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Prof Tyrone Pretorius
Rector and Vice-Chancellor

Welcome to a new edition of Signals. I hope you enjoyed our previous edition with its 
astronomy focus.

In this edition, we have a special focus on the research work done by the Institute for Poverty, Land 
and Agrarian Studies (PLAAS). This it reminded me yet again of the many areas of excellence in 
research we have at UWC.

The research that PLAAS does is so vital in a developing country such as South Africa and a continent 
with high levels of dependency on subsistence farming. Land is, of course, a contentious issue in 
South Africa and the accompanying reform and restitution processes remain of importance to many. 
In this regard, PLAAS has played a leading role in unpacking the complexities of these processes by 
means of excellent research.

Similarly, it has delved deeply into other research areas affecting marginalised communities and 
groups such as the place of women in the economy and their precarious place in relation to land 
ownership.

This edition, therefore, offers an invaluable oversight of the research areas and work for which 
PLAAS has become known in the international research community.

There are, as always, other interesting articles from researchers across the university. I am delighted 
to see Prof Quentin Williams’s essay on the establishment of the first trilingual dictionary in Kaaps. 
Language can be such a powerful weapon of either empowerment or marginalisation and Kaaps has 
been firmly placed in the latter category for far too many years. With this dictionary, a significant step 
will be taken in recognising the position of Kaaps and I am very pleased that UWC, through Prof 
Williams, will be able to contribute to this.

The contribution by Prof Sarojini Nadar, the Desmond Tutu Research Chair in Religion and Social 
Justice, and Dr Megan Robertson is a thoughtful and questioning essay that uses the teachings of the 
late American theologian, Rev Dr Katie Geneva Cannon, as a lens through which to view of the status 
and vulnerability of women across a range of societal spheres.

I want to join Prof Frantz, who, in her column, speaks about the contribution of Prof Michael Davies-
Coleman, our outgoing Dean of the Faculty of Natural Sciences. Since working with Prof Davies-
Coleman, I have admired and respected his enthusiasm for and commitment to UWC and am 
indebted to him for his leadership of the faculty. Having someone of Prof Davies-Coleman’s calibre 
on the university’s senior management team has been vital in ensuring the continued growth of the 
faculty and I know that his successor, Prof Burtram Fielding, has a steady foundation on which to 
build when he takes over in 2022.

Finally, there is a short article acknowledging Prof Carolina Odman, associate professor and the 
Associate Director: Development and Outreach of the Inter-University of Data Intensive Astronomy, 
for receiving the NSTF-South32 Communication Award for reshaping how science is communicated 
to the public and in particular research into building a scientific vocabulary in African languages. 
Congratulations, Prof Odman.

This being the last edition of Signals for the year, I want to take this opportunity to wish all our 
readers well for the rest of 2021 and I look forward to talking to you again next year in the magazine.

Welcome to the new edition of Signals.

Having held the Research Recognition Awards and the Research Week since the last 
edition, I am so proud of the fact that the members of our research community continue 
to pursue their areas of expertise and interest with ongoing passion and commitment, 
particularly in the context of the Covid-19 pandemic that has caused great disruption and 
hardship in our lives.

In this edition, we have a special focus on the Institute for Poverty, Land and Agrarian 
Studies, otherwise known as PLAAS, the unit that continues to produce cutting-edge 
research on subjects such as land reform, the fishing industry and other vital areas that 
speak to the precarious nature of making a living from the land. This special focus, 
therefore, tackles the “big” issue of land reform in South Africa – an area of great 
contestation and debate that has its roots in colonialism and the dispossession of land 
through various discriminatory acts and practices such as the 1913 Native Land Act.

Another area of contestation covered in Signals is Prof Anthony Diala’s essay on potential 
reform of aspects to the Matrimonial Property Act of 1984, which has not kept pace with 
societal and cultural changes in terms of marriage definitions. This, of course, includes 
the Civil Union Act of 2006 that allows anyone – regardless of sexual orientation – to 
marry either through a civil union, a civil marriage or a customary marriage. As a member 
of the South African Law Reform Commission’s advisory committee to review aspects of 
the Matrimonial Property Act, Prof Diala is uniquely placed to offer not only a historical 
perspective on marriage and property in South Africa but also to show the potential 
pitfalls and resistance to changes to the Act.

