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Abstract

The continuing dominance of the Western epistemological paradigms in
universities in Africa highlights a double-edged problem. One aspect is the
question: is there really an ‘African university’ since colonization? Another is:
given the prevalent cultural diversity in Africa, which concepts are relevant to
safeguard the diversity and, at the same time promote transformation in Open
Distance Learning (ODL) in the South African academic context? Lekgotla is
proposed as an answer to the second question. Its adoption will generate
positive experiences through the telling of multiple diverse stories from
different and, even contending epistemologies at times. In the practical
application of Lekgotla, one follows an open-ended consultative approach
oriented towards consensus that facilitates collaboration. The core argument
then is that Lekgotla as theory and practice is best suited to advance
transformation in the age of ‘decolonization’ in South Africa.
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Igoga

Ukughubeka kokugonela kwamapharadaymu aseNtshonalanga okubuka
iminyombo  yolwazi emanyuvesi ase-Afrika kughakambisa inkinga
enhlangothi zimbili. Umbuzo wokugala uthi: ngabe ikhona ngempela ‘inyuvesi
yase-Afrika’ kusukela esikhathini sokuqonelwa? Omunye uthi: njengoba
kukhona ukwehlukana ngokwamasiko e-Afrika, yikuphi okusemgoka
ukuvikela ukwehlukahlukana kube futhi kukhuthaza uguguko ku-Open
Distance Learning (ODL) emkhakheni wezemfundo ephakeme eNingizimu
Afrika? ILekgotla ihlongozwa njengempendulo yalo mbuzo  wesibili.
Ukwamukelwa kwayo kuyoletha ulwazi olwengeziwe ngokuxoxwa
kwezindaba eziningi ezahlukene ngisho nezineminyombo ephikisanayo
kwenye inkathi. Uma sekwenziwa ilLekgotla, umuntu ulandela indlela
yokuxhumana evulelekile ebheke ekuvumelaneni ukuze kube khona
ukusebenza ngokubambisana. Okuyiyona mpikiswano ukuthi iLekgotla
njengenjulalwazi nokwenziwayo ifanelekile ukuphucula uguguko ngesikhathi
‘sokugedwa kokuqonela’ eNingizimu Afrika.

Amagama asemqoka: iLekgotla, okwedlulwe kukho okuhle, ezemfundo
ephakeme, uguquko, i-open distance learning, ukugonela
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Go amogela tShomiSo ya Lekgotla kweSiSong
ya maitemogelo a mabotse a go Soma lefelong-
thuto leo le fetogago la thuto ya go ithuta o le
kgole ya bohle (ODL)

Molebogeng Kalija Makobe-Rabothata
ORCID iD:_https://orcid.org/0000-0002-7948-9173

KakaretSo

Tswelopele ya go rena ga mekgwa ya go kwesiSa tsebo, go dumela, le go
kwesiSa tlhago ya tsebo yeo e le go ya bodikela (Western epistemological
paradigms) mo diyunibesithing tSa Afrika e bont$ha bothata bja magalemabedi.
Kokwane ya pele ke potsiSo ya gore: Mola bokoloni bo fihlago e ka ba ka nnete
go na le seo se bitSwago ‘yunibesithi ya Afrika’? Ye ngwe ke gore: ge go
lebeletS§we phatlalalo ya phapano ya ditso mo Afrika, ke dikgopolo dife tsa
maleba tSeo di ka SomiSwago go SireletSa phapano ye, ebile tSa hlatlosa
phetogogo mokgwa wa dithuto wa go ithuta o le kgole (Open Distance
Learning [ODL]) tikolong ya tSa thuto ka Afrika Borwa? Lekgotla le SiSinywa
bjalo ka karabo go potsiSo ya bobedi. Kamogelo ya lona ¢ tla tSweletsa
maitemogelo a maleba ka go anega dikanegelo tSe ntsi tSa go fapana go tSwa
dikgopolong tSa go fapana le tSa go dumelelana nakong tSe dingwe.
PhethagatSong ya tiriSo ya Lekgotla go latelwa mokgwa wa theriSano wa go
abelana dikgopolo ntle le magomo, gore go fihlelelwe tumelelano yeo e tla
nolofatSago tiriSano. Ge go le bjalo, kgang ye bohlokwa ke gore Lekgotla bjalo
ka teori le mokgwa wa tiriSo ke selo sa maleba go tSweletSa phetogo mo nakong
ya ‘go tloSa bokoloni’ ka Afrika Borwa.

