Praveen	Pagare,	a	self-taught	documentary	film-maker,	has	worked	with	different	social
movements	 throughout	 his	 10-year	 career,	 from	 the	Narmada	Bachav	Andolan	 (Medha
Patkar)	 to	Ekta	Parishad	 (P.V.	Rajgopal).	He	has	worked	passionately	with	Abhivyakti
Media	 for	Development,	 an	NGO	 in	Nasik,	 for	many	 years,	making	 documentaries	 on
various	social	issues.

Nandita	 Dinesh,	 a	 theatre	 artist	 and	 director	 who	 has	 been	 working	 intensely	 on
developing	 new	 forms	 of	 community	 media.	 She	 travels	 the	 world,	 from	 Mexico	 to
Afghanistan	to	Northeast	India,	 trying	to	bring	people	 together	 in	places	of	conflict	and
unrest.	Her	expertise	is	in	participatory	and	experiential	theatre	with	local	communities.
Currently,	she	has	developed	a	platform	for	young	artists	in	Pune	called	‘Mezza’.

Deepak	Suchde,	is	not	your	typical	farmer.	The	first	thing	that	strikes	you	when	you	meet
him	is	the	passion	for	his	work	and	his	life.	When	he	starts	talking	about	natueco-farming
you	know	instantly	that	here	is	a	person	whose	knowledge	is	insurmountable	as	you	are
drawn	 into	 the	world	of	 soil,	plants,	 and	 the	ecosystem.	He	will	 tell	you	how	 to	make
ends	meet	by	farming	a	piece	of	land	as	small	as	10	gunthas	(quarter	of	an	acre)	and	live
healthily	and	in	harmony	with	nature.	He	is	busy	spreading	the	call	to	enrich	the	degraded
soil	made	worse	by	unlimited	use	of	chemicals	and	greed	so	that	we	can	claim	our	right
to	organic	living.	He	lives	on	his	farm	near	Harda,	M.P.	in	central	India.

Manoj	 Prajapat,	 a	 self-taught	 chef	 and	 community	 entrepreneur	 from	Udaipur	who	 left
school	after	class	10,	runs	a	health	food	business	‘Jasso	Ann	Vasso	Mann’	–	you	are	what
you	eat.	He	does	various	experiments	in	cooking	with	zero	oil,	solar	technology	and	local
grains.	He	runs	a	slow	food	café	in	Udaipur.

Some	challenges	and	key	learnings

So	far	the	first	year	of	Swaraj	University	has	initiated	many	exciting	innovations	in	the	realm
of	higher	education.	Several	khojis	have	already	received	job	offers	after	their	first	year.	Many
are	 in	 the	process	of	setting	up	 their	own	community	enterprises.	Most	 importantly,	we	have
seen	deep	growth	and	transformative	changes	in	the	khojis	themselves.

They	are	several	interesting	challenges	and	key	learnings	from	the	first	year	worth	noticing,
which	are	relevant	to	the	discourse	on	decolonisation:

It	 is	 important	 to	hold	more	conscious	spaces	for	 intercultural	dialogue	between	metro,
urban/semi-urban	 and	 rural	 youth.	 They	 come	 with	 radically	 different	 value	 systems,
experiences,	 epistemologies,	 etc.	 which	 can	 either	 provide	 rich	 fodder	 for	 deep
dialogues	if	hosted	well	or	can	be	very	divisive	if	not	attended	to.	Within	the	context	of



decolonisation,	 it	 is	 important	 that	all	 three	groups	realise	 that	 they	have	much	to	 learn
from	each	other	to	understand	the	challenges	of	our	times.	We	are	exploring	how	to	create
more	vibrant	spaces	for	intercultural	dialogue.

The	 domain	 of	 emotional	 support,	 motivation	 and	 well-being	 for	 youth	 is	 even	 more
critical	 than	 we	 had	 imagined.	 Many	 have	 suffered	 much	 humiliation,	 alienation	 and
psychological	 damage	 at	 the	 hands	 of	 the	 formal	 education	 system.	 The	 breakdown	 of
family	 structures	 and	 community	 spaces	 has	 created	 additional	 emotional	 distress.
Furthermore,	 the	decolonising/unlearning	process	 is	 a	very	emotionally	charged	one	as
many	belief	systems	are	called	into	question.	Negotiating	an	alternative	path,	in	the	sense
of	putting	one’s	values	into	practice	in	the	current	state	of	the	world,	is	quite	difficult.	We
have	 seen	powerful	 changes	 taking	place	 in	 the	khojis	 once	 they	 feel	 accepted,	 healed
and	heard.	We	are	exploring	how	 to	create	more	mechanisms	 for	continuous	emotional
well-being,	risk	taking	and	care.

We	 have	 seen	 tremendous	 influence	 of	 the	 popular	 media	 metro	 culture	 on	 youth.
Discussions	 on	 film	 stars,	 cricketers,	 fashion,	 technology	 products,	 etc.	 dominate
informal	peer	group	spaces.	Formal	academic	spaces,	 in	fact,	have	very	little	influence
on	 the	 daily	 conversations	 between	 youth.	 Youth	 who	 try	 to	 raise	 and	 discuss	 other
conversations	are	often	ostracised	from	their	peer	group.	We	are	exploring	how	to	engage
with	this	Bollywood	media	culture	in	more	critical	and	creative	ways.

In	 the	 pedagogy	 of	 self-design	 learning,	 we	 are	 continually	 playing	 with	 the	 inherited
category	of	‘academic	rigor’	as	we	deal	with	diverse	knowledge	systems,	learning	styles,
learning	 paces	 and	 levels	 of	 comfort	 with	 textual	 expression	 –	 of	 both	 faculty	 and
students.	We	have	been	open	to	multiple	ways,	languages	and	media	for	expressing	one’s
learning	 and	 understanding.	 Along	 the	way,	 we	 have	 also	 had	 to	 unlearn	 some	 of	 our
academic	 biases	 about	 the	 centrality	 of	 text.	 In	 addition,	 we	 have	 tried	 to	 develop
different	 tools	 for	 self,	 peer	 and	 faculty	 assessment	 in	 order	 to	 ensure	 that	 khojis	 get
different	 kinds	 of	 feedback	 in	 their	 learning	 journeys.	We	 continue	 to	 explore	 the	 right
balance	of	how	much	of	the	programme	should	be	structured	by	us	and	how	much	should
be	 self-designed	by	 the	khojis,	 and	 how	 to	 ensure	 that	 intellectual	 depth	 and	 rigor	 are
achieved.

There	has	been	quite	a	positive	response	 to	 the	 idea	of	Swaraj	University	and	a	call	 for
tailoring	it	to	meet	many	different	environments,	contexts	and	needs.	We	are	trying	to	explore
how	to	‘scale	across’	rather	than	‘scale	up’	the	university	model.	For	example,	there	has	been
an	invitation	to	set	up	a	Swaraj	University	campus	in	the	central	jail.	There	is	also	an	interest
to	have	an	evening	programme	for	those	who	are	working	and	unable	to	attend	the	programme
full-time.	There	is	interest	in	the	creation	of	a	summer	leadership	programme	for	youth	during
their	vacations.	There	is	an	interest	for	a	village	Swaraj	University.	We	are	exploring	on	the
essence	that	must	remain	in	any	Swaraj	University	program	and	what	must	be	contextualised	in
different	settings	in	order	to	ensure	relevance	and	ownership.

There	 are	many	crises	 facing	 the	modern	university	 structure	 in	 the	21st	 century.	Swaraj



University	 is	 a	 small	 and	humble	attempt	 to	 take	conversations	about	decolonisation	beyond
curriculum	reform	 into	 the	domain	of	 re-inventing	and	 re-imagining	 the	very	structure,	 roles,
values,	 and	 economics	 that	 underlie	 university	 education.	 In	 today’s	 globalised	 scenario,
decolonising	 the	mind	will	 require	more	 than	 just	 adding	 some	 texts	 to	 existing	 syllabi	 and
departments.	Swaraj	University	 seeks	 to	 restore	 the	power	and	 responsibility	of	 the	 learner,
guru	 and	 local	 communities	 as	 the	 starting	 point	 for	 educational	 transformation.	Much	 hard
work	and	many	more	such	efforts	are	required	to	realise	the	larger	vision	of	intellectual	swaraj
but	at	least	a	step	has	been	taken	and	people	can	again	dare	to	dream	beyond	the	conventional
university	model.



‘TEACHING	BY	DOING’	IN	THE	ISLAMIC
EDUCATIONAL	TRADITION:	THE	EXPERIENCE	OF	THE

ISLAMIC	SCHOOL	OF	ART
Mahdi	Hamidi	Parsa

Vice-President,	Islamic	School	of	Art,	Iran

It	 is	narrated	by	Shia’s	 Imams:	 	which	means	 ‘Guide	people	without
talking,	 by	doing.’	What	we	 read	 in	 the	 approach	of	Payambar	Mohammad	 is	 his	 attempt	 to
teach	religious	and	moral	precepts	and	concepts	by	actions.	There	are	many	examples	of	this	in
the	hadith	and	in	the	history	books.	When	Mohammad	gathered	with	his	followers,	they	sat	in	a
circle.	In	a	circle,	there	is	neither	higher	nor	lower.	Everybody	has	the	same	position	as	anyone
else.	 The	 same	 applied	 even	 to	 Payambar.	 If	 a	 stranger	 came	 to	 his	mosque,	 he	would	 not
recognise	who	was	Payambar.	Mohammad	did	not	stand	in	front	of	his	people	and	just	talk	to
them	like	a	modern	day	teacher.	He	did	not	separate	himself	from	his	followers.	He	lived	with
them	and	taught	them	through	his	actions	and	his	conduct	in	life.

During	a	journey,	Mohammad	and	his	followers	halted	for	a	while	to	rest	and	pray.	They
walked	to	the	water	for	the	‘vozo’	(ablution)	but	he	was	back	before	getting	the	vozo	in	order
to	knit	his	camel’s	leg	and	after	that	to	pray.	When	the	people	asked	him,	‘Why	do	you	yourself
do	these	works	and	do	not	order	us,’	he	said,	‘Never	ask	others’	help	for	work	which	you	have
to	do	Before	he	said	anything	he	would	do	it	first	and	if	he	did	say	anything	it	was	mostly	as	an
emphasis	for	his	action.

We	can	see	 this	approach	 in	 the	Ahlulbayt	 as	well.	One	day	 Imam	Ali	had	 some	guests.
After	they	had	eaten	food,	according	to	Arab	custom,	he	wanted	to	pour	water	for	them	to	wash
their	hands.	It	was	clear	that	they	did	not	want	Imam	Ali	to	do	this	for	them.	At	that	time,	he
was	Caliph	(Ameer	al-Mumineen)	and	the	ruler	of	all	Muslims.	Ali,	however,	persuaded	them.
They	finally	accepted	that	he	would	pour	the	water	and	they	washed	their	hands.	Ali	did	not
say,	 ‘The	 host	 should	 respect	 his	 guests’;	 or,	 he	 did	 not	 say,	 ‘It	 is	 better	 for	 a	 man	 to	 be
unselfish’;	or,	‘The	higher	the	position	a	man	occupies,	 the	greater	 the	courtesy	demanded	of
him’;	 neither	 did	 he	 proclaim:	 ‘A	Muslim	 should	 help	 his	 brother	 in	 religion.’	However	 he
demonstrated	all	these	principles	through	his	actions	in	daily	life.	In	Islamic	jurisprudence,	the
quoting	of	Payambar’s	actions	is	as	valid	as	quoting	his	words.	Lots	of	rules	are	legal	based
on	this.

The	key	concept	behind	 this	method	of	 teaching	 is	 that	both	master	 and	 learner	 are	on	a
journey	 together.	 Both	 of	 them	 need	 to	 learn	 and	 act.	 In	 our	 newer	 universities,	 the	 teacher
stands	in	front	of	the	students,	often	on	a	bench,	and	talks.	What	does	this	position	imply?	What
is	the	difference	between	this	position	and	a	circle?	In	my	opinion,	a	new	teacher	who	stands
in	front	of	his	students	wants	to	declare,	‘I	know	everything	about	the	topic	and	now	I	shall	to
tell	 you	what	 I	 know	 ...’	 but	 in	 the	 other	 way,	 the	 teacher	 like	 the	 student,	 learns	 and	 they
together	discover	what	is	hidden	for	them.

This	 method	 of	 teaching	 is	 used	 in	 Islamic	 educational	 traditions	 especially	 in	 art
education.	 In	 Iran	 the	 traditional	 method	 for	 learning	 art	 is	 called	 ‘master-learner.’	 They



constitute	a	group,	live	with	each	other,	help	each	other	to	improve	in	their	art	and	their	life.	Of
course	 the	 master	 was	 a	 leader,	 but	 he	 was	 learning	 along	 with	 everyone	 else.	 When	 he
learned,	he	actually	worked	and	by	his	working	taught	 learners	art.	After	years	of	 trying,	 the
one	who	became	a	master	and	merited	to	work	with	a	learner,	was	not	just	a	master	in	his	art,
he	was	a	master	of	life	itself.

For	every	class	in	Iranian	art,	there	is	the	‘fotovat	name’	(or	style	sheet)	in	which	learners
are	guided	on	how	to	learn.	This	sentence	is	repeated	in	most	of	them:	‘The	master	should	be
careful	about	moral	and	religious	rules	because	learners	see	his	work	and	mimic	him.’

Master	 and	 learners	worked	 together	 in	workshops.	The	 learner	 learnt	 by	 doing	 and	 the
master	taught	by	doing	too.	The	master	reformed	the	student’s	mistakes	but	it	was	not	strange
when	 sometimes	 he	 himself	 made	 mistakes	 and	 the	 learner	 reformed	 him,	 because	 it	 was
assumed	that	they	learn	together.