Although Prof Michael Davies-Coleman will only retire as Dean of the Faculty of Natural 
Sciences at the end of this year, we thought it appropriate to pay tribute to his leadership 
in the faculty and his commitment to UWC in this edition. In the profile of Prof Davies-
Coleman, it is clear to see why he has been such a popular and respected member of 
the senior management team at UWC since he joined the university in 2012. I’d like to 
take the opportunity here to say how much I have enjoyed working with him and my 
appreciation for his commitment to his students, colleagues and our university.

Similarly, I want to welcome my colleague in the DVC: Research and Innovation Office, 
Prof Burtram Fielding, as the Dean-elect who will succeed Prof Davies-Coleman. I enjoyed 
the profile of him as he sets out his goals for the faculty and I look forward to working with 
him in a different capacity in 2022.

Finally, we have two new additions in this edition – an overview of the university’s new 
Institutional Operating Plan (2021-2025), and I am personally very excited about the 
goals that have been set for the Research and Innovation portfolio as we strive to continue 
growing UWC as a research-led institution. We’ve also added all the winners of the annual 
Research Recognition Awards and, as I said earlier, it is so pleasing to be reminded again 
of the strength of our research community.

I hope you will enjoy reading the articles that I have mentioned and the many others in 
this edition. 

Prof José Frantz
DVC: Research and Innovation

Publisher’s NoteRector’s Note
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UWC’s international

In the new Institutional Operating Plan (2021-2025), 
internationalisation been embedded as a cross-cutting theme 
across all goal areas, as well as in the teaching and learning, 
and research and student development imperatives. In 
this edition, we highlight some of the most recent research 
partnerships that have been developed between  individual 
researchers and the international research community.

1. Prof Marshall Keyster from the Department of Biotechnology 
has been selected as one of 40 mentors in the African Research 
Universities Alliance (ARUA) – UK Research and Innovation 
(UKRI) – Global Challenges Research Fund (GCRF) Food 
Systems Network for Africa (FSNET) fellowship programme. 
ARUA – UKRI GCRF FSNet-Africa is a fellowship programme 
in which 20 early-career researchers from 10 academic partner 
institutions in six African countries (Ghana, Kenya, Malawi, 
South Africa, Tanzania and Zambia) will conduct multi-, inter-, 
and transdisciplinary research focused on the transformation 
of African food systems. 

2. Prof Duncan Brown of the Centre for Multilingualism and 
Diversities Research (CMDR) is part of a successful INTPART 
research project application through the University of 
Oslo to develop and strengthen the field of Environmental 
Humanities. The project, which has been awarded funding of 
R16.3-million, involves collaboration between the University 
of Oslo, the University of Santa Cruz, the University of 
Tokyo, the University of Cape Town and the University of 
the Western Cape. The funding is directed towards staff and 
student exchanges, collaborative workshops, the potential 
development of joint postgraduate teaching and supervision, 
staff development, and co-authored publications. The project 
runs from 2021 to 2026. 

3. Prof Bassey Antia (Linguistics Department) is the leader 
of the project Boosting the Use of African Languages in 
Education: A Qualified Organized Nationwide Development 
(BAQONDE Project) Strategy for South Africa. It is a three-
year collaborative, capacity-building project co-financed by 
the European Union. The project aims to promote the use of 
African languages in higher education in South Africa. The 
other institutions involved are North-West University, the 
University of KwaZulu-Natal, Rhodes University and three 
European universities: Trinity College Dublin, the University 
of Groningen and the University of Salamanca.

4. Prof Ciraj Rassool (History Department) is part of an 
international group of principal investigators from Germany, 
Senegal, the UK, Cameroon and South Africa that was 
successful in being awarded a Volkswagen Foundation Grant 
for the project Re-connecting “Objects”: Epistemic Plurality 

and Transformative Practices in and beyond Museums, which 
will run from October 2021 to May 2025. In the context of 
major social and environmental emergencies at a global scale, 
and amidst civil societies’ restitution claims across the world, 
this project intends to critically interrogate the histories of 
collections assembled during the colonial time, engage in the 
reconnection of interrupted chains of knowledge. and examine 
alternative forms of custody, object-handling and display in 
African and European museums. For this purpose, the project 
brings together researchers who will work in close dialogue 
with artists, museum professionals, students and various 
stakeholders on both continents. The overarching common 
endeavor is the creation of two complementary, site-specific 
research exhibitions held simultaneously in Oxford and Dakar 
during the 2024 Dak’art Biennale. Epistemic plurality is at the 
core of this project: all its components are thus designed to 
allow for the crossfertilization of multiple approaches, to open 
up the sedimented meanings of objects and to foster learning 
from practices beyond the museum. To this aim, a digital 
working tool, the “anticatalogue”, will be developed. It enables 
sustainable long-distance collaboration. Drawing relationships 
between the studied objects and documenting their historical 
evolution without reifying them, it can both act as a transversal 
working instrument to be used by all researchers across 
continents, and form a visual element of the exhibition in its 
own right.