Mants$o a bohlokwa: Lekgotla, maitemogelo a maleba, tikologo ya tsa thuto,
phetogo, mokgwa wa dithuto wa go ithuta o le kgole, go tloSa bokoloni
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Personal Reflection

This article is a revised version of part of my PhD thesis in Consulting
Psychology entitled: Positive Experiences of Working in Academia:
Reflections on a Higher Learning Institution. The thesis explores positive
experiences of working in academia in the context of an Open Distance
Learning (ODL) higher education institution. What motivated me to write the
thesis was my encounter with a senior white female academic, Prof. Cameron,*
who came across as thriving in academia despite the fact that the academic
environment is characterised by internal factors (establishing and managing
high quality teaching and learning experiences for students) and external
factors (globalisation, decolonisation, transformation and, increased
application of advanced information technology in all aspects of higher
education, and policy changes) that frequently result in stressors and burnout
among academics. The reason for concentrating on academics was that they
are regarded as significant stakeholders, who contribute to the core business
of higher learning institutions (Pienaar & Bester 2012). They conduct their
work of teaching and learning, research, academic citizenship and community
engagement in these institutions (Makhanya 2007).

In addition, as a registered Research Psychologist with the Health
Professions Council of South Africa (HPCSA), and as part of my scope of
practice, it is expected of me to contribute towards the development of
measuring or assessment tools. In South Africa currently, assessment tools or
psychometric development have been identified as untransformed (Foxcoft
2004). My contribution then is the argument that Lekgotla should serve as a
key concept in the advancement of the transformation of the curriculum in
institutions of higher learning.

Background and Introduction

During the execution of the research, | adopted the humanistic framework and
positive psychology paradigm. As a result, the research emphasised integrated
positive experiences of working in academia. This was done by taking into
account the impact of personal characteristics and environmental factors that
contribute towards positive experiences of working in academia. Positive

! This is a pseudonym.
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experiences were therefore understood by concentrating on Seligman and
Csikszentmihalyi’s (2000) subjective level constructs. Seligman and
Csikszentmihalyi (2000) characterised comprehensive positive experiences as
capturing the following constructs: from the past, subjective well-being
(Diener 2000); in the present, optimal experience (Massimini & Delle Fave
2000) and happiness (Myers 2000; R. M. Ryan & Deci 2000); as well as, in the
future, optimism (Peterson 2000). In addition to these constructs, the self-
determination theory of motivation (S. E. Taylor et al. 2000) and psychosocial
characteristics (Salovey et al. 2000) were applied to describe positive
experiences.

Furthermore, the empirical research process was conducted within the
interpretative paradigm by applying a qualitative methodology, where
participants shared their personal positive experiences through an in-depth
face-to-face interviewing process. In order to understand our new approach
better, meta-reflections at the theoretical, empirical and pragmatic levels were
followed in order to guide the process. This is because, amongst other aspects,
positive psychology is perceived to originate within a positivistic paradigm.
According to Baloyi (2008), science, as we study and understand it today, is a
product of the European evolution of ideas as well as practices and cannot
therefore claim to be a universal representative of all knowledge systems. For
example, western science is not necessarily consistent with the existential
experiences of the indigenous peoples of Africa. It is, in fact, regarded as
substantively out of synchrony with local cultural knowledge (Okere, Njoku &
Devisch 2005). By adopting positive psychology, we are therefore limiting
ourselves to positive science and excluding the expression of other positive
experiences as expressed by diverse academics in an African university.