One	interesting	thing	in	the	fotovat	name	was	that	the	master	should	not	explicitly	layout	or
explain	 the	 rules	 and	methods	 for	 the	 learner	 but	 he	 should	 be	 doing	 things	 and	 the	 learner
should	try	to	understand	it	through	seeing	them.	It	seems	that	what	the	master	knows	cannot	be
explained.

Unlike	modern	art,	in	traditional	arts	the	artist	and	his	personality	was	important	in	the	art
product.	Whenever	 the	artist	was	a	more	ethical	man,	his	art	was	more	sublime.	Because	of
this	the	artist	had	to	refine	his	personal	life.	The	master	of	art	was	the	master	of	morality	and
religion	for	learners.

When	 Sheikh	 Lotfollah,	 the	 architect	 of	 a	 mosque	 in	 Isfahan,	 wanted	 to	 commence	 its
construction,	 his	 master	 in	 morality	 gave	 him	 some	 money	 and	 said:	 ‘Before	 starting	 the
construction	of	the	mosque,	close	your	job	and	fast	for	forty	days.	Pray	a	lot.	Your	food	should
be	halal.	Only	after	that	start	work	because	this	is	a	mosque	and	when	people	come	to	it	they
want	to	be	close	to	God.’	Therefore	the	architect	himself	should	be	close	to	God.

It	 is	 through	 this	method	 that	 Islamic	 art	was	 passed	 from	generation	 to	 generation.	The
master-learner	 relation	 helped	 artistic	 styles	 to	 improve	 among	 students	 of	 a	 master.	 This
situation	continued	until	the	modern	schools	of	art	were	established	in	Iran.	This	occasion	was
the	 beginning	of	 a	 challenge	 for	 Iranian	 education.	On	 the	 one	hand,	 the	 new	 sciences	were
needed	and	on	the	other	hand	our	traditions	and	culture	were	now	in	danger.	Of	course	these
changes	were	in	various	fields,	but	here	I	just	want	to	talk	about	art.

In	the	new	era,	influenced	by	the	West,	the	meaning	of	art	was	changed	in	Iran.	It	was	our
biggest	challenge	when	we	started	 the	 Islamic	School	of	Art	 (ISOA)	 in	Qom.	We	wanted	 to
work	on	art	education	based	on	Islamic	tradition	but	modern	art	came	from	the	West,	not	from
our	 own	 culture.	 We	 wanted	 a	 moral	 art	 with	 a	 transcendental	 subject.	 We	 questioned
ourselves	about	what	we	wished	to	do.	We	thought	that	the	roots	of	art	are	the	same,	at	least
most	 of	 them,	 but	what	 changed	were	 the	methods.	We	understood	 that	 if	we	want	 to	match
learning	 of	 modern	 art	 with	 our	 culture,	 we	 should	 use	 traditional	 methods	 and	 the	 most
effective	method	is	teaching	by	doing.	Of	course	each	method	should	be	appropriate	to	its	time.
Because	of	 this	we	 tried	 to	do	 this	method	 in	accordance	with	our	needs	and	audiences	and
time.	Here	I	list	some	of	our	practical	experiences	(in	ISOA):

We	called	our	place	a	‘school,’	not	a	university	or	college	or	institute	because	this	word



in	Farsi,	 like	 in	English,	 symbolises	 something	more	 than	 a	 place	 for	 learning.	School
sometimes	means	‘maktab’:	an	opinion	or	way	of	thinking	about	something	that	is	shared
by	a	group	of	people.

The	 teachers	are	young.	We	want	a	 friendly	relationship	between	 teachers	and	 learners
and	such	a	relationship	can	be	accepted	early	by	younger	teachers.	Age	really	helps	in	the
process	of	learning	by	doing.

School	managers	are	young	 too.	Learners	 share	 their	problems	more	easily	with	young
managers	because	they	are	friends	first.

In	ISOA,	there	is	a	great	importance	given	to	our	classical	art	and	literature.	Teachers	try
to	inspire	learners	to	read	them.

We	(learners,	teachers	and	managers)	really	want	to	make	a	community	in	which	people
learn	from	each	other.

To	make	a	community	we	need	to	trust	each	other	and	for	trusting	we	need	a	very	friendly
environment	like	a	home.	When	you	enter	the	school,	you	take	off	your	shoes	because	it	is
your	second	home.

We	do	not	offer	a	degree.	If	you	are	an	artist,	you	are	an	artist	and	do	not	need	a	degree
and	a	degree	can	do	nothing	for	you.

In	ISOA,	everybody	is	an	undergraduate.	We	do	not	have	graduates.	Even	teachers	need
to	learn	like	learners.	All	of	us	are	on	a	learning	journey.

We	do	not	have	any	financial	goals.	Studying	in	ISOA	is	free	for	every	talib	(student).

A	very	serious	programme	in	ISOA	is	shared	travel	between	learners	and	teachers.	What
can	familiarise	people	with	each	other	better	than	travelling?

We	mostly	sit	in	class	in	a	circle.	In	this	form	the	teacher	can	see	all	learners	in	the	same
position.

Another	 serious	 programme	 in	 ISOA	 involves	 joint	 activities	 between	 learners	 and
teachers.	We	play	soccer	every	week	with	our	teacher.

The	family	of	 learners	and	teachers	 is	so	important.	We	like	our	families	 to	know	each
other.	If	they	know	about	our	work	and	our	friends,	they	can	help	us	more.



Part	VIII
PERSONAL	JOURNEYS	IN
THE	DECOLONISATION

OF	THE	SELF



FROM	FAMILY	EVENING	TALES	TO	ACADEMIC
IMPERIALISM:	STORIES	ACT	TO	SHAKE

INSTITUTIONS
Hossein	Mohammadi	Doostdar

President,	Center	for	International	Scientific	Studies	and	Collaboration,	Iran

Act	One: As	a	child,	I	learn	about	our	country’s	history	from	long	storytelling
sessions	on	joyful	family	occasions.

Act	Two: Our	father	goes	to	Paris	to	continue	his	studies	for	a	Ph.D.	at	Sorbonne.

Act	Three: Father	returns	wearing	a	Chapeau	and	telling	stories	about	his	time	in
Paris.

Act	Four:
I	study	physics	in	Iran,	before	proceeding	to	the	US	to	study	civil
engineering.	Later	I	earn	my	Ph.D.	from	the	University	of	Ottawa	in
Canada.

Act	Five: I	return	to	Iran,	not	wearing	a	Chapeau	but	with	my	ways	of	thinking	and
reasoning	changed.

Act	Six: My	experiences	teaching	at	the	university.

Act	Seven: I	quit	the	university	and	decide	to	do	something	worthwhile.	Inspired	by
the	writings	of	Rumi,	my	wife	and	I	start	out	as	educational	consultants.

Act	Eight: We	open	a	language	institute	but	even	as	student	numbers	swell,	we
experience	resistance.

Act	Nine: We	start	teaching	English	to	children	with	books	we	design	ourselves	but
face	new	difficulties.

Act	Ten: I	am	offered	a	job	as	the	president	of	the	Center	for	International	Scientific
Studies	and	Collaboration	–	a	job	that	changes	my	life.

Act	Eleven: I	see	that	the	extent	of	the	historical	and	ongoing	hegemony	against	our
society	is	a	result	of	our	faulty	system	of	thought.

Act	Twelve: Our	brains	need	an	overhaul.

Act	One

It	was	not	easy	to	travel	long	distances	on	those	1950s	bikes.	When	we	went	to	visit	relatives
in	 the	 rural	 areas	 50	 kilometres	 from	 the	 Tehran	University	Agriculture	College	Campus	 in
Karaj,	where	my	father	was	teaching	at	the	time,	we	often	stayed	overnight.	We	went	on	these
long	 journeys	 two	or	 three	 times	a	year,	especially	during	 the	 two-week	Norouz	holidays	or
summer	vacations.	More	often,	it	was	the	men	of	the	family,	my	father,	my	two	older	brothers
and	myself,	who	would	visit	relatives	in	those	villages.	My	father	and	my	oldest	brother	had
bikes	and	I	would	sit	on	the	back	of	my	father’s	bike	while	my	brothers	joined	us	on	another



one.	 It	 took	us	 half	 a	 day	 to	 get	 to	 the	 village,	 but	 the	 journey	was	 pleasant	 and	 joyful.	My
father,	who	knew	a	lot	of	poetry	by	heart,	usually	initiated	a	literary	game	by	starting	to	read	a
line	of	poetry	 and	each	one	of	us	had	 to	 follow	with	 a	 line	 starting	with	his	 last	 letter.	The
rhythm	 of	 the	 poetry,	 the	 scenic	 route	 along	 earth-coloured	 adobe	 walls	 and	 the	 tall	 old
mulberry	trees	lining	the	winding	dirt	roads,	made	us	forget	our	exhaustion.

Both	along	the	way	and	at	night	in	the	houses	of	our	relatives	we	had	storytelling	sessions
that	were	much	looked	forward	to.	The	stories	were	many	and	varied	depending	on	who	the
storyteller	was.	My	father	told	us	stories	largely	from	the	Shahnameh	in	the	form	of	poetry.	One
sad	story	was	about	the	battle	between	the	legendary	hero	Rostam,	and	his	son	Sohrab.	Sohrab,
a	 young	 hero,	 had	 been	 separated	 from	 his	 father,	 Rostam,	 since	 birth	 and	 they	 were	 not
reunited	until	their	meeting	in	the	battle	zone,	where	he	was	fooled	by	the	enemies	into	fighting
his	father.	They	knew	if	Rostam	was	to	win	and	kill	his	son,	he	would	be	mentally	destroyed
and	consequently	of	no	use	to	the	king	of	Iran,	therefore	no	threat	to	the	enemy.	If	Sohrab	was	to
win	 the	battle	and	kill	his	 father,	 then	Rostam	would	be	out	of	 the	picture	 for	good	and	 this
could	be	a	great	victory	for	the	enemy.	Ironically,	Sohrab’s	dying	words	to	Rostam	were,	‘If
my	father	finds	you,	you	will	be	wiped	off	from	the	earth.’	This	is	when	Rostam	and	Sohrab
discovered	they	were	father	and	son.

In	our	relatives’	houses	we	sat	around	the	room	listening	to	an	elder	relative	tell	us	stories.
As	children,	we	loved	to	hear	these	stories	and	tried	very	hard	to	overcome	our	desire	to	sleep
even	after	a	whole	day	of	play.	Stories	ranged	from	scary	ones	about	witches	and	heroic	ones
told	 in	 the	 form	of	poems	by	our	 famous	poets,	 to	 ‘real’	 stories	 like	 the	ones	about	how	 the
Portuguese,	 the	 British,	 Germans,	 Russians	 and	 Americans	 had	 tried	 to	 take	 control	 of	 the
wealth	of	Iran,	and	how	our	heroes	resisted	them.	The	sad	part	of	all	of	these	stories	was	when
they	ended	with	the	enemies	of	Iran	getting	what	they	wanted	because	of	some	Iranians	willing
to	sell	everything,	including	their	pride	and	future	for	a	very	low	price.

Through	these	stories	we	learned	about	what	had	happened	to	our	country	because	of	the
British	 and	how	 they	 took	 everything	we	had.	We	could	 see	how	 incompetent	Persian	kings
sold	the	country	for	a	song.	And	while	the	Western	world	was	involved	with	developing	new
technologies,	 our	 own	 kings	 were	 busy	 taking	 tours	 in	 Europe	 and	 selling	 off	 parts	 of	 the
country.	We	learned	how	the	British	government	controlled	our	wealth,	especially	our	oil	and
our	 right	 to	 self-rule	 and	 how	 they	monopolised	 our	 businesses	 within	 the	 country	 and	 our
interactions	with	foreign	countries.	We	learned	how	the	Allies	invaded	a	neutral	Iran	during	the
first	 and	 second	 world	 wars.	 We	 heard	 about	 what	 had	 happened	 during	 those	 years	 to
occupied	Iran	and	what	the	Red	Army	and	British	Soldiers	did	to	our	people,	driving	them	to
hunger,	disease	and	misery.	Till	today,	I	cherish	the	times	we	spent	with	my	father	talking	and
us	listening	to	his	stories.

Act	Two

Our	house	at	the	Agriculture	College	40	kilometres	from	Tehran,	was	located	in	the	middle	of
a	yard	and	I	remember	my	father	planting	colourful	seasonal	flowers	all	around	the	building.
During	 late	 spring	 and	 summer	 nights	we	 arranged	wooden	 beds	 to	 sleep	 in	 an	 open	 space
under	the	sky.	The	whole	family	lay	on	the	beds	looking	at	the	beautiful	sky	trying	to	count	the



stars.	Once	my	mother	woke	us	children	up	in	the	middle	of	the	night.	She	told	us	that	we	were
going	to	take	our	father	to	the	main	square	to	take	a	bus	to	go	to	Paris	to	continue	his	studies
towards	a	Ph.D.	degree	at	Sorbonne.	My	parents,	my	three	sisters,	two	brothers	and	I	set	out	to
go	to	the	main	square.	My	father	kissed	us	goodbye	and	we	looked	out	for	him	until	he	was	out
of	sight.	I	did	not	know	then	that	I	would	not	see	him	for	the	next	four	years.

Early	next	morning	I	walked	in	front	of	the	students	who	were	lining	up	in	the	school	yard
to	go	to	the	classes	telling	each	of	them	that	my	father	was	going	to	Paris.	Taking	care	of	the
household	and	raising	six	children	on	very	little	was	a	tedious	job	for	my	mother.	It	would	get
worse	during	winter	when	she	had	 to	break	 the	 ice	on	 the	 little	pond	we	had	outside	of	our
house	 in	 the	 yard	 to	wash	 dishes	 and	 clothes.	 I	 am	 not	 sure	 but	 I	 think	my	 father	was	 on	 a
partial	scholarship	at	the	university.	My	mother	bore	the	rest	of	the	expenses	for	his	studies	and
for	running	the	house	by	selling	off	what	she	had	inherited	from	her	father.	Financially,	we	had
really	hard	times	in	those	days.	At	times	I	had	to	walk	to	school	in	heavy	snow	with	a	big	hole
at	the	bottom	of	my	shoe,	covering	my	foot	with	newspapers	under	my	socks	to	keep	my	feet
from	freezing.