5. Prof Ciraj Rassool (History Department) is part of an 
international network of scholars from museums and 
universities in Canada, the Netherlands, Poland and South 
Africa that successfully raised a substantial grant from the 
Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council (SSHRC) 
in Canada for a project, Thinking through the Museum. This 
project has a range of platforms and themes relating to the 
enhancement of social justice through museums. The emphasis 
at UWC will be on the ways museums have been central to 
constructions of race, and how they can become platforms 
for combating racism. It brings together academics, museum 
practitioners and community representatives to investigate 
and creatively respond to the lack of diversity in museum 
staff and governance, the absence or misrepresentation of 
disempowered groups in exhibits and strained relations 
between museums and the publics they serve. The project’s 
goal is to integrate its network of 20 partner organisations 
in Canada, the Netherlands, Poland, South Africa and the 
United States and 34 diverse, world-class experts to transform 
museum theory and practice. The team will draw on critical 
theory and lived experience to better understand museums’ 
implication in and potential for redressing contentious 
historical and cultural issues.

partnerships

Prof Marshall Keyster Prof Bassey Antia Prof Ciraj Rassool Prof Duncan Brown
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PLAAS seeks to 
     unpick contradictions of

PLAAS STAFF

Academic Staff
More than 50% of Africa’s workforce is employed in the 
agricultural sector and more than 70% of the food eaten on the 
continent is produced by small-scale farmers and fishers, most 
of whom are women.  In other words, the vast majority of the 
continent’s 1.3-billion population depend for their survival on 
family farming and seasonal labour, herding and fishing, and 
informal food processing and trading.

However, these hundreds of millions of Africans have relatively 
little control over, or access to, the land, natural resources, 
finance and assets which underpin their food security and 
livelihoods. 

The Institute for Poverty, Land and Agrarian Studies (PLAAS) 
seeks to unpick this contradiction by undertaking research 
that addresses the political economy of how land is held and 
accessed, and how food is produced, distributed and sold.

It adopts an engaged and impact-oriented approach in its work, 
analysing the nature of the land and food systems in Africa 
to produce a clear understanding of how they operate and 
how they may be restructured to address their characteristic 
chronic poverty and socio-economic inequality. 

To this end, PLAAS engages community organisations, non-
governmental organisations (NGOs) and other stakeholders in 
its research efforts, both in order to produce a comprehensive 
picture of the material reality of everyday lives and also to 
support poor and marginalised people in their struggle to 
reshape land and food systems which tend to exclude them or, 
at best, incorporate them on adverse terms.

The research also has a strong advocacy emphasis, producing 
research and advice to influence national and international 
policymaking in the interests of the vulnerable majority and 
their quest for greater and more beneficial access to land, food 
and economic opportunity. In this respect, the Institute has 
developed considerable expertise in analysing how livelihoods 
are produced by farm workers; small and subsistence farmers; 
coastal and inland artisanal fishers; and the informally self-
employed in rural and urban areas

The Institute’s research themes
Under the leadership of Professor Andries du Toit, PLAAS’s 
research has focused on five main themes: land rights and 
tenure systems; farming and food systems; fisheries and 
marine resources; natural resource management; and poverty 
and social policy. 

The aim is to explore the linkages between the perpetuation of 

poverty and inequality and the larger nature and structure of 
economic growth in the region – and thus to produce a better 
understanding of what may constitute inclusive, broad-based 
development and how this may be achieved,

For example, PLAAS’s research has explored the link between 
poverty and landlessness in South Africa (and increasingly 
in other parts of Southern Africa), with de-agrarianisation 
leading to joblessness rather than non-farm employment in 
the urban formal or informal sectors, as imagined by orthodox 
development theories. 

Processes of market penetration and commodification have 
also enabled elites and large firms to wield greater control 
over a wide range of natural resources other than land itself, 
including in the fishing sector, and exert considerable influence 
in shaping national food systems, including in the areas of 
production, distribution and retail, as well as international 
trade.