The Application of Positive Experiences from a Positivistic

Approach as Problematic

The implication of the definition and application of positive psychology above
as a field that originated from a Western cultural experience must be redefined
when applied, for example, in an indigenous context. For example, within the
South African indigenous context, when an individual is happy and satisfied at
work, positive experiences are expressed through benefiting community
members. This implies that positive experiences would have been located
within a communal context. It seems that the application and conceptualisation
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of positive in this study is, therefore, problematic. This is because in an African
university, there coexist academics of different cultural backgrounds, whose
experiences could be seen as sometimes contradicting each other and at other
times complementing each other. Ramose (personal communication, 16 May
2018) regarded this co-existence of diverse academics as requiring a different
conceptualisation and understanding of positive experiences. By failing to
adopt an approach that accommodates all academics, one that is biased towards
particular cultural experiences, we are regarding positive experiences as equal
for all academics that exist in an African university. However, people are not
the same, which suggests that the conceptualisation of positive experiences
needs to be context- or situation-specific. Such a conceptualisation would be
in line with what Portnoi (2003) referred to as the new academic workforce
that was introduced under the Employment Equity Act (EEA). The Act also
introduced different characteristics and new interaction dynamics among
employees and the employer. The Act provides for the preferential
employment of groups and persons, who were denied opportunities in the
oppressive segregationist past. These are black people, people with disability,
and women.

Given the concerns raised and discussed above, it is important to
guestion the suitability and the measuring or relevance of the original
assessment tools so as to understand the positive experiences of working in
academia. This is because a paradigm that looks at measurement follows a
scientific process in the form of a quantitative approach. Quantitative
approaches follow a prescriptive natural science model and the measurement
of the phenomena under investigation is emphasised to establish objective
knowledge (Babbie & Mouton 2010). Babbie and Mouton (2010) further
pointed out that, in quantitative approaches, variables are central in describing
and analysing human behaviour. Variables are related to the concept of
measurement in the sense that, for one to measure, one must be able to discern
through identifying variables. In addition, the views and values of the people
involved are independent of the research process. The aim of the researcher in
guantitative approach is to be as objective as possible so as not to influence the
research process.

The adoption and application of such an approach would not capture
the essence of the meaning of positive experiences of working in academia
because it predetermines and generalises results, and, therefore, poses the
threat of misrepresenting positive experiences of working in academia by not
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acknowledging otherness. The issue of context therefore becomes crucial in
describing experiences, because, if we deny or limit the diverse experiences of
the participants, we consign the measuring instrument to irrelevance. This
implies that we will be promoting sameness and equality, rather than the co-
existence of other experiences.

It is therefore appropriate to take into consideration the context
represented in the study by firstly acknowledging that the institution in which
it was conducted is regarded as an African university that consists of diverse
academics from different parts of Africa. The point here is that we deal with
the person first by considering their context, which includes their cultural
context. Okere (2005) has argued that, in understanding every human activity,
there must be more than one way, in fact many ways, of doing it, with each
human group or culture structuring and colouring its own knowledge according
to the specificities of its own environment.

Decolonization of Psychology

In the views of Okere (2005), Mignolo (2011), Ramose (2002b; 2002a) and
Nwoye (2015), not all aspects of a Eurocentric worldview, psychology and
epistemology are relevant for solving the challenges of our current world. To
be able to understand the positive experiences of working in academia
differently, it is necessary to change our paradigm so that we are able to
understand otherness. Mignolo (2011) emphasises that it is through the process
of de-linking that we are able to achieve epistemic disobedience. According to
Mignolo (2011), epistemic disobedience implies different ways of breaking
away from colonial domination. This study, therefore, proposes the adoption
of a different framework for understanding positive experiences of working in
academia through the adoption and application of an alternative perspective.
Such an alternative perspective can be facilitated through embracing a
decolonised methodology (Smith 2012). In the view of Smith (2012),
decolonised methodologies respond to traditional positivist approaches by
attempting to recover, re-cognise, re-create and research back by utilising our
own indigenous ontological constructs. The traditional measuring tool
approach, conceived as it is from a Western scientific perspective, therefore
needs to be deconstructed. Such reconstructions and deconstructions need to
be approached in a dialogical engagement so as to include the multicultural
views of academics in an African university. It is within this given context that
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this research proposes the adoption of Lekgotla as an indigenous African
concept and intervention practice to understand positive experiences of
working in academia. Higgs and Keevy (2009), Mudimbe (1988) and
Hountondji (1985) regarded an intellectual product as African if it was
produced or promoted by Africans.