Four	years	later,	when	my	father	finally	came	back	from	Paris	he	had	two	doctoral	degrees,
a	Ph.D.	 from	Sorbonne	and	a	Ph.D.	 from	Institute	of	Agronomic	 in	Paris.	My	mother,	 though
only	 35	 at	 the	 time,	 had	 the	 face	 of	 a	 60	 year	 old	 woman	 and	 many	 sad	 memories	 of	 the
hardship	 she	 had	 had	 to	 endure	 while	 my	 father	 was	 away.	 All	 she	 could	 manage	 was	 to
welcome	him	with	a	cold	stare	as	if	telling	her	side	of	the	story	through	her	eyes	without	saying
a	word.

Act	Three

Our	neighbours,	 including	my	 fathers’	 colleagues	 and	our	 close	 relatives	 all	 gathered	 in	our
guest	room	to	listen	to	my	father	telling	his	stories	of	his	time	in	Paris.	I	saw	my	father	wearing
a	 Chapeau	 (hat).	 That	 day	 I	 had	 my	 first	 experience	 of	 drinking	 instant	 coffee	 which	 was
introduced	by	my	father	for	the	first	time	in	the	family.	This	was	a	souvenir	from	Paris	besides
the	Chapeau.	I	did	not	like	the	taste	at	all,	but	I	thought	I	had	to	drink	it	and	show	I	loved	it.	I
did	not	want	to	be	considered	backward	by	those	watching	me,	especially	my	father	who	was
very	proud	to	have	introduced	us	to	instant	coffee.	Coffee	was	not	the	only	newcomer	to	our
family.	We	later	met	artichokes,	leeks	and	asparagus.	Among	my	school	friends	and	among	my
friends	even	until	today	I	was	the	only	one	who	knew	these	exotic	vegetables.

The	story	of	these	vegetables	goes	back	to	the	time	when	Harry	Truman,	the	33rd	president
of	 the	 US	 introduced	 the	 Point	 Four	 Project	 to	 assist	 third	 world	 countries.	 Truman’s
presidency	 was	 eventful	 in	 many	 ways.	 His	 foreign	 affairs	 policy,	 the	 US	 decision	 to	 use
nuclear	weapons	 against	 Japan,	 the	 founding	 of	 the	United	Nations,	 the	 Truman	Doctrine	 to
contain	 communism,	 the	 beginning	 of	 the	 Cold	War	 and	 the	 creation	 of	 the	 North	 Atlantic
Treaty	Organisation	(NATO)	were	crucial	events	at	 the	 time.	Point	Four,	as	 the	basis	for	 the
Agency	for	International	Development,	was	a	$35	million	programme	that	provided	technical
assistance	to	the	‘Third	World.’	Through	the	Point	Four	Project	in	Iran,	the	US	persuaded	the
Iranian	government	 to	 sign	contracts	with	 three	big	American	companies,	Morrison	Knudsen
Corporation,	Standard	Oil	(founded	by	John	D.	Rockefeller),	and	Orsies	Consultants.	In	a	very



short	time	the	amount	of	goods	imported	from	US	to	Iran	was	20	times	more	than	Iran’s	exports
to	America.	Most	of	the	imports	included	goods	that	were	already	manufactured	by	small	firms
in	 Iran	 thus	 driving	 them	 to	 bankruptcy.	 The	 project	 included	 the	 employment	 of	 American
specialists	and	economic	consultants	 in	almost	all	 the	sectors	of	 Iran,	 including	 industry	and
mines,	 building	 construction,	 roads,	 communications,	 railroads,	 agriculture,	 electricity,
irrigation	and	finance.

Part	of	 the	financial	support	 through	 the	Point	Four	Project	was	allocated	 to	 individuals,
including	 the	 Shah’s	 immediate	 and	 extended	 family.	 The	 long	 list	 of	 beneficiaries	 also
included	 the	wife	of	 the	American	Ambassador	 to	 Iran,	 the	CIA	Chief,	 the	publisher	of	Life
Line	Magazine,	 the	British	Navy	Commander	 in	 the	Middle	East	and	David	Rockefeller.	As
part	of	the	Point	Four	Project,	in	a	nationwide	project	with	the	Ministry	of	Agriculture,	Karaj
Agriculture	College	started	planting	vegetables	like	artichokes,	leeks	and	asparagus	instead	of
essential	 crops	 like	 wheat,	 barley	 and	 rice.	 Almost	 all	 of	 these	 vegetables	 were	 shipped
abroad	except	for	the	very	small	amount	which	was	left	to	be	consumed	by	people	like	me.	It	is
not	 fair	 if	 I	 give	 the	 impression	 that	 my	 father’s	 trip	 to	 Paris	 to	 get	 his	 Ph.D.	 was	 a	 total
disaster	for	us	and	had	no	positive	outcome	whatsoever.	In	fact	my	father	served	his	college
and	our	country	with	best	intensions	and	to	his	full	capacity.	During	his	career	he	wrote	over
ten	books	about	his	work	and	discovered	over	twenty	crop	diseases.	What	is	questionable	is
what	students	like	him	who	were	sent	to	study	abroad	gained	and	brought	home	in	addition	to
their	 degrees,	 i.e.,	 a	 reformed	 captive	 mind	 that	 believed	 everything	 of	 importance	 only
originated	in	the	place	where	they	had	studied,	leaving	them	estranged	from	their	own	culture,
history	and	roots.

Act	Four

One	of	my	biggest	dreams	was	to	become	a	civil	engineer,	even	though	I	did	not	know	much
about	what	 being	 a	 civil	 engineer	meant.	 The	 only	 engineering	work	 I	 did	 before	 I	 entered
engineering	 school	 was	 to	 rebuild	 a	 broken	motorcycle	 in	 our	 yard	 which	 I	 used	 to	 travel
around	the	world.	It	took	me	a	long	time	and	a	very	hard	and	tough	struggle	to	become	a	civil
engineer.	 After	 I	 studied	 physics	 in	 Iran,	 I	 went	 to	 the	 US	 to	 continue	 my	 studies	 in	 civil
engineering.	I	got	an	M.Sc.	degree	in	civil	engineering	with	a	structures	major.	Later	on,	after
10	years	teaching	at	the	Engineering	College	of	Mazandaran	University	in	the	north	of	Iran,	 I
was	 granted	 a	 full	 scholarship	 and	 about	 30	 years	 after	 seeing	my	 father	 off	 to	 study	 at	 the
Sorbonne,	I	was	off	to	Ottawa	Canada	to	do	my	Ph.D.	in	civil	engineering.	Unlike	my	father	I
was	accompanied	by	my	wife	and	three	sons.	My	wife	came	along	to	do	her	Ph.D.	in	second
language	education	at	the	same	university	at	the	same	time.

After	 the	 revolution	 the	 government	 decided	 to	 encourage	 the	 rapid	 growth	 of	 the
universities	and	to	compensate	for	the	loss	of	a	good	number	of	staff	to	Western	countries.	The
policy	of	allocating	full	scholarships	to	carefully	selected	individuals	to	further	their	studies	in
Western	universities	was	pursued	for	about	a	decade.	The	US,	Canada	and	Britain	were	on	top
of	 the	 list	 for	 sending	 students	 for	 overseas	 studies.	 Now	 after	 attaining	 my	 Ph.D.	 in	 civil
engineering	 and	 teaching	 for	 more	 than	 16	 years	 I	 wonder	 how	 I	 thought	 I	 would	 be	 ‘a
somebody’	 if	 I	 become	 a	 civil	 engineer.	 Could	 I	 not	 have	 been	 a	 better	 person	 if	 I	 was	 a



chemist,	a	physicist,	an	educator,	or	an	artist	or	even	a	carpenter?

Act	Five

After	 six	 years	 of	 hard	work	 in	Canada	 at	 the	 age	of	 45	 I	 finally	 received	 a	Ph.D.	 in	Civil
Engineering	and	came	back	to	Iran.	Thirty-five	years	after	my	father	came	back	from	Paris,	we
had	the	same	sort	of	gathering	in	my	sister’s	home	where	we	all	stayed	after	my	return,	but	this
time	I	had	nothing	new	to	offer	as	my	father	did.	Thank	God	Iranians	were	‘well	developed’
and	many	of	them	had	already	experienced	more	than	one	trip	to	the	so-called	first	world.	They
had	at	 least	visited	 the	 shopping	malls	 a	 few	 times.	Swiss	and	Belgian	chocolates	were	not
tempting	 anymore	 and	 instant	 coffee	 had	 long	 been	 replaced	 by	 original	 Brazilian	 and
Columbian	 coffee.	 My	 relatives	 and	 friends	 were	 no	 strangers	 to	 European,	 Canadian	 or
American	lifestyles.	This	Western	lifestyle	was	and	is	still	aired	on	TV	channels	from	US	and
Europe	 free	of	 charge	not	 only	 to	 the	big	 cities	 but	 also	 to	 the	most	 remote	villages	 in	 Iran
where	you	can	hardly	find	safe	drinking	water.

I	 did	 not	 wear	 a	 Chapeau	 hat	 but	 I	 was	 doing	 other	 things	 that	 my	 family	 and	 friends
noticed,	which	showed	that	I	had	changed.	My	way	of	reasoning,	my	arguments	and	the	way	I
talked	 about	 social	 issues	 seemed	 different.	 It	 is	 natural	 that	 by	 staying	 a	 long	 time	 in	 a
different	 country	 one	 is	 automatically	 influenced	 by	 the	 culture	 of	 that	 country.	 I	 think	 the
government	 did	 not	 spend	 enough	 time	 thinking	 about	 the	 effect	 education	 in	 a	 Western
university	would	have	on	the	students	and	their	families.	Perhaps	the	most	important	influence
this	had	was	to	develop	a	close	dependence	towards	the	university	and	the	host	country	as	if	it
was	 their	own	motherland.	The	clean	and	beautiful	appearance	of	 the	people	and	places	we
were	exposed	to	abroad	were	very	attractive	for	many	of	us.	But	 this	glossy	cover	made	the
negative	side	of	their	societies	invisible.

Act	Six

I	 taught	 various	 civil	 engineering	 courses	 at	 the	 university	 to	 undergraduate	 and	 graduate
students	and	also	supervised	some	masters	students	for	their	theses.	I	loved	working	and	living
with	my	students.	My	classes	were	vibrant	and	exciting	and	I	did	not	allow	my	students	to	get
bored	simply	by	using	a	little	bit	of	common	sense	while	I	was	teaching.	I	would	also	involve
students	in	the	learning	process.	I	showed	my	students	that	grades	were	not	important	to	me	and
showed	 them	 I	 was	 ready	 to	 use	 the	 grading	 to	 their	 advantage	 to	 pave	 the	 way	 for	 their
learning.	So	in	the	beginning	of	the	class	they	were	assured	that	they	would	all	pass	the	course,
the	only	requirement	being	that	they	show	me	they	were	willing	to	learn.	As	for	evaluations,	I
would	 leave	 the	 students	 unsupervised	 and	 tell	 one	 of	 them	 to	 collect	 the	 papers	 after	 they
were	done	and	bring	them	to	my	office.	I	asked	only	that	they	rely	on	themselves	and	their	own
knowledge	and	not	seek	help	from	other	students.

After	 one	 year,	 I	 was	 also	 nominated	 for	 a	 new	 responsibility	 as	 the	 Dean	 of	 the
Engineering	School.	As	the	dean	of	the	college	of	2,500	students,	I	was	involved	with	different
student	 groups.	 School	 deans	 before	 me	 would	 only	 support	 student	 activities	 initiated	 or
supported	by	a	handful	of	legitimate	groups.	I	broke	that	unwritten	rule	and	announced	that	the
school	would	support	all	groups	or	individuals	that	came	up	with	a	good	proposal	for	any	kind



of	school	activity.	This	collective	involvement	of	all	the	students	resulted	in	a	high	degree	of
creativity	among	the	students.	The	whole	school	became	a	lively	environment	where	everyone
belonged	to	the	larger	family	of	school	and	no	one	was	excluded.	I	used	to	eat	with	students	in
their	restaurant	instead	of	the	special	restaurant	for	staff	which	had	better	and	more	expensive
food.	During	my	term	as	a	dean	of	the	school,	we	did	not	have	even	one	instance	of	the	usual
student	 riots.	 The	 students	 were	 part	 and	 parcel	 of	 the	 management	 themselves	 and	 if	 they
wanted	to	complain	to	someone	they	had	to	complain	to	themselves	too.	I	really	loved	my	work
and	 felt	 young	 living	 among	 young	 energetic	 students.	All	 they	wanted	was	 respect	 and	 the
feeling	of	being	noticed	by	the	college	authorities.

Sometimes	I	went	to	the	teachers’	cafeteria	for	snacks	or	lunch	to	show	that	I	was	also	part
of	them	and	belonged	to	their	groups	too.	To	be	truthful	I	did	not	enjoy	being	there	since	I	did
not	 enjoy	 talking	 about	 profiting	 in	 business	 or	 making	 big	 deals	 through	 construction.	 I
preferred	 talking	 about	 our	 experiences	 in	 our	 classes	 and	 some	 of	 the	 meaningful	 things
happening	in	our	lives.	Unfortunately	most	of	my	colleagues	were	too	busy	buying	cell	phones
or	paying	the	down	payments	for	cars	to	be	able	to	sell	them	later	for	a	profit.	I	was	not	really
welcomed	due	to	my	strange	and	different	behaviour	in	the	school,	the	class	and	cafeteria.	My
argument	was	that	we	were	responsible	for	young	students.	The	jealousy	of	my	colleagues	and
their	behaviour	towards	me	was	getting	worse	every	day.	I	believed	in	fostering	the	social	and
academic	life	in	the	college	but	my	colleagues	did	not.	They	were	almost	all	united	in	stopping
me	from	what	I	was	doing	and	their	negative	reactions	consumed	a	lot	of	my	time	and	energy.	I
resigned	as	the	school	dean	making	many	students	unhappy	but	making	a	lot	of	my	colleagues
happy.	I	tried	to	continue	my	job	with	less	friction.