In response, PLAAS’s research has questioned the inevitability 
of a transition from small-scale, labour-intensive and 
family-based farming to a capital- and technology-intensive 
agricultural system – particularly as the ecological sustainability 
of this model, and the upstream and downstream industries to 
which it is connected, has increasingly come under fire. 

PLAAS has also recently undertaken a study into the political 
economy of change in African food systems under Covid-19, 
exploring how government policy-making and regulatory 
responses have entrenched elite and corporate interests 
during the pandemic. This research has asked fundamental 
questions, including: Who are and should be the beneficiaries 
of the food system? How may the inequalities in the system be 
resolved to ensure genuine universal benefits? 

A further focus for recent research has been the struggle 
to safeguard “the commons” in Africa – that is, the drive to 
produce a system for land and natural resource management 
that is genuinely equitable, benefiting whole populations, and 
sustainable across generations.

An aspect of this work has been research into the “blue 
economy” and small-scale fishing in Africa, led by Prof 
Moenieba Isaacs and Prof Mafa Hara, which is interrogating 
how a marketised approach to development is excluding local 
communities. Another aspect has been research in support of 
women’s struggle to secure adequate access to land across the 
continent under both customary and private forms of tenure.

Prof Mafa Hara
Professor

Prof Moenieba Isaacs
Academic Coordinator and Professor

Prof Ruth Hall 
SARChl Chair and Professor

Dr Phillan Zamchiya
Senior Researcher

Dr Farai Mtero
Senior Researcher

Cyriaque Hakizimana
Researcher

Nkanyiso Gumede
Researcher

Katlego Ramantsima
Researcher

Admin & Support Staff

Bahihah Mohamed 
Finance and Operations Manager

Carla Henry
Senior Administrator

Donovan Delpaul
Senior Finance Officer

Joy van Dieman
Administrator

Emmanuel Ogbuabo
Senior Student Assistant

Jenine Baartman
Office Assistant

land and food
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What is 
‘successful’

After remaining in the background for a number of years, 
the land question in South Africa once again rose to the top of 
the political agenda in 2018 when President Cyril Ramaphosa 
appointed a special panel to consider and provide advice on 
the issue.

The body’s membership included Professor Ruth Hall, who 
holds the South African Research Chair in Poverty, Land and 
Agrarian Studies, which is funded by the National Research 
Foundation (NRF), at PLAAS.

The panel was mandated to identify and address the factors 
had hindered the process of land reform and produce 
recommendations to ensure that broader access to land was 
promoted.

A key question raised in the public discourse by the renewed 
focus on the land question at this time was: What may be 
considered to comprise a “successful” land reform? In other 
words: What should the actual goals of the process be?

In seeking to answer these questions and explore the kinds of 
land reform actually being implemented, a research project 
was launched by a team of PLAAS researchers under the 
leadership of senior researcher Dr Farai Mtero. A key finding 
of their research was that the main notion of what constituted 
“success” in land reform at this time was quite limited.

The study found that the dominant conceptualisation of 
“success” was shaped by a “productionist” perspective, 
which emphasised commercial agriculture at the expense of 
other legitimate and vital land uses, and which privileged 
inappropriate models of “tight” value chain integration 
unsuitable to the needs of small farmers and most rural 
households.

Meanwhile, notions of societal justice, genuine equity of access 
and the centrality of land to systems of social production and 
informal welfare were largely being ignored in the policy 
debate.

Accordingly, the research found, the aims of land redistribution 
had drifted away from what was really needed – land for poor 
people for livelihoods and tenure security – towards “elite 
capture” by a small group of medium-size farmers and their 
corporate partners.

Mtero and his colleagues, Katlego Ramantsima and Nkanyiso 
Gumede, also identified a number of policymaking biases that 
were marginalising the interests of the poor, the landless, and 
communal-area and smallholder farmers; and at the same 
time crowding out the possibility of developing other criteria 
for how land could and should be accessed and by whom.
“While undertaking the project, we realised that there was no 
clear consensus on what constituted an equitable, pro-poor 
land reform in South Africa,” says Mtero.

In response, the team identified this period of renewed 
national focus on land reform as an opportune moment to 
explore and produce alternative proposals in support of a 
progressive and pro-poor approach to the issue. 

So, a follow-up project on Equitable Access to Land for Social 
Justice was established to support public debate and social 
dialogue on the underlying political question: What is the 
purpose of land reform and whose interests should it serve?