Contextualising Lekgotla

Once | realised that the Western measuring tool was incongruent with what |
was doing, | started exploring a more relevant African indigenous approach
that could be applied to understanding positive experiences of working in
academia. Universities in South Africa are struggling with how to decolonise
curricula. This is because there is no reference of decolonised material in
textbooks. One reason for this is that, for a long time, South Africa was subject
to a cultural boycott by the international community. The effect of this was to
weaken academic and scientific interaction. Libraries in South Africa
experienced difficulty in obtaining texts, especially those focused on the
epistemologies of Africans like Kwame Nkrumah’s Consciencism (1970), Ali
Mazrui’s Political Values and the Educated Class in Africa (1979), Julius
Nyerere’s Ujamaa (1968), and Ngugi wa Thiongo’s Decolonizing the Mind
(1986). The situation changed when the cultural boycott was lifted at the
introduction of the new political dispensation in 1994. It is at this time that the
theme of ‘transformation’ became pervasive, demanding application in the
economic, political and social spheres. Literature from outside South Africa
poured like a flood into the country. ‘Decolonisation’ was part of this literature.
By and large, the contemporary discourse on ‘decololoniality’ overlooks these
African precedents. The result is discontinuity in history on the one hand, and
the tendency to adopt apparently new concepts uncritically. Ramose’s essay in
this current issue of Alternation, namely ‘A Critique of Grosfoguel’s
‘Epistemic Decolonial Turn’ addresses these questions directly. In the light of
this critique, the adoption of the African indigenous concept of Lekgotla is both
timely, and pertinent.

Lekgotla, as an indigenous South African intervention or method, struck
me as relevant in understanding positive experience of working in academia.
There is a considerable body of literature that focuses on Lekgotla, also known
as Indaba, as an intervention that is used in the business or private sector.
Within the academic environment, I identified Healy’s (2011) transformative
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dialogical approach and the model of palaver as described by Bujo (1998) as
related concepts to the original use of Lekgotla. As a result, Healy’s (2011)
transformative dialogical approach and the model of palaver (Bujo 1998) will
be adopted as frameworks for contextualising Lekgotla.

The reason for contextualising Lekgotla with reference to Healy’s
transformative dialogue is that, at an international level, the process of
transformative dialogue is related to Lekgotla. It has been further identified
that, at an African continental level, Bujo’s practice of palaver (from Congo),
is similar to Lekgotla. From these two sites of knowledge, it becomes clear that
the model of Lekgotla is not limited to an African context. Due to its dynamic
nature it can be placed into dialogue with other indigenous practices from other
parts of the world.

Transformative Dialogue

Healy (2011: 295) argues for ‘the need to expand the operative conception of
deliberation in a more inclusive, egalitarian and, indeed, dialogical direction
through the transformative dialogue’. He conceptualised the transformative
dialogue as an in-depth expansion of Young’s (2000) communicative proposal
that goes beyond doing justice to the diversity and difference of the deliberative
model (Healy 2011). He emphasised that dealing with difference requires
openly engaging with it, by moving above its acceptance in dialogical
reciprocity. Genuine dialogical engagement, according to Simpson (2001),
implies an equal respectful, accountable and understanding of another. This
dialogical interaction is regarded as open and different from the traditional way
of understanding the self in relation with others, and therefore teaches us new
ways of thinking, doing and being. This implies that participants in dialogue
need to be willing to learn from, and be confronted by the other.

At the core of Healy’s (2011) dialectical learning is the assumption of
confirmation of comparable validity and dialogical equality. This means that
all participants’ inputs are equally important, irrespective of their status,
according to their own expressions, to enable learning to take place between
all who participate. Furthermore, this means that, when dealing with diverse
participants, the intention ought to be to promote transformative learning by
respecting and protecting difference while simultaneously capitalising on
similarities.
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At the centre of dialogical commitment is the expectation of learning
from each other and therefore exposing oneself to the process of transforming
as opposed to the need for consensus as in the standard model. Healy’s (2011)
argument about consensus, as applied in the standard model, is that it promotes
sameness and therefore nullifies differences through its adoption of an
argumentative approach. This is because classic argumention is regarded as
emphasising the most dominant argument, which is not reflective of diversity.