Act	Seven

The	whole	family	left	for	Tehran	and	I	commuted	back	and	forth	to	Babol	once	a	week	staying
overnight,	teaching	and	driving	back	home.	Two	years	of	long	drives	followed	by	standing	in
my	classes	for	almost	nine	hours	a	day	resulted	in	a	spinal	problem	that	forced	me	to	stay	home
for	over	two	months.	Even	though	dealing	with	my	back	problem	was	difficult	and	involved	a
lot	 of	 pain,	 it	 also	 had	 a	 positive	 side.	 I	 decided	 to	 do	 something	worthwhile.	 I	 bought	 the
whole	six-volume	series	of	Rumi’s	poetry	and	read	them	all	in	my	days	in	bed.	This	was	how	I
became	 familiar	with	 the	wealth	 of	Rumi’s	writing.	Eventually	 the	 back	pain	 and	what	was
happening	in	college	made	me	resign	and	I	left	the	school	for	good.	This	decision	allowed	me
the	time	to	do	all	I	wanted	to	do	in	Tehran.	I	had	two	jobs.	One	was	a	construction	job	which
made	me	bankrupt.	In	fact	I	lost	money	on	every	project	I	got	involved	with	and	I	soon	found
out	that	I	was	not	meant	for	this	kind	of	job.	I	am	still	paying	for	my	loss	during	those	days	and
will	be	paying	for	the	next	four	years.

I	 also	 served	 as	 an	 educational	 consultant	 along	 with	 my	 wife	 at	 Rouzbeh	 Educational
Institute,	 one	 of	 the	 so-called	 leading	 schools	 in	 Tehran.	 We	 developed	 vastly	 different
teaching	and	 learning	methods	and	materials	during	our	10	year	 stay.	The	school	had	eleven
hours	of	Persian	literature	during	the	week	and	we	took	four	hours	of	that	to	teach	our	system
besides	 the	 compulsory	 nationwide	 programme	 prescribed	 by	 the	 Ministry	 of	 Education.
Reading	Rumi's	books	gave	us	an	idea	about	what	to	teach.	We	chose	some	of	the	well-known



stories	of	Rumi	and	also	stories	from	Ferdowsi	and	Sa’di.	Class	teachers	were	consulted	and
teaching	 instructions	 were	 prepared	 for	 them	 to	 teach	 Farsi	 to	 these	 students	 through	 short
stories.	The	children	were	divided	into	groups	of	five	and	they	would	enjoy	reciting	and	acting
out	the	stories	in	small	performances.	They	would	also	write	a	short	note	about	how	they	had
perceived	 each	 story	 and	 would	 present	 their	 notes	 with	 drawings	 to	 their	 friends.	 Other
students	would	be	 involved	 in	 class	discussion	on	 those	writings.	We	practiced	 this	 type	of
teaching	 for	 about	 three	years	 but	 then,	without	 prior	 notice,	 school	 officials	 decided	not	 to
continue	 this	 kind	 of	 teaching	 anymore.	 The	 families	 of	 the	 students	 were	 happy	 with	 the
performance	of	students	and	were	in	favour	of	using	those	stories	but	the	school	officials	were
not.	They	claimed	that	by	following	our	methods,	teachers	were	not	capable	of	conducting	the
classes	effectively.

Act	Eight

Now	that	we	had	time,	we	opened	a	language	learning	institute	and	invested	all	our	money	to
register,	 rent	a	place	and	 run	 the	 institute.	We	catered	 to	a	variety	of	groups.	The	 first	were
students	 of	 all	 ages	 who	 studied	 together	 at	 our	 small	 gatherings.	 These	 students	 included
elementary	 and	 high	 school	 students,	 university	 students,	 housewives	 and	 other	 people.	 The
second	were	employees	from	different	ministries	who	needed	to	improve	their	knowledge	of
English	to	help	them	with	their	jobs.	The	third	were	students	of	Tehran	University	of	Medical
Sciences,	many	of	whom	passed	their	compulsory	English	courses	in	the	first	two	years	itself
based	on	our	system	of	teaching.

We	also	had	contracts	for	teaching	English	at	three	elementary	schools.	There	was	a	time
when	we	had	over	1,000	students	registered	with	us.	But	even	at	the	time	when	the	number	of
registrations	 were	 at	 their	 peak,	 we	 had	 a	 lot	 of	 resistance	 and	 complaints	 from	 everyone
including	 students	 themselves,	 families,	 etc.,	 challenging	what	we	were	 doing.	Our	 teaching
was	based	on	more	than	20	years	of	practical	experience	gained	by	my	wife.	The	environment
of	our	institute	was	homely	and	friendly.	All	the	children	loved	to	come	to	the	institute.	Finally
we	lost	our	premises	since	the	owner	decided	to	sell	the	place,	and	lost	many	of	our	college
students	due	to	the	change	of	authorities.

Act	Nine

At	 Rouzbeh,	 we	 also	 started	 to	 teach	 English	 to	 primary	 school	 children.	 Reading	 Rumi’s
books	gave	me	an	idea	for	designing	our	own	English	books.	Why	should	we	care	about	 the
lifestyle	of	a	Hollywood	actress	or	the	amount	of	fabric	used	to	make	curtains	for	the	Queen	of
England’s	castle,	as	part	of	our	English	learning	content?	I	preferred	to	use	tales	by	Rumi,	like
‘The	 three	 fish	 in	 the	 pond,’	 ‘The	 parrot	 and	 the	 merchant,’	 and	 ‘The	 parrot	 and	 the	 store
keeper,’	 as	well	 as	 stories	 from	Sa’di	 and	Ferdowsi.	 I	 decided	 to	 also	use	 tales	 from	other
nations	including	tales	from	India	like	‘All	for	a	Pansa,’	‘The	merchant,’	‘The	tiger	and	the	six
judges,’	 and	 ‘Educating	 a	 bird’;	 tales	 from	Afghanistan	 like	 ‘The	 silver	 on	 the	 heart,’	 ‘The
empty	 pot,’	 and	 ‘The	 old	 man	 and	 the	 golden	 fish’;	 tales	 from	 China	 like	 ‘Weighing	 the
elephant’;	 the	stories	by	Hans	Christian	Andersen;	 folk	 tales	 from	Egypt;	 tales	 from	Finland;
from	 Germany,	 Greece,	 and	 even	 ‘The	 little	 boy	 and	 girl	 in	 the	 clouds’	 from	 America.	 I



decided	to	make	it	possible	for	children	to	know	other	cultures	through	these	stories.
We	designed	four	books,	Ant	and	the	Elephant,	Talking	Words	Worlds,	On	the	Road	Again

and	 Secrets	 of	 the	 Turtle.	 These	 books	 were	 filled	 with	 colourful	 pictures	 and	 beautiful
stories.	This	time	the	complaint	was	that	the	text	was	very	difficult	and	not	suitable	for	small
children.	We	revised	the	text	every	year	but	the	authorities	were	still	not	satisfied.	We	argued
that	the	students	are	not	required	to	read	the	whole	text	and	teachers	would	teach	different	parts
according	to	the	students’	readiness	to	learn.	No	matter	how	many	times	we	edited	the	books,
we	were	not	still	able	to	satisfy	the	school	officials	and	the	families	of	the	children.	We	lost
our	schools	one	by	one,	and	this	was	the	last	year	of	our	English	classes	at	Rouzbeh.	When	the
school	decided	not	to	support	us	any	longer,	we	finally	gave	up.

Act	Ten

I	had	left	the	university	and	was	out	of	the	university	workforce	for	over	five	years.	Normally
if	you	do	not	show	up	at	your	workplace	for	more	than	three	months	you	would	be	dismissed
for	good.	But	I	do	not	know	why	they	did	not	bother	to	consider	my	case	even	after	more	than
five	years	of	absence.	This	meant	I	was	still	a	university	employee	without	work	and	pay.	One
afternoon	when	I	was	walking	in	a	narrow	street	in	northern	Tehran	my	cell	phone	rang.	It	was
an	old	friend	from	my	Ph.D.	years	in	Ottawa.	He	was	recently	elected	as	the	deputy	of	research
for	the	Ministry	of	Science,	Research	and	Technology.	He	offered	me	a	job	as	the	President	of
the	Center	for	International	Scientific	Studies	and	Collaboration	(CISSC).	I	refused	to	accept
the	offer	for	a	couple	of	reasons.	One	reason	was	that	I	was	really	busy	managing	the	institute
at	the	time.	My	second	reason	for	not	accepting	was	that	I	did	not	think	I	was	eligible	for	that
job	 as	 I	 lacked	 the	 proper	 experience.	We	 talked	 over	 the	 phone	 for	 one	 hour.	 He	 did	 not
accept	my	excuses	and	told	me	he	was	the	one	who	had	to	determine	if	I	was	eligible	for	the
job.	I	finally	decided	to	go	to	his	office	the	next	day	and	continue	our	discussion.

The	next	day	when	I	went	to	see	my	friend	to	continue	the	discussion	about	the	job	offer,	he
told	me	 that	 he	would	 recommend	 that	 the	 university	 take	me	 back	 and	 then	 transfer	me	 to
Tehran	to	assume	the	new	responsibility.	In	those	days	I	could	not	even	imagine	that	 this	job
would	change	the	course	of	my	life	so	drastically.	Getting	to	know	Munir	Fasheh	and	inviting
him	 to	 come	 to	 Tehran	 a	 couple	 of	 times	 and	 being	 introduced	 to	 people	 in	 the	 Learning
Societies	Conference	became	possible	just	because	of	the	job	offer.	Munir	Fasheh	introduced
me	 to	many	of	 the	people	 I	 am	now	working	with.	 I	met	many	people	 at	 the	2007	Learning
Societies	Conference	in	Tehran.	That	led	to	the	Academic	Imperialism	Conference	in	Tehran	in
July	2010.	Later	on,	I	met	many	others	in	the	2010	meeting	in	Penang	on	Resisting	Hegemony,
and	 the	 Mysteries	 of	 Knowledge	 in	 May	 2011	 in	 Tehran.	 Now	 I	 am	 here	 attending	 the
Decolonising	Our	Universities	Conference	only	because	I	accepted	the	offer	to	be	President	of
the	CISSC.	All	of	these	drastic	changes	and	the	opportunities	that	followed	allowed	me	to	meet
people	 from	 around	 the	 world	 and	 learning	 from	 their	 vast	 experiences	 about	 our	 common
pains	was	just	because	of	one	simple	yes	on	that	special	morning.

Act	Eleven

This	was	 not	 all	 I	 accomplished	 by	 accepting	 this	 job.	 I	was	 able	 to	 get	 involved	 in	many



meetings	regarding	higher	education,	Islamisation	of	our	universities,	rewriting	social	science
syllabi,	 applying	 new	models	 of	 development	 based	 on	 Islamic	 beliefs,	 etc.	 It	 was	 through
these	meetings	and	the	meetings	I	had	with	people	named	above	that	I	could	see	the	extent	of
hegemony	 that	 has	 taken	 place	 in	 our	 societies	 in	 the	 past	 decades.	 I	 see	 the	 depth	 of	 this
hegemony	in	our	academia	and	every	aspect	of	our	life.	I	see	its	influence	in	our	management
including	the	high	ranking	management	of	the	country,	in	the	decisions	that	are	being	made,	the
programmes,	plans	and	projects	that	are	being	designed,	introduced	and	implemented	at	every
level	of	society.	I	see	the	depth	of	the	effects	that	the	West	has	had	on	us.	Like	the	time	that	our
kings	 were	 busy	 enjoying	 their	 sightseeing	 in	 Europe;	 like	 the	 days	 that	 our	 people	 were
sleeping	while	the	West	was	trying	hard	to	advance;	like	the	time	we	were	busy	with	shallow
disputes	around	the	country	while	the	West	and	the	‘East’	were	robbing	all	we	had.	We	are	still
under	 the	 yoke	 of	 severe	 hegemony.	 The	 irony	 is	 comparable	 to	 the	 British	 using	 Indian
soldiers	to	suppress	Indian	people,	the	West	is	now	using	our	own	people	to	colonise	us.	We,
Western-educated	 university	 employees	 and	 intellectuals,	 are	 their	 soldiers	 to	 implement
anything	they	wish,	freely	and	with	pride.

I	do	not	want	to	blame	the	West	for	what	is	going	on	in	our	education	and	higher	education.
What	is	going	on	is	the	result	of	our	own	system	of	thinking.	When	I	studied	in	the	West	I	was
not	only	being	taught	modern	science,	but	also	my	way	of	thinking	and	arguing	and	perceiving
the	world	was	being	restructured.	And	I	hardly	realised	the	intensity	of	this	deception.	Britain
and	Russia	invaded	my	country	against	our	will	by	force	and	later,	Americans	took	control	of
our	destiny	 through	economic	packages.	The	British	and	Americans	changed	our	kings	either
peacefully	or	through	coups.	It	was	not	very	hard	to	see	what	was	happening	and	how	we	were
robbed	of	 everything	we	had.	The	 story	 is	different	now.	We	still	 have	a	very	difficult	 time
trying	to	convince	our	own	people	that	their	minds	are	captive	minds	and	people	still	strongly
resist	any	change.	Those	who	have	realised	what	 is	going	on	and	are	 trying	 to	change	 things
face	two	major	hurdles:	firstly,	the	method	that	they	want	to	use	is	again	patterned	on	what	we
have	learned	in	the	West,	and	secondly,	while	we	are	moving	very	slowly	in	this	direction,	the
West	is	advancing	with	giant	steps,	worsening	the	problem	further.