Deploying a combination of fieldwork and public engagement 
efforts, the three-year project is currently examining how 
policymakers, officials, beneficiaries and society as a whole 
frame the notion of “success” in land reform.

In particular, it is reaching out to grassroots stakeholders in 
order to identify their interests and, thus, produce a genuinely 
democratic vision of how such reform may be enacted.

“The aim is to produce spaces in which key actors in the land 
and other sectors can engage in critical conversations about 
the fundamental purpose of land reform in South Africa – 
what it is for – and the role of this in development and societal 
transformation,” says Mtero.

land
reform?
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A further concern of the project, which ends in 2022, has been 
to shift attention away from a narrow focus on the manner in 
which land should be acquired by the state for reallocation.
The debate on expropriation – that is, the mechanisms that 
may be adopted for the compulsory acquisition of land – has 
come to dominate the political discourse since Ramaphosa’s 
presidential panel produced its recommendations.

“We are trying to broaden the discussion beyond the idea of 
land acquisition and to say that there is much more to land 
reform,” says Mtero.

In this regard, he cites the need to implement appropriate 
legislation to give effect to the Constitution’s pledge to broaden 
access to land, as expressed in Section 25. “We are relying on 
the Provision of Land and Assistance Act of 1993, which is 
quite ineffective.” 

The Act provides the minister with discretionary powers on 
how to redistribute land but does not state how these resources 
should be apportioned across priority groups, including women 
and small-scale farmers. There is also legislation relating to 
the subdivision of land that could be used to accommodate 
smallholders, but which is not being fully implemented.
Ramantsima affirms the point: “Achieving equitable access to 
land as directed under the Constitution has been a challenge 

for the states with the result that rural households have limited 
access to productive land while in the cities there is growing 
informality and poverty.”

“For women, whose land rights are particularly fragile, access 
to land provides a sense of security, empowerment, belonging 
and dignity,” she says.

In an effort to address such concerns, the project has convened 
stakeholders from the Eastern Cape, the Free State, Gauteng, 
North West and KwaZulu-Natal to discuss the constraints on 
equitable access to land for more marginalised beneficiaries 
and how these may be overcome by securing land tenure 
rights and developing a progressive land redistribution bill, as 
well as by releasing appropriate state land. 

The stakeholders, who have been engaged through a range 
of outreach and research activities, including webinars, 
dialogues and interviews, have included community members 
and activists from organisations such as the Alliance for Rural 
Democracy, the Land Access Movement of South Africa, the 
Association for Rural Advancement, Qina Mbokodo, the 
Border Rural Committee, Vulamasango Singene, Ntinga 
Ntaba kaNdoda, the Inner City Federation, the Tshwane 
Leadership Foundation, Ndifuna Ukwazi, the Tshisimani 
Centre for Activist Education, and the Socio-Economic Rights 
Institute. 

What is “successful” land reform? (continued)

We are trying to broaden the discussion 
beyond the idea of land acquisition and to say 
that there is much more to land reform 

They have considered how land reform efforts may be 
leveraged to create jobs; the importance of gender equity in the 
use of and control over land; and the need to provide working-
class and poor communities in the cities with properly serviced 
land for housing that is close to economic opportunities, social 
amenities and transport hubs. 

“Basically, the emphasis is that land reform should go beyond 
just enabling access for agriculture. It should also extend to 
provision of land for other needs as expressed by the landless,” 
says Gumede. In this regard, the broad democratic goal of the 
project has been to identify land needs among the rural poor 
and the urban poor, including where these converge, and 
to build consensus and a coalition for change among these 
groups in support of their interests. 

“It is about helping to forge a class coalition among those who 
are marginalised and excluded from policy processes – and on 
the basis of that coalition, trying to engage and influence the 
policymakers and highlighting the significance of a pro-poor 
land reform,” says Mtero. 

“In other words, the aim is to ensure that the policy and its 
implementation is shaped by an actual rather than merely 
rhetorical commitment to equity in land reform.”
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Although African women comprise the majority of the 
agricultural workforce on the continent, many of them do not 
hold independent land rights. They often struggle to access 
land and many face the risk of dispossession.

In response to this challenge, resolutions and frameworks 
aiming to secure equitable land rights for women have been 
adopted at the international and continental levels and most 
African states have agreed to policy resolutions to ensure a 
fairer deal for women. 

However, research shows that the domestication and 
implementation of these land rights mechanisms varies across 
countries and has received little political support on the 
ground. For example, under