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Report on the Roundtable Anth46  
“Decolonizing the Academia in Future Africa”, ECAS 2019, Edinburgh 
 
Karim Zafer, Department of Cultural and Social Anthropoloy, University of Cologne, 
kzafer@uni-koeln.de  
 
On the 13th June 2019 the roundtable “Decolonizing the academy in future Africa”, organized 
by Michael Bollig and Michaela Pelican from the University of Cologne, took place at the 
University of Edinburgh during the European Conference on African Studies ECAS 2019. The 
aim of the roundtable was to discuss different visions of how a decolonized academy will 
shape knowledge production in future Africa and beyond. Three distinguished African scholars 
were invited to present their insights and visions on the topic: Isaac Nymongo (Cooperative 
University of Kenya), Rosabelle Boswell (Nelson Mandela Metropolitan University), and Ciraj 
Rassool (University of Western Cape). 
 
The roundtable started with a short report by Karim Zafer on the workshop “Towards an 
Independent Anthropology at African Universities: Possibilities, Challenges and Trajectories” 
(January 2019, University of Cologne) upon which the roundtable at ECAS 2019 is built. Next, 
Isaac Nyamongo gave an overview and analysis of trends and prospects of Anthropology in 
Kenya. Nyamongo identified three phases for the development of Anthropology: (i) the (Pre-) 
Colonial Period, (ii) the Post-Independence Phase, (iii) The Post 1985 Phase. Nyamongo argued 
that the past and current discourses have influenced the trends and directions that 
Anthropology has taken. Recently, Anthropology was also menaced by leaders’ views in Kenya 
who accuse anthropology of being unable to help the society to develop, hence discouraging 
students from selecting it as a course of study at the University level. Nyamongo is expecting, 
however, that in the early future we might witness the beginning of a fourth phase in the 
development of Anthropology in Kenya and East-Africa. Nyamongo concluded that the utility 
of the discipline must be discussed in the context of wider political, social and developmental 
needs. 
 
Rosabelle Bowell provided us with insights into the challenges experienced by the academy 
and in particular the humanities in South Africa from her personal experience as a trained 
anthropologist who became a dean at her university following the students’ demonstration of 
“Rhodes must fall”. Boswell in her talk stressed the status of precarity and liminality of the 
Humanities in higher education in South Africa and beyond, as well as the substantial funding 
shift away from the Humanities and Social Sciences. Boswell observed that while Humanities 
scholars advocate for change, Humanities scholarship has not really been at the heart of the 
debates concerning the decolonization of the academy. She proposed possible ways forward 
by turning to currently 'Othered' sources of knowledge and to multi-modal forms of learning, 
and to humanize higher education.  
 
Ciraj Rassool argued that decolonization differs between societies that experienced national 
liberation struggles and those that didn't. He added that decolonization will not only occur 
through revolution.  For instance, African Studies/History in colonial times was developed 
under the pressure of African national independence; now the Humanities, however, are seen 
as the discipline of the nation-state and as driven by nationalism. For Rassool, this 
monumentalization of the nation-state is a form of oppression, and the challenge is to 
overcome the dominance of nationalism and developmentalism. He stated that we need to 
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breach the boundary between the academy and the public, to think outside the framework of 
the nation-state, to turn to public history, and to surpass disciplinary boundaries. We  need to 
encourage students to do research without being oppressed and enable them to participate 
in a radical project of social transformation to build the new societies.  
 
After the three presentations, the question of what should be the objects of the 
decolonization project was discussed. Examples mentioned in the discussion were the 
academic spaces, the esthetics in the arts, the form of discourse, hierarchization, and modes 
of communication in the academy. Another important point was the need for a public 
anthropology (which is different from applied anthropology) similar to a public history, as it 
has evolved in South Africa, and how this could look like. A public anthropology, some 
participants argued, can play an important role in politics by allowing us to engage more with 
the people in power and ordinary people without fearing of losing one’s academic prestige. 
 
  
  