The Model of Palaver in Africa

Within the African context, Bujo’s (1998) model of palaver is deemed relevant
to provide a basis for understanding positive experiences of working in
academia. This model can be seen as complementing Healy’s (2011) concept
of transformational dialogue. Like Healy, Bujo (1998) emphasised the
communal approach of engaging with socio-political issues, where all
participants are treated as equal partners.

The model of palaver is practiced in Congo as an efficient
institutionalisation of communicative action to decide about matters that
involve community members (Bujo 1998: 41). According to Bujo, ‘[t]his
model takes the interests of the individual into consideration in such a way that
it can successfully function at the micro-ethical level’. The palaver does not
include a council of elders, whose main task is to advise the chief or king.
According to Bujo (1998), the palaver uses competence and experience as
criteria for selecting members. This implies involving wise men whose daily
life experiences are similar to the rest of those people involved. Through
having similar life experiences, the argument on the table will be concerned
with the stakeholders’ existential interest. No-one is excluded from the
discourse of palaver, because participants are all members of the community.
According to Bujo (1998:36), the ‘process of finding solutions does not
manoeuver or trick or force people but discusses issues by sharing of
experiences, taking into consideration history of the community clan and
interests of the living and the living dead’. Since this whole procedure is
communal in its approach, it must be carried on until a consensus is reached,
and therefore it could be viewed as time consuming.

Bujo (1998) further recommended the palaver as an ideal model for
developing a community of communication. He was of the view that the
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palaver model can be applied to all areas of life because it shows that norms
can be and have to be found in a communal manner that is free of domination.

Like Healy, Bujo (1998) regarded the deliberative model as not relevant
for effective communication action. It is for this reason that the palaver model
accuses the ethics of discourse propounded, for example, by Habermas in his
theory of communicative discourse, as being excessively elite-oriented. This is
because the discourse is the privilege afforded those who are able to argue,
wherein only the ability to argue reasonably counts. By virtue of this, those
members of the community who cannot argue are eliminated, who are therefore
not included as part of the discourse.

Academic Lekgotla: Towards the Development of a
Deconstructed Intervention Framework of Understanding
Positive Experiences of Working in a Transforming

Academic Context

My initial approach in this section was to look at academic literature in defining
and describing what Lekgotla is, but | decided to take a different approach by
setting the context of academic Lekgotla through conversations. The process
of adopting academic Lekgotla to understand positive experiences of working
in academia would follow a conversational methodology. Through
conversations, the purpose and objectives of Lekgotla would be elaborated by
one of the participating academic members (explaining why participants are
here and what will happen). When compared to traditional interviews,
conversations are perceived to be sensitive, fluid, and not concrete (Kovach
2010). They are regarded as averting the imposition of barriers. The
conversational approach would also afford participants an opportunity to be
treated as humans before they are regarded as research participants. According
to Masemola (Personal communication, August, 09 2018), ‘Taba ga e fetse ke
motho, e fetsa ke rena. Ga se nna, ga se wena, ke rena ka moka, re ema ka
lona’ (In a conversation it is not the individual alone that unilaterally makes a
decision to conclude but it is the consensus reached by the group). This is the
overall spirit of Ubuntu that Ramose (2002a) refers to. As part of the closure,
the researcher and the participants would converse and reflect on the
discussion, thanking and acknowledging everybody involved.

Smith (2012: 37) is of the view that,
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The problem with academic writing is that it is a form of selecting,
arranging and presenting knowledge. It privileges sets of texts, views
about the history of an idea, what issues count as significant, and by
engaging in the same process uncritically, we too can render
indigenous writers invisible or unimportant while reinforcing the
validity of other writers.

Like most indigenous concepts and practices, the origin of Lekgotla is
recorded through the indigenous oral tradition. Gyekye (1997:221) defines
tradition as ‘any cultural product that was created or pursued by past
generations and that, having been accepted or preserved, in whole or in part,
by successive generations, has been maintained to the present’. Lekgotla
tradition is orally transmitted and is widespread in actual day-to-day life. To
attain a formal gasp of Lekgotla, | spoke to five knowledge bearers from Ga-
Masemola Village in Limpopo Province, who regard the practice of Lekgotla
as part of their tradition; as well as to a Unisa academic specialising in
indigenous knowledge systems more specifically the Batswana cultural
practices, poetry and literature.