Act	Twelve

Our	old	noble	system	of	education	in	Hozeh	which	successfully	nurtured	great	philosophers	for
more	than	a	thousand	years	is	now	gradually	changing	to	the	modern	system	of	education	of	the
sort	that	is	imparted	by	our	universities.	It	has	been	a	very	long	time	since	we	had	great	men
like	Ibn	Sina,	Rumi,	Sa’di,	Hafez,	Mollasadra	and	the	like.	Even	the	most	famous	institutes	in
Qom	 run	 by	 very	 knowledgeable	 outspoken	 people	who	 criticise	 the	West	 for	 its	 academic
hegemony,	are	running	their	schools	the	same	way	as	the	West	is	doing.	Only	the	courses	are
changed	and	instead	of	Western	philosophy,	Islamic	philosophy	is	being	taught	but	the	method
is	the	same,	the	grading	is	the	same,	the	exams	are	the	same	and	there	is	hardly	any	sign	of	any
critical	thinking.

Curriculum	change	is	needed	but	it	is	not	enough.	Our	minds	and	brains	need	an	overhaul.
Lubricating	the	joints	will	ease	them	but	will	not	result	in	any	appreciable	outcome.	We	need
to	change	our	way	of	 seeing	 things.	We	are	 still	 confined	by	our	prejudiced	beliefs.	We	are



trying	to	make	changes	but	we	do	not	know	of	any	method	but	the	methods	we	have	learned	in
the	Western	 universities.	We	 do	 not	 seem	 to	 have	 enough	 time	 to	work	 on	 the	 problems	 by
taking	advantage	of	independent	research	using	methods	designed	by	ourselves.	The	might	of
the	 opposing	body	 is	 heavy	on	our	 imagination.	They	 are	 constantly	working	 and	 expanding
their	power.	To	deal	with	that,	we	need	to	build	up	a	very	strong	community.	The	strength	of	all
who	 have	 the	 same	 pain	 from	 all	 around	 the	 world	 should	 be	 mobilised.	 Our	 differences
should	be	accepted	and	we	should	work	on	our	common	causes	and	beliefs.	We	should	re-read
our	history	and	analyse	what	went	wrong	and	when.	It	is	time	for	today’s	young	generation	to
let	our	stories	come	together	to	tell	deeper	and	richer	stories	that	will	run	as	a	gushing	river	in
the	lives	of	our	grandchildren.



NCHETAKA!	LET	THE	KITE	HAWK	HAVE	ITS	PERCH
Akomolafe	Adebayo	Clement

Lecturer,	Covenant	University,	Nigeria

Like	a	red-faced	itch,	which	we	have	scratched,	and	which	has	stubbornly	refused	to	go	away,
we	are	now	witnessing	a	growing	consciousness	around	the	world	–	a	‘global’	reassessment	of
our	previously	cherished	social	givens	and	a	 reconfiguration	of	 identities	 inherited	 from	our
colonial	past	and	present.	Once,	eurocentrism,	 so	pervasive	and	unnoticed	as	 to	be	 taken	as
‘common	 sense’	 (Shohat	 and	 Stam,	 1997),	 flourished	 in	 its	 invisibility	 and	 anonymity,
exercising	a	range	of	 influences	 that	comfortably	 transcended	the	geographical	boundaries	of
its	 heartland,	 shaping	 a	world	 system	 in	 its	 image,	 silencing	 arguments	 to	 the	 contrary,	 and
expelling	non-Western	indigenous	existences	to	the	peripheries	of	importance.	Today,	the	most
damaging	responses	levelled	against	the	totalising	paradigm	of	Western	enlightenment	(or	the
Western	 ‘sociology	 of	 ideas,’	Mlambo,	 2006)	 and	 its	 corollaries	 have	 served	 to	 expose	 the
situatedness	of	its	thrust	and	its	pretensions	to	subsuming	universality.

In	 a	 sense,	 the	 subconscious	 notion	 that	 the	West	 is	 the	 centre	 of	 human	 experience,	 the
epitome	of	knowledge	and	the	pinnacle	of	all	possible	cultural	aspirations,	from	which	other
cultures	are	unfortunate	deviations	 in	need	of	saving	and	by	which	all	value	must	be	 judged,
has	 now	 been	 brought	 in	 all	 its	 writhing	 ugliness	 to	 conscious	 light.	 The	 literature	 base	 is
replete	 with	 critiques	 of,	 and	 countercurrents	 resisting,	 eurocentricism	 hidden	 in	 the	 social
sciences.	 To	 the	 detriment	 of	 African	 social	 systems	 and	 locally	 valued	 memories	 and
narratives	of	forged	togetherness,	Eurocentric	thought	continues	to	serve	imperialist	purposes
and	perpetuate	inhibitions	on	our	imaginations	and	subjectivities.	The	once	isolated	voices	of
dissent,	now	gradually	climbing	into	the	chorused	crescendo	of	a	paradigm	shift,	are	emanating
from	 African	 universities	 and	 their	 counterparts	 in	 the	 so-termed	 Global	 South	 –	 thus
problematising	the	normativity	of	our	lived	experiences	and	strengthening	the	call	for	a	balance
of	sort.

The	 remarks	 of	 an	 Igbo	 character	 in	 (arguably)	Africa’s	most	 prestigious	 novel,	Things
Fall	Apart	will	set	 the	 tone	for	my	gift	of	 thoughts	and	words	–	which	I	am	most	pleased	to
offer,	in	return	for	the	privilege	to	speak	afforded	me	by	the	organisers	of	this	volume.	In	the
third	 chapter	 of	Chinua	Achebe’s	most	 popular	work	 of	 art,	 the	 tragic	 hero,	Okonkwo,	who
will	 later	 on	 straddle	 the	 receding	 lines	 between	 a	way	of	 life	 he	 has	 always	 known	 and	 a
cultural	invasion	of	white-skinned	men,	visits	a	respected	elder	who	is	rich	in	yams	and	mirth.
In	 the	 guileless	manner	 by	which	 the	 celebrated	 author	 contrives	 the	 English	 language,	 and
communicates	the	rich	texture	of	Igbo	life,	Achebe	writes:

There	was	a	wealthy	man	in	Okonkwo’s	village	who	had	three	huge	barns,	nine	wives	and	thirty	children.	His
name	was	Nwakibie	and	he	had	taken	the	highest	but	one	title	which	a	man	could	take	in	the	clan.	It	was	for	this
man	that	Okonkwo	worked	to	earn	his	first	seed	yams.	He	took	a	pot	of	palm-wine	and	a	cock	to	Nwakibie.	Two
elderly	neighbours	were	sent	for,	and	Nwakibie’s	two	grown-up	sons	were	also	present	in	his	obi.	He	presented	a
kola	nut	and	an	alligator	pepper,	which	were	passed	round	for	all	to	see	and	then	returned	to	him.	He	broke	the	nut
saying:	‘We	shall	all	live.	We	pray	for	life,	children,	a	good	harvest	and	happiness.	You	will	have	what	is	good	for
you	and	I	will	have	what	is	good	for	me.	Let	the	kite	perch	and	let	the	eagle	perch	too.	If	one	says	no	to	the	other,
let	his	wing	break.



The	proverb	about	the	kite	and	the	eagle	is	perhaps	the	most	popular	in	Igbo-land.	Though	I
have	 been	 informed	 that	 it	 is	 no	 longer	 said	 the	 way	 Achebe	 used	 it,	 the	 message	 and
sentiments	it	expresses,	I	think,	are	largely	unchanged:	a	recognition	that	there	is	more	than	one
side	 to	 a	 story,	 an	 awareness	 of	 cultural	 relativism	 and	 a	 call	 for	 balance	 to	 support	 our
differences.	The	proverb	of	 the	kite	and	 the	eagle	 (and	 their	 respective	perches)	 is	 the	stern
finger	 rebuking	 Eurocentric’s	 intolerance	 of	 the	 Other;	 its	 operational	 suitability	 lies	 in	 its
innate	 ability	 to	 redeem	 and	 problematise	 the	 ‘heresy	 of	 difference’	 and	 the	 ‘taboo	 of	 a
response,’	which,	I	reckon,	summarily	comprise	the	‘evil’	Western	ideals	try	to	expel	from	the
world.

What	 is	needed	 today	 is	 the	courage	 to	 reaffirm	our	 stories,	 challenge	 the	universalising
creeds	of	 the	 ‘West,’	 assert	 the	 legitimacy	of	political	 collectivities	beyond	 institutions,	 and
reimagine	our	identities.	It	is	important	to	restate	that	the	influences	of	psychology	(alongside
the	 institutions	 the	 discipline	 engenders)	 on	African	 subjectivities	 have	 done	 the	 damage	 of
fragmenting	 our	 identities	 in	 ways	 that	 leave	 us	 without	 supporting	 fields	 in	which	we	 can
grow	and	flourish	as	members	of	community.	We	are	like	Achebe’s	Okonkwo	–	caught	between
the	‘rightness’	of	our	lived	experiences	and	the	lawfulness	of	encroaching	lords.	In	this	 tense
middle	of	colonial	silence,	we	have	practiced	the	world-views	of	strangers	and	forgotten	those
memories	that	engendered	togetherness.

Like	any	other	concept,	‘decolonisation’	is	an	essentially	contested	idea	–	the	meaning	of
which	 we	might	 do	 well	 to	 debate	 today.	 In	 my	 opinion	 a	 call	 to	 a	 romantic	 African	 past
conveniently	hides	the	very	troubling	realities	of	our	own	histories,	demonises	the	West,	and
assumes	 culture	 is	 an	 objective	 reality,	 instead	 of	 a	 discursive	 flux.	 Thus,	 I	 submit	 that
decolonisation	for	us	today	is	best	understood	as	the	freedom	to	engage	each	other	in	dialogue
and	controversy,	the	‘right’	to	enter	into	the	relational	matrixes	that	create	myths	by	which	we
live	–	not	the	myopic	quest	for	past	identities	or	lost	cultures.	Decolonisation	is	the	portal	by
which	we	might	freely	question	our	social	givens	and	converse	with	each	other	–	co-creating
new	spaces	as	we	go	along.

I	 thus	 offer	 a	 project	which	 I	 have	 called	Nchetaka.	The	name	 is	 derived	 from	 the	 Igbo
word	that	means	‘memory’	or	‘remembering.’	Without	much	difficulty	therefore,	the	name	is	a
pointer	 to	 the	 purpose	 of	 the	 initiative	 –	 healing	 our	 collective	memories	 by	 telling	 stories
together.

Nchetaka	is	a	radical	way	of	re-imagining	the	academic	praxis	of	psychology	that	borrows
from	the	philosophical	strands	of	social	constructivist	thought.	It	is	a	decentralised	community-
oriented	and	community-driven	process	of	storytelling	activities	designed	to	challenge/replace
the	hegemonic	superiority	of	institutionalised	psychology	and	bridge	the	divide	between	praxis
and	lived	experiences.	The	central	message	of	Nchetaka	is	rooted	in	the	ancient	traditions	of
the	griot,	considered	in	West	African	history	as	the	local	historian	who	served	as	a	repository
of	stories,	praise	and	music.	The	griot	got	around	villages,	provoking	discourse,	challenging
mind-sets	 and	 shaping	 subjectivities	 with	 his	 stories,	 which	 were	 oral	 traditions	 handed
through	generations.	The	proposed	project	is	based	on	the	idea	that	Western	psychology	is	one
of	 many	 stories	 about	 human	 identity	 and	 value	 being	 told,	 and	 that	 it	 is	 possible	 for	 our
subjectivities	 to	be	shaped	differently	and	 to	be	oriented	 in	ways	 that	are	not	harmful	 to	our
cherished	 life	 spaces.	 Mair	 (n.d.)	 deconstructs	 the	 notions	 of	 neutrality	 and	 objectivity



assumed	by	Western	psychology,	and	points	out	that	the	hegemonic	praxis	of	the	social	science
is	 just	as	discursive,	political	and	subjective	as	 those	marginalised	traditions	clamouring	for
recognition	at	the	fringes:

At	every	stage	of	psychological	work	we	tell	tales	of	what	we	are	up	to	and	what	we	suppose	we	have	found.	In
every	 telling	 of	 a	 psychological	 tale	 we	 have	 to	 speak	 in	 some	 way.	 As	 psychologists	 we	 usually	 choose	 the
conventions	of	psychological	story	 telling	 that	are	accepted	by	our	peers	and	which	are	sober	enough	 to	suggest
that	the	tale	is	not	just	some	quirky	expression	of	a	particular	person’s	concerns.

Our	implicit	belief	has	been	that	we	are	really	reporting	on	some	aspect	of	what	is	so,	rather	than	telling	stories
in	 particular,	 stylised,	 ways	 to	 meet	 the	 conventional	 dictates	 of	 our	 group.	We	 have	 been	 led	 to	 a	 position	 of
blindness,	supposing	that	psychological	science	is	chipping	away,	in	impersonal	and	unbiased	ways,	at	the	reality	of
things	and	events.	We	have	not	been	encouraged	to	suppose	that	we	are	choosing	to	tell	tales	in	particular	ways,
for	particular	ends,	and	for	the	approval	of	particular	audiences.

I	wish	to	suggest	just	this,	that	all	our	psychological	reporting	is	storytelling,	and	often	it	is	story	telling	of	very
limited,	stilted	and	impoverished	kinds.	We	do	not	tend	to	tell	our	tales	with	anything	like	the	imaginative	variety	we
might	yet	achieve.	We	seem	to	prefer	to	stay	close	to	the	rigid	conventions	that	our	local	and	recent	psychological
tribes	have	taught.

Thus,	it	is	possible	to	imagine	psychology	as	a	tradition	of	storytelling	that	has	carved	out
for	 itself	 typical	 goals	 and	 objectives	 in	 keeping	with	 the	 situated	 values	 of	 its	 heartland	 –
those	of	describing,	explaining,	predicting	and	controlling	behaviour.	 I	 think	 it	 is	possible	 to
conceive	of	the	African	storytellers	as	pre-colonial	shapers	of	our	subjectivities,	hence,	local
‘psychologists.’	Their	stories	recommended	ethical	constraints,	shaped	expectations,	governed
appetites,	 articulated	 aspirations	 as	 reified	 in	 the	 lives	 of	 storied	 characters,	 co-constructed
meaning	 with	 the	 listeners	 (who	 also	 became	 part	 of	 the	 creative	 process)	 and	 nurtured
community	 processes.	 Though	 the	 indigenous	 practice	 of	 storytelling	 today	 is	 almost	 fully
stifled	and	crippled	by	the	conveniences	afforded	by	the	capitalist	moment,	there	are	thrilling
signs	 of	 a	 growing	 response	 to	 the	 values	 of	 storytelling	 arenas	 evinced	 by	 the	 number	 of
networks	and	associations	dedicated	to	the	practice.

Nchetaka	 is	 therefore	 not	 a	 ‘new’	 submission;	 the	 idea	 is	 not	 ‘original’	 in	 the	 ways	 a
venture	capitalist	might	hope	for.	Indeed,	thanks	to	the	post-modern	challenge	and	critique	of
authorship,	I	can	say	without	blushing	that	the	idea	has	existed’	for	a	long	time.	However,	I	do
believe	 the	 configuration	 of	 storytelling	 and	 story-listening	 praxis	 offered	 here,	 and	 the
political	spaces	it	is	intended	to	fill,	reveal	some	divergence	from	current	options.

To	understand	Nchetaka,	 I	have	 included	a	set	of	key	statements	describing	 its	 thrust	and
underpinning	philosophies:

A	 resistance	 to	 the	 hegemony	 of	 Western	 psychology	 and	 psychotherapy:	 Nchetaka
borrows	its	raison	d’etre	from	the	post-structuralist	resistance	of	Eurocentric	psychology
and	 social	 sciences.	 The	 project	 is	 based	 on	 the	 critiques	 of	 the	 assumptions	 about
psychology.

A	movement	away	 from	 the	enclosures	of	 the	academy:	Nchetaka	 is	 a	vibrant,	 festive
departure	 from	 the	 lionised	modernist	 ideal	of	higher	education	–	and	a	 rebuttal	of	 the
claims	that	knowledge	production	is	limited	to	the	university	context	or	university	walls.

A	social	platform	for	the	spontaneous	flourishing	of	alternative	political	collectivities:



Nchetaka	is	a	social	platform	that	engages	‘ordinary’	people	in	ways	different	from	the
response	patterns	to	the	nation-state	we	collectively	call	‘citizenship.’	Nchetaka	provides
opportunities	 for	 the	 evolution	 of	 support	 systems	 and	 alternative	 communities	 which
shall	thrive	on	shared	stories	and	co-creative	moments.

The	 democratisation	 and	 decentring	 of	 knowledge	 production	 and	 dissemination:
Nchetaka	 turns	 ‘psychology’	 into	 a	 ‘community	 palaver’	 devoid	 of	 the	 kinds	 of
hierarchies	 that	 bedevil	 academic	 settings	 today.	 Expertise	 is	 democratised	 and
knowledge	is	decentred	from	a	few	privileged	ones.	‘Theory’	is	critiqued	as	end-product
of	research.

The	 valorisation	 of	 creative	 conversation	 and	 community:	 Nchetaka	 affirms	 the
harmony	 and	 beauty	 of	 conversation	 and	 derives	 from	 a	 discursive	 view	 of	 ‘reality.’
Nchetaka	 is	 especially	 a	 response	 to	 an	 articulation	 of	 the	 ‘African’	 world-view	 and
value	system,	which	supports	the	view	that	the	world	is	a	storied	place	sustained	by	our
conversations.

A	 celebration	 of	 difference,	 healing	 and	 we-ness:	 Nchetaka	 is	 an	 affirmation	 of	 the
deeply	Afrocentric	notion	of	collective	identity.

It	 is	 important	 to	 note	 that	 this	 initiative	 is	 still	 in	 its	 embryonic	 stages	 and	 needs	 further
development.	 An	 operational	 framework	 is	 being	 developed	 that	 shall	 allow	 participating
individuals	 to	 start	 storytelling	 circles	 or	 join	 others,	 publish	 their	 stories	 in	 ‘journals,’
contribute	 to	 the	 care	 and	 welfare	 of	 story-listening	 members,	 participate	 in	 storytelling
festivals	 of	music,	 dance	 and	 folklore,	 and	 enact	 new	 spaces	 in	 keeping	with	 their	 creative
energies.

A	personal	narrative

It	might	be	helpful	to	situate	my	offerings	in	a	reflexive	section.	Here,	I	offer	my	own	personal
trajectories	and	stories	to	come	to	some	form	of	closure	about	my	struggles	to	situate	myself	in
the	 past	 within	 what	 I	 now	 perceive	 as	 the	 structural	 irrelevance	 of	 the	 social	 sciences	 in
Africa.

I	 graduated	 summa	 cum	 laude	 from	 one	 of	 Nigeria’s	 prestigious	 private	 universities	 in
2006.	My	affinities	to	cerebral	exercises,	coupled	with	a	quixotic	search	for	better	worlds	and
a	passionate	desire	to	‘change	the	world,’	led	me	into	accepting	my	alma	mater’s	invitation	to
return	as	a	graduate	assistant	in	2007.

I	immediately	plunged	into	the	open	field	with	all	the	imagination	I	could	muster.	Being	a
rather	 restless	person,	 I	 freely	critiqued	some	of	 the	practices	available	at	 the	 time	–	one	of
which	 included	 (and	 still	 includes)	 the	 paradigm	 of	 positivism	 and	 its	 logical	 corollaries
(‘publish	or	perish,’	standardisation,	a	dearth	of	innovation,	and	the	growing	gaps	between	the
academy	and	industry).	My	restlessness	opened	doorways	to	multiple	trajectories	of	questions,
doubt,	 crises	 of	 confidence	 and	 self-reconfigurations.	 Concomitantly,	 I	 struggled	 with	 pre-
determined	class	outcomes	and	curricula	prepared	by	my	department.	Even	more	 intensely,	 I



struggled	with	scoring	tests	and	assigning	grades.	Eventually,	I	began	to	develop	strategies	to
evolve	pedagogical	spaces	in	keeping	with	my	evolving	values	and	sentiments	–	one	of	which
was	the	adoption	of	Socratic	circles	as	a	teaching	system.	Psychology	seemed	too	distant	from
their	 everyday	concerns	 and	 lived	experiences.	So	 I	 required	my	 ‘students’	 to	develop	 their
own	 curriculum	 themselves,	 and	 freely	 explored	 the	 university	 gardens	 as	 new	 spaces	 for
learning	in	the	stead	of	the	classrooms	which	were	growing	rather	‘small’	for	our	games.	Soon,
I	 began	 to	 engender	 a	 questioning	 of	 age-old	 identities	 by	 insisting	 that	 students	 give	 up	 on
calling	 me	 ‘sir’	 or	 ‘Mr’;	 I	 began	 each	 class	 by	 asking	 more	 questions	 and	 hardly	 gave
‘answers,’	telling	the	class	that	there	were	not	any	real	answers	in	the	world	outside	of	those
that	were	courageously	shaped.

Expectedly,	this	affinity	to	social	constructivist	thought	inspired	a	masters’	thesis	that	was
both	 against	 the	 grain	 and	 professionally	 suicidal.	 Instead	 of	 evoking	 yet	 another	 arm-chair
project,	 I	 developed	 a	 proposal	 to	 explore	 the	 subjective	 experiences	 of	 so-called	 mental
health	 ‘patients’	 in	 a	 Neuropsychiatric	 Hospital	 in	 Eastern	 Nigeria.	 I	 chose	 to	 employ	 a
grounded	 theory	 strategy	 in	 codifying	 narratives	 elicited	 from	 patients	 at	 the	 hospital.	 My
supervisors	 advised	 otherwise,	 insisting	 that	 it	 was	 never	 going	 to	 be	 accepted.	 Their
prophetic	acuity	was	only	matched	by	the	intensity	of	animosity	directed	against	my	work	when
it	was	time	to	defend	it.	My	submissions	were	not	even	considered;	I	had	violated	an	unwritten
rule	 about	 research	 in	 psychology:	 everyone	used	 statistics,	 no	 one	 told	 stories.	My	writing
style	and	approach	to	the	subject	were	considered	quirky,	too	subjective	since	I	wrote	with	an
active	voice,	and	‘mere	art.’	 I	 ‘escaped’	 relegation	by	a	whisker	–	but	with	my	sensibilities
intact	and	growing.

Months	 later,	 I	 wrote	 to	 university	 professors	 around	 the	 world	 and	 told	 about	 my
resistance	 to	 the	 paradigm	 of	 quantification.	 Encouraged	 by	 the	 sympathetic	 feedback	 I
received	from	many	recipients	of	my	initial	mail,	I	conceived	a	workshop	and	set	my	hand	to
the	computer	in	an	effort	to	develop	an	arena	that	brought	to	light	the	unwritten	rules	that	were
hindering	creativity	in	the	university	context.	I	hoped	this	event	would	provoke	discussion	and
help	 deconstruct	 the	 givens	 of	 research.	 I	 called	 it	 the	 Workshop	 on	 Alternative	 Research
Paradigms	 and	 Indigenous	 Knowledge	 Promotion	 (WARP	 2011),	 and	 then	 invited	 guest
speakers	 from	 the	UK,	Tanzania	and	Nigeria.	 I	mooted	 the	 idea	 to	my	department	and	 to	 the
kind	vice	chancellor	of	my	university,	who	excitedly	embraced	the	idea.	The	first	WARP	event
was	held	in	February	2011,	after	being	cancelled	the	first	time	months	earlier	because	one	of
the	guest	speakers	was	unable	to	get	a	visa.	The	event	was	a	triumphant	destabilisation	of	the
easy	dichotomies	dividing	the	old	and	young	academics,	the	experts	and	neonates	–	the	insiders
and	the	outsiders.

Nchetaka	 is	 a	 culmination	 of	 my	 internal	 struggles	 to	 heal	 my	 own	 fragmented	 self,	 to
navigate	my	chequered	identities	and	come	to	some	harmony	with	the	contradictions	hidden	in
my	 chosen	 ‘profession.’	 It	 arises	 from	 a	 social	 constructivist	 orientation	 and	 a	 bias	 for
indigenous	 methodologies.	 I	 believe	 we	 can	 engender	 new	 templates	 for	 reality	 and	 new
values	if	we	embrace	its	promise	which	I	have	weakly	articulated	in	this	presentation.

My	quests	for	new	worlds	have	led	me	to	create	two	reality	television	shows,	which	are
now	entering	into	the	production	stage;	my	output	is	increasingly	extra-academic.	Both	shows
capture	 the	 need	 to	 challenge	 the	 givenness	 of	 our	 lives	 and	 decolonise	 our	minds	 from	 the



strictures	of	the	past.
Though	 largely	 disaffected	 from	 the	 endless	 quest	 for	 certification	 that	 characterises	 the

academy,	I	am	now	pursuing	a	Ph.D.	in	clinical	psychology.
I	will	be	using	another	qualitative	method.

Concluding	reflections

In	 Achebe’s	 tragic	 story,	 Okonkwo,	 unable	 to	 bear	 the	 violation	 of	 his	 identity	 any	 longer,
commits	 suicide	 by	 hanging	 himself.	 His	 leg	 does	 not	 touch	 the	 ground;	 there,	 in	 the	 tense
‘between-ness’	of	Okonkwo’s	new	position	–	between	earth	and	sky	–	lies	the	real	tragedy	of
the	story.	The	metaphorical	strength	afforded	us	by	the	grimness	of	 the	scene,	 in	my	opinion,
alludes	to	the	colonial	moment,	when	each	man	is	stripped	from	his	firm	footing	on	the	earth
that	bore	him.	The	deep	cry	of	those	sympathetic	to	this	interpretation	may	thus	be:	‘Give	us	a
place	to	stand.’