From the descriptions provided by the different participants, it becomes
clear that the context of Lekgotla varies according to the diverse cultural groups
of South Africa and according to different interests of the community. Lekgotla
does not adopt an individual understanding. It is collaborative and consultative.
Lekgotla is generally derived from the process of wholeness and respect, and
it is guided by the principle of Ubuntu. According to Ramose (2002a), Ubuntu
implies treating fellow members as human beings, taking a humane, respectful
and polite attitude towards them. The following common themes were
identified as capturing the essence of what Lekgotla is from the different
sources or conversational partners:

a) Flexible and not rigid. It is worth mentioning that Lekgotla is not a
rigid process. It is a flexible approach that is process-driven. It consists
of a group of people that have the interests of the community members
at heart. The formation or participants of Lekgotla will therefore differ
according to the topic under discussion. Members of a specific
Lekgotla are deemed to have knowledge of what is being discussed.
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b) The general aim of Lekgotla is to discuss in totality specific issues
through conversing and eventually reaching a consensus. This is done
through an acknowledgement of the full participation of everyone
involved. The virtue of consensus here is that it opens the door for
every participant to own the collective decision and act upon it.

c) InaLekgotla, all members are regarded as equal partners. All members
are therefore expected to participate irrespective of their status. The
focus is on the discussion of the matter at hand and not who is making
a contribution.

d) Collective decision making and the solution at the end is not from one
individual. It must come from the buy-in of all members, usually
through the use of phrases such as Ke laka leo (I second or | echo your
sentiments), which implies that the speaker also agrees with what is
being said by other speakers.

The Adoption of Lekgotla in Understanding Positive
Experiences of Working in a Transforming Open Distance

Learning (ODL) Academic Context

In this section, | discuss the process of how Lekgotla could be used to
understand the positive experiences of working in academia. Traditionally,
psychological assessments are used (typically by a management team) for
decision-making protocols such as recruitment, placement, promotion,
training, and career-path training within different work contexts, and they are
recognised for this kind of use by the HPCSA (Van de Vijver & Rothmann
2004). The decision-making structure is hierarchical. As such, it has great
potential to undermine the principles of the equality of all human beings as
human beings. Contrary to this, the adoption of academic Lekgotla does not
promote and serve the interests of management only because, by its nature, it
includes everybody and it assumes an equality approach. Everybody enters the
communication process as equal partners, and everybody’s input is valued.
Through the adoption of academic Lekgotla, participants would be able to
understand themselves better, learn from each other, and, therefore, will be
provided with a space to reflect and share their unique personal experiences of
working in academia.
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In addition, the adoption of Lekgotla in an ODL higher learning
institution implies the practice of decolonisation. Smith (2012) describes the
process of decolonisation as offering an alternative to colonialism since it
exists as a different, oppositional way of knowing. Authors such as Baloyi
(2008), E. Fourie and Terre Blanche (2018), Ramose (2004) Higgs (2010b)
and Mignolo (2009) have also written about decolonisation as a necessity in
current higher learning institutions that could bring curriculum transformation.

In support of Smith’s adoption of decolonisation, Okere et al. (2005: 1)
emphasised the view that ‘all knowledge is first of all local knowledge’. This
implies that we first learn what we know from our own immediate systems
such as, for example, our culture, before we can learn from other different
cultures. Lekgotla, as a South African indigenous intervention/method, seems
to provide the possibility of at least one non-Western methodology that
researchers in South Africa and other cultural contexts can employ to ensure
their research does not continue the traditions of epistemological exclusion and
injustice that plague current research. Lekgotla therefore seems to address the
issue of curriculum transformation which is of real significance in higher
education.

Conclusion

The reason Lekgotla was adopted in this research was to intervene differently
in understanding positive experiences of working in a transforming academic
context in a way that is likely to be more authentic and less impositional.
Lekgotla as an African concept is therefore regarded as relevant to
safeguarding diversity and to promoting transformation in ODL in South
African academic context.
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