I	 am	 however	 reluctant	 to	 believe	my	 submissions	 are	 the	 best	 articulation	 of	 what	 the
empty	space	left	by	academic	psychology	could	be	filled	with.	It	is	my	hope,	however,	that	the
hanging	corpse	of	Achebe’s	timeless	hero	will	provoke	a	plurality	of	creative	responses	to	the
moral	 dilemma	 of	 our	 time	 and,	 perhaps,	 the	 urgency	 of	 the	 moment:	 the	 need	 to	 redefine
ourselves	 away	 from	 the	 imperialist	 spaces	 of	 eurocentrism.	 It	 is	my	 hope	 that	 Okonkwo’s
corpse	will	for	a	long	time	to	be	a	prayer	African	peoples,	of	all	colours	and	creeds,	will	rise
to	utter	in	unison:	‘Let	the	kite	have	its	perch...’
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CONTRIBUTORS
Akomolafe	Adebayo	Clement

Bayo’s	 preoccupations	 with	 religious-inspired	 notions	 of	 universal	 Truth	 (with	 a	 capital	 ‘T’)	 as	 an	 undergraduate	 student	 in
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Paradigms	and	Indigenous	Knowledge	Promotion	2011	(which	had	Professor	Augustine	Nwoye	as	one	of	 the	speakers).	His
Ph.D.	work	stubbornly	focuses	on	the	traditional	mental	healing	praxis	in	an	Eastern	community	in	Nigeria.	Though	he	considers
himself	a	poet,	he	has	published	many	papers	(but	would	rather	prefer	 to	write	a	poem,	and	is	often	put	off	by	the	rigidity	of
academics),	 notable	 of	which	 are	 ‘Decolonizing	 education’,	 ‘Decolonizing	 healing’	 and	 ‘Participate	 to	 prosper,	 not	 publish	 or
perish.’	(Website:	www.enchantedjune.com,	http://koru-the-dream.socialgo.com/)
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Augustine	Nwoye,	Ph.D.,	is	Professor	of	Psychology	in	the	Department	of	Psychology	of	the	University	of	Dodoma,	Dodoma,
Tanzania,	East	Africa.	Before	 joining	the	University	of	Dodoma	in	2008,	he	has	had	a	 total	of	12	years	of	unbroken	teaching
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the	School	 of	Psychology	of	 the	University	 of	KwaZulu-Natal,	 South	Africa.	 In	 this	way,	Professor	Nwoye	has	 enormously
contributed	 to	 the	 growth	 and	 development	 of	 African	 Indigenous	 Psychological	 Healing	 Systems,	 thereby	 promoting,	 the
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Indian	Science,	Philosophy	and	Culture.	He	 received	 the	Telesio-Galilei	gold	medal	2010	 in	Hungary	 for	correcting	Einstein’s
mathematical	 mistake.	 His	 related	 book	 Time:	 Towards	 a	 Consistent	 Theory	 (Kluwer,	 1994)	 proposed	 a	 new	 ‘type’	 of
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papers	and	stories)	related	to	these	fields.	I	translated	one	volume	of	Imam	Sadegh	and	Sonies	Denominations	from	Arabic	to
Farsi.	URD	publication	will	publish	it	in	two	months.	Now	I	am	translating	a	book	about	the	aesthetic	of	Islamic	gardens.	Beside
that	I	wrote	a	novel,	some	short	stories	and	articles	about	Islamic	art	and	aesthetics.’

Manish	Jain

Manish	Jain	 (manish@swaraj.org)	has	served	 for	13	years	as	Coordinator-Co-Founder	of	Shikshantar:	The	Peoples’	 Institute
for	Rethinking	Education	and	Development	 (www.swaraj.org/shikshantar)	based	 in	Udaipur,	 India	 and	as	Chief	Editor	of	 the
journal,	Vimukt	 Shiksha	 (Liberating	 Education).	He	 is	 co-founder	 of	 Swaraj	University	 (www.swarajuniversity.org).	Manish
has	helped	catalyse	the	Udaipur	as	a	Learning	City	process	to	regenerate	the	learning	ecosystem	and	nurture	sustainable	living
and	swaraj.	He	also	coordinates	the	Learning	Societies	Translocal	Network	and	the	Swapathgami	Walkout-Walkout	Network.
He	has	edited	several	books	on	alternative	education	including:	Reclaiming	the	Gift	Culture,	Paths	of	Unlearning,	Unfolding
Learning	Societies,	Healing	Ourselves	from	the	Diploma	Disease,	Community	Media.	He	served	as	faculty	and	advisor	for
radical	experiments	in	social	entrepreneurship	to	Phoenix	International	Business	School	in	Udaipur.

Prior	to	this,	Manish	spent	two	years	in	France	working	as	one	of	the	principal	architects	of	the	UNESCO	Learning	without
Frontiers	global	initiative.	While	at	UNESCO,	he	worked	extensively	on	developing	a	conceptual	framework	for	moving	from	a
paradigm	 of	 schooling	 to	 self-organising	 learning	 communities.	 Manish	 has	 also	 worked	 as	 a	 consultant	 in	 the	 areas	 of
educational	planning,	policy	analysis,	research,	programme	design	and	media/technology	with	UNICEF,	USAID,	UNDP,	World
Bank,	World	Education,	Academy	for	Educational	Development,	and	Education	Development	Center	in	Africa,	Middle	East	and
the	 former	 Soviet	 Union.	 Manish	 also	 spent	 two	 years	 as	 an	 investment	 banker	 (mergers	 and	 acquisitions,	 and	 corporate
finance)	with	Morgan	Stanley	focusing	on	the	telecom	and	high	technology	sectors.	He	has	been	trying	to	unlearn	his	master’s
degree	 in	Education	 from	Harvard	University	 and	 a	B.A.	 (Magna	 cum	Laude)	 in	 economics,	 international	 development	 and
political	philosophy	from	Brown	University.	He	is	passionate	about	urban	organic	farming,	filmmaking	and	healthy	cooking.

Mohammad	Reza	Aghaya

Mohammad	 Reza	 Aghaya	 is	 from	 the	 University	 of	 Religions	 and	 Denominations	 (URD),	 Pardisan,	 Qom,	 Iran.	 Born	 in
Esfahan,	grew	up	in	Tehran	and	now	lives	in	Qom,	Iran.

In	October	2009,	URD’s	President	appointed	him	as	a	university	vice	president	for	student	and	cultural	affairs	and	also	at
the	same	time	director	of	the	communications	office.	URD	is	one	of	the	prestigious	Howzeh-based	non-for-profit	universities	in
Qom.	It	is	not	so	big	but	all	of	its	majors	are	at	graduate	level.	As	vice	president	of	this	university,	Aghaya	does	not	have	even	a
bachelor’s	degree.	Secondly,	those	who	occupy	this	position	are	invariably	also	members	of	the	faculty,	but	he	is	not.

Nevertheless	 he	 accepted	 the	 URD	 President’s	 suggestion	 and	 shifted	 to	 one	 of	 his	 most	 challenging,	 learnful	 and
disciplined	moments	of	his	life.	At	URD	he	learned	more	than	he	did	as	a	job.	He	met,	worked	and	learned	from	many	diverse
professors,	religion’s	leaders,	ambassadors,	activists	and	also	very	talented	students	from	different	nations,	religions	and	cultural
backgrounds.

Mohideen	Abdul	Kader



Mohideen	Abdul	Kader	studied	law	in	London	and	has	been	in	legal	practice	since	1970.	He	has	been	actively	involved	in	public
interest	issues.	He	has	participated	in	campaigns	for	the	unconditional	release	of	political	detainees	and	the	abolition	of	laws	that
provide	for	detention	without	trial;	 the	prevention	of	the	export	of	pollution	from	the	developed	countries	to	the	South;	and	for
the	stopping	of	the	destruction	of	tropical	rain	forests.	He	has	campaigned,	locally	and	internationally,	to	give	effect	to	the	right
of	self-determination	of	the	Palestinian	people	and	to	stop	the	violation	of	their	human	rights.	Mohideen	Abdul	Kader	is	now	the
Vice	 President	 of	 the	 Consumers	 Association	 of	 Penang	 and	 Legal	 Advisor	 to	 Third	World	 Network.	 He	 is	 also	 a	 Board
Member	of	Citizens	International	and	a	Council	member	of	the	Friends	of	the	Earth,	Malaysia.

Molefi	Kete	Asante

Molefi	 Kete	 Asante	 is	 Professor	 of	 Africology	 at	 Temple	 University.	 He	 is	 the	 author	 of	 more	 than	 70	 books	 on	 culture,
communication	and	African	traditions.	Asante	received	his	Ph.D.	from	the	University	of	California,	Los	Angeles	 in	1968.	He
serves	on	many	 international	committees	and	 is	 the	President	of	 the	Molefi	Kete	Asante	 Institute	 for	Afrocentric	Studies,	an
independent	African	think-tank.	Asante	is	Professor	Extraordinarius	at	the	University	of	South	Africa	in	the	Centre	for	African
Renaissance.	 His	 latest	 books	 are	An	 Afrocentric	 Manifesto,	 Rooming	 in	 the	 Master’s	 House,	 Maulana	 Karenga:	 An
Intellectual	Portrait.	He	is	currently	completing	his	memoir,	As	I	Run	Toward	Africa,	 to	be	published	by	Paradigm.	Asante
has	 trained	 more	 than	 100	 doctoral	 students.	 His	 work	 on	 de-Westernising	 knowledge	 and	 research	 has	 led	 him	 to	 many
international	symposia.

Pavan	K.	Varma

Writer-diplomat	Pavan	K.	Varma	has	 held	 several	 crucial	 posts	 in	 the	 government	 of	 India,	 including	Press	Secretary	 to	 the
President	 of	 India,	 the	 Spokesman	 of	 the	Ministry	 of	 External	 Affairs,	 High	 Commissioner	 to	 Cyprus,	 and	Director	 of	 The
Nehru	Centre	in	London.	Currently,	he	is	Ambassador	of	India	to	Bhutan.	Apart	from	his	diplomatic	career,	he	is	the	author	of
over	a	dozen	books,	including	The	Great	Indian	Middle	Class	and	Being	Indian	(described	by	The	Economist	as	‘one	of	the
most	 subtle	 recent	 attempts	 to	analyse	 the	continent-sized	mosaic	of	 India	and	 simplify	 it	 for	 the	general	 reader’).	His	 latest
book	is	Becoming	Indian:	The	Unfinished	Revolution	of	Culture	and	Identity	which	deals	with	the	pivotal	issues	of	culture
and	identity	for	postcolonial	societies,	particularly	in	an	age	of	aggressive	globalisation	where	co-option	is	the	sub-text	in	the	field
of	 culture.	Mr.	 Varma	was	 conferred	 an	 honorary	 doctoral	 degree	 for	 his	 contribution	 to	 the	 fields	 of	 diplomacy,	 literature,
culture	and	aesthetics	by	the	University	of	Indianapolis	in	2005.

Pei-Ing	Wu

Pei-Ing	Wu	is	currently	Professor	at	the	Department	of	Agricultural	Economics	in	National	Taiwan	University,	Taipei,	Taiwan;
Ph.D.	 in	 Agricultural	 Economics,	 Ohio	 State	 University	 (1991),	 with	 specialties	 in	 Environmental	 Economics,	 Applied
Econometrics,	and	Consumer	Economics;	Division	Chair	of	Sustainable	Development	and	Economic	and	Social	Impact	of	 the
Global	 Change	 Research	 Center	 of	 National	 Taiwan	 University	 (2005–2010);	 Editor-in-Chief,	 Taiwanese	 Agricultural
Economic	 Review	 (1995–2000);	 Managing	 Editor,	 Global	 Change	 and	 Sustainable	 Development	 (2007–2008);	 Council
Member,	Council	of	Indigenous	Peoples	of	the	Executive	Yuan	(2005–2009);	Secretary	General	of	Rural	Economics	Society	of
Taiwan	 (1994–1995;	 1998–1999).	 She	 is	 the	 author	 of	 5	 books	 and	 of	 about	 100	 journal	 articles.	Her	 books	 include	Benefit
Evaluation	of	Keng-Ding	National	Park 	(2001),	Cost	Benefit	Analysis	 for	Environmental	Protection	 (2002),	Evaluation
of	 National	 Forestation	 Policy	 (2004),	 Evaluation	 of	 Environmental	 and	 Natural	 Resources	 (2009),	 and	 Thesis	 and
Dissertation	 Writing	 Guidelines	 and	 Styles	 (2011).	 All	 of	 her	 publication	 list	 may	 be	 accessed	 at
http://www.agec.ntu.edu.tw/people/bio.php?PID=14.

Koneru	Ramakrishna	Rao

Professor	Koneru	Ramakrishna	Rao	is	currently	the	Chairman	of	the	Indian	Council	of	Philosophical	Research,	New	Delhi.	He
earlier	served	as	Professor	of	Psychology	and	Vice-Chancellor	at	Andhra	University,	Visakhapatnam,	India	and	Director	of	the
Institute	of	Parapsychology	and	the	Executive	Director	of	the	Foundation	for	Research	on	the	Nature	of	Man	in	USA.	Among
the	 15	 books	 he	 published	 earlier	 are	Experimental	 Parapsychology:	 A	 Review	 and	 Interpretation	 (1966),	Gandhi	 and
Pragmatism	 (1968),	 Consciousness	 Studies:	 Cross-Cultural	 Perspectives	 (2005),	 Cognitive	 Anomalies,	 Consciousness
and	Yoga	(2011)	and	Gandhi	and	Applied	Spirituality	(2011).

A	member	of	numerous	professional	organisations	in	India	and	abroad,	Professor	Rao	was	elected	thrice	as	President	of	the
Parapsychological	Association,	 an	 International	Society	 based	 in	 the	USA	and	 twice	 as	President	 of	 the	 Indian	Academy	of
Applied	Psychology.	He	is	currently	the	President	of	Asian	Congress	of	Philosophy.	He	is	the	founding	editor	of	the	Journal	of



Indian	 Psychology.	 Professor	 Rao	 has	 received	 several	 honours	 for	 his	 scholarly	 contributions,	 the	 most	 recent	 being	 the
Padma	 Shri	 Award	 from	 the	 President	 of	 India.	 He	was	 also	 honoured	 by	 the	 award	 of	 the	 degrees	 of	 Doctor	 of	 Letters
(Honoris	Causa)	 from	Andhra	University	 and	Kakatiya	University,	 and	Doctor	 of	 Science	 (Honoris	Causa)	 from	Nagarjuna
University.

Roghayeh	Rostampour	Maleki

Roghayeh	 Rostampour	 Maleki	 is	 assistant	 professor,	 faculty	 member	 and	 head	 of	 the	 Arabic	 Language	 And	 Literature
Department	of	Alzahra	University,	Tehran,	Iran.	She	has	published	in	several	 international	and	national	 journals	 in	Arabic	and
Persian,	 and	 has	 presented	 papers	 at	 many	 conferences.	 She	 is	 also	 a	 member	 of	 some	 national	 and	 international	 Arabic
language	and	literature	associations	such	as	the	International	Assembly	of	Arabic	Language.	Her	areas	of	interest	and	expertise
include	literary	criticism,	contemporary	literature,	teaching	Arabic	language,	the	history	of	literature,	and	teaching	Arabic	to	the
speakers	of	other	languages.	Since	her	studies	and	the	immersion	into	the	Arabic	language	came	after	the	Islamic	Revolution	in
Iran,	 she	 discovered	Eurocentric	 ideologies	 hidden	 in	 the	Arabic	 literature	 texts	 taught	 at	 Iranian	 universities.	 In	 the	 past	 10
years	 –	 and	with	 her	 extensive	 engagement	with	Arabic-speaking	 people	 in	many	Middle-Eastern	 countries	 –	 she	 has	 been
trying	to	bring	about	a	liberated	form	of	Arabic	language	and	literature	teaching	and	learning	practices	that	would	contribute	to
an	understanding	of	the	present	‘Western’	bias	in	the	Arabic	language	textbooks.

S.M.	Mohamed	Idris

Mr.	 Mohamed	 Idris	 is	 Chairperson,	 Citizens	 International;	 Chairperson,	 Third	 World	 Network;	 Chairperson,	 Consumers
Association	of	Penang,	Editor,	Resurgence;	winner	of	the	Right	Livelihood	Award.

Saifuddin	Abdullah	(Dato’)

Dato’	Saifuddin	Abdullah	 is	 the	Deputy	Minister	 for	Higher	Education	 in	Malaysia	and	an	elected	Member	of	 the	Malaysian
Parliament.	He	 is	 the	author	of	 four	books	on	Malaysian	politics	and	was	previously	 the	Secretary-General	of	 the	Malaysian
Youth	Council.

Seyyed-Abdolhamid	Mirhosseini

Seyyed-Abdolhamid	Mirhosseini	was	born	(1978)	in	a	rural	area	in	the	northern	Iranian	province	of	Mazandaran.	His	life	in	a
mixed	environment	in	a	local	farming	culture;	an	extended	family	that	believed	in	institutional	education;	and	later,	the	language
of	the	great	Persian	poet	Hafez	and	his	experience	of	learning	and	teaching	English	as	a	foreign	language,	created	a	curiosity	in
him	regarding	language	and	knowledge,	especially	with	regard	to	taken-for-granted	underlying	assumptions.	In	the	past	15	years
mainly	inspired	by	his	 teacher	and	mentor,	Sue-san	Ghahremani	Ghajar,	he	has	been	unlearning	and	researching	his	academic
studies	of	language	and	education	in	his	language	teaching	experiences	with	various	age	groups;	his	research	(including	current
Ph.D.	 study	 on	 ideologies	 of	 English	 teaching,	 Tarbiat	Modares	University,	 Tehran);	 and	 his	 diverse	writing	 practices.	Most
recently,	he	has	co-edited	(with	S.	Ghahremani	Ghajar)	Confronting	Academic	Knowledge	which	explores	various	aspects	of
the	dominance	of	mainstream	perceptions	and	practices	in	shaping	knowledge	in	academia	and	beyond.

Shad	Saleem	Faruqi

Professor	Emeritus	Datuk	Dr.	Shad	Saleem	Faruqi	is	Emeritus	Professor	of	Law	at	Universiti	Teknologi	MARA,	Malaysia	and
a	Visiting	 Professor	 at	Universiti	 Sains	Malaysia.	He	 has	 been	 involved	 in	 the	 drafting	 process	 of	many	Asian	 and	African
Constitutions	–	among	them	Maldives,	Iraq,	Afghanistan,	Timor-Leste,	Indonesia,	Fiji	and	Northern	Sudan.	A	supporter	of	third
world	 issues,	 he	 has	written	 extensively	 on	 ‘UN	Reform’;	 ‘Western	Hegemony’;	 ‘Human	Rights	 –	Reflections	 of	 the	East,
Perceptions	of	the	West’;	‘GE	Crops:	Hope	or	Hoax?’;	and	‘Islam,	Democracy	and	Development’.	He	is	the	author	of	5	books
including	Document	of	Destiny:	The	Constitution	of	the	Federation	of	Malaysia	and	at	least	250	articles.	He	is	a	member	of
several	 law	reform	committees	 in	Malaysia	and	has	drafted	several	 laws	 relating	 to	education.	He	was	a	 judge	of	 the	Kuala
Lumpur	War	Crimes	Tribunal	to	look	into	issues	relating	to	the	invasion	of	Iraq.

Shadrack	Gutto



LL.B.	(Hons.),	University	of	Nairobi	(1975);	Pupilage	with	Archer	&	Wilcock	Advocates,	Nairobi;	Master	of	Arts	in	Law	and
Diplomacy,	Fletcher	School	of	Law	and	Diplomacy,	Tufts	University,	USA	(1978);	Post-graduate	Diploma	in	International	and
Comparative	Law	of	Human	Rights,	Strasbourg,	France	(1978);	and	Doctorate	(Ph.D.)	in	Sociology	of	Human	Rights	Law	in
1993	(Lund	University/Sweden).	Today	heads	the	Institute	for	African	Renaissance	Studies	(IARS)	at	the	University	of	South
Africa	(UNISA),	Pretoria.

Shyam	Singh

Shyam	Singh	is	a	doctoral	scholar	at	the	Institute	for	Social	and	Economic	Change	(ISEC),	Bangalore.	He	has	completed	M.A.
and	M.Phil.	 in	 Political	 Science.	Currently	 he	 is	working	 on	 ‘Political	Regimes	 and	 Social	 Security	 in	Uttar	 Pradesh,	 India.’
While	going	through	the	work	that	he	has	taken	up	in	his	doctoral	study,	he	realised	the	inferior	position	of	Indian	social	sciences
and	the	influence	of	West	originated	knowledge	(theories	and	methodologies)	on	political	science	in	general	and	social	sciences
in	particular.	He	has	published	14	research	papers	on	several	issues	related	to	politics,	society	and	economy.

Sue-san	Ghahremani	Ghajar

Sue-san	Ghahremani	Ghajar	gained	her	concern	with	issues	of	language,	learning	and	community	life	during	her	childhood	in	the
southern	 Iranian	 city	 of	 Abadan.	 These	 very	 concerns	 moved	 her	 to	 places	 as	 diverse	 as	 Shiraz,	 California,	 Tehran,
Mazandaran	 in	 northern	 Iran,	 and	Ottawa	 to	 search,	 learn,	 teach,	 experience	 and	 explore	 literature,	 linguistics	 and	 language
education.	 In	 the	past	25	years	she	has	been	 teaching	and	researching	as	a	 faculty	member	 (currently	at	Alzahra	University,
Tehran).	Although	working	within	the	academia,	the	main	concentration	of	her	involvement	has	been	questioning	the	dominant
academic	 trends,	 especially	 in	 the	 global	 ‘industry’	 of	 English	 language	 teaching.	 In	 all	 her	 teaching,	 re-searching,	 research
advising,	 developing	 learning	 materials	 and	 writing	 in	 different	 venues,	 she	 has	 continued	 to	 fight	 for	 bringing	 life,	 personal
meaning	 and	 awareness	 into	 the	 acts	 of	 learning,	 teaching	 and	 languaging.	 Most	 recently,	 she	 has	 co-edited	 (with	 S.A.
Mirhosseini)	Confronting	Academic	Knowledge	which	explores	various	aspects	of	the	dominance	of	mainstream	perceptions
and	practices	in	shaping	knowledge	in	academia	and	beyond.

Syed	Farid	Alatas

Syed	Farid	Alatas	is	Head	of	the	Department	of	Malay	Studies	and	Associate	Professor	of	Sociology	at	the	National	University
of	Singapore	where	he	has	been	since	1992.	He	obtained	his	Ph.D.	in	Sociology	from	the	Johns	Hopkins	University	in	1991.	He
lectured	at	 the	University	of	Malaya	in	the	Department	of	Southeast	Asian	Studies	prior	 to	his	appointment	at	Singapore.	His
books	 include	 Democracy	 and	 Authoritarianism:	 The	 Rise	 of	 the	 Post-Colonial	 State	 in	 Indonesia	 and	 Malaysia
(Macmillan,	1997),	Alternative	Discourse	in	Asian	Social	Science:	Responses	to	Eurocentrism	(Sage,	2006),	and	An	Islamic
Perspective	on	the	Commitment	to	Inter-Religious	Dialogue	(Institute	of	Advanced	Islamic	Studies	Malaysia,	2008).	He	has
also	edited	Asian	Inter-Faith	Dialogue:	Perspectives	on	Religion,	Education	and	Social	Cohesion	(RIMA	and	the	World
Bank,	2003)	and	Asian	Anthropology,	with	Jan	van	Bremen	and	Eyal	Ben-Ari	 (Routledge,	2005).	Among	his	 recent	articles
are	‘The	Historical	Sociology	of	Muslim	Societies:	Khaldunian	Application’,	International	Sociology	22(3),	2007:	267–288;	and
‘Religion	and	Reform:	Two	Exemplars	for	Autonomous	Sociology	in	the	Non-Western	Context’	in	Sujata	Patel	(Ed.),	The	ISA
Handbook	of	Diverse	Sociological	Traditions,	London:	Sage,	2010,	pp.	29–39.	He	is	currently	in	the	final	stages	of	preparing
a	book	manuscript	for	publication	on	the	thought	of	Ibn	Khaldun	and	is	also	working	on	another	book	on	the	Ba’alawi	Sufi	order.

Vinay	Lal

Vinay	Lal	is	Professor	of	History	at	University	of	Delhi	and	the	University	of	California,	Los	Angeles	(UCLA),	and	has	been
pronounced	 one	 of	 the	 ‘most	 dangerous	 academics’	 in	 America.	 He	 writes	 widely	 on	 cultural	 politics	 in	 India	 and	 the	 US,
colonialism,	 Gandhi,	 cinema,	 American	 society,	 and	 the	 politics	 of	 knowledge	 systems.	 His	 dozen	 books	 include	 Political
Hinduism	 (Oxford	 University	 Press,	 2009),	 The	 Other	 Indians:	 A	 Political	 and	 Cultural	 History	 of	 South	 Asians	 in
America	 (HarperCollins,	2008),	Of	Cricket,	Guinness	 and	Gandhi:	Essays	on	 Indian	History	&	Culture	 (Penguin,	 2005;
Seagull,	2003),	and	Empire	of	Knowledge:	Culture	and	Plurality	in	the	Global	Economy	(Pluto	Press,	2002;	second	rev.	ed.,
Sage,	 2005).	He	has	 also	 collaborated	with	Ashis	Nandy	on	 three	books.	He	has	been	 associated	with	Multiversity	 since	 its
inception,	and	has	spoken	at	previous	Multiversity	conferences	on	the	politics	of	history	and	the	decolonisation	of	knowledge,	a
subject	he	has	taken	up	in	numerous	publications,	including	The	History	of	History	(Oxford	University	Press,	2003).	He	is	the
founding	editor	of	the	Dissenting	Knowledges	Pamphlet	Series,	published	for	Multiversity.



Vishram	Gupte

Vishram	Gupte	is	a	Marathi	fiction	writer	and	has	produced	half	a	dozen	books,	some	of	which	are	translations	and	two	of	them
are	 novels.	 He	 has	 been	 working	 with	 Claude	 Alvares	 off	 and	 on	 for	 the	 last	 one	 decade.	 Vishram	 has	 also	 been	 closely
associated	with	Multiversity	when	it	was	 launched	way	back	in	2002.	He	has	written	 two	papers	on	the	 themes	of	education
and	 syllabus	 reforms	 and	 was	 part	 of	 the	Multiversity	 group	 that	 redesigned	 the	 non-Eurocentric	 philosophy	 undergraduate
course.

Yusef	Progler

Yusef	Progler	 is	 currently	Professor	 and	Associate	Dean	 in	 the	College	of	Asia	Pacific	Studies	 at	Ritsumeikan	Asia	Pacific
University	 in	 Japan,	 where	 he	 has	 also	 served	 as	 Academic	 Field	 Leader	 for	 a	 new	 undergraduate	 programme	 in	Media,
Culture	and	Society.	Through	his	large	scale	undergraduate	lecture	courses	on	Social	Theory,	Religions	of	the	Asia	Pacific,	and
Atomic	 Bomb	 Cinema	 he	 has	 become	 one	 of	 the	most	 popular	 teachers	 at	 the	 university.	 He	 previously	 worked	 at	 Zayed
University	 in	 Dubai	 as	 Associate	 Professor	 and	 Campus	 Chair	 for	 the	 undergraduate	 programme	 in	 International	 Studies,
including	 active	 participation	 in	 the	 Global	 Studies	 and	World	 Humanities	 core	 curriculum.	 Prior	 to	 leaving	 the	 US	 in	 2000,
Progler	 worked	 as	 Assistant	 Professor	 at	 Brooklyn	 College	 in	 the	 City	 University	 of	 New	 York,	 where	 he	 coordinated
internship	 placement	 for	 social	 studies	 student	 teachers	 in	 the	 New	 York	 City	 public	 school	 system.	 He	 has	 a	 Ph.D.	 in
American	 studies,	 an	M.Phil.	 in	 Ethnomusicology	 and	 a	 B.A.	 in	 Education.	 Progler	 has	 published	 two	 books	 with	 Citizens
International	in	Penang,	Encountering	Islam:	The	Politics	of	Knowledge	and	Scholarship	 in	2008	and	Books	For	Critical
Consciousness:	Forty	Reviews	in	2010,	and	has	also	edited	the	Radical	Essentials	Pamphlet	Series	for	Citizens	International.
He	recently	published	a	paper	on	curriculum	reform	in	the	corporate	university	for	a	Japanese	academic	journal	and	a	teaching
note	for	the	journal	Radical	Teacher	in	the	US,	and	his	chapter	on	imperialism	in	education	is	forthcoming	in	book	on	the	topic
in	Iran.	In	the	past	he	has	worked	as	a	journalist	for	IslamOnline	and	the	Crescent	International	independent	newsmagazine.	A
founding	member	of	Multiversity	and	internationally	active	in	its	sister	organisations	since	2002,	Progler	is	currently	programme
director	 for	TV	Multiversity,	 an	 internet-based	media	 initiative	with	 channels	on	TVU	Networks,	Vimeo	and	YouTube,	 along
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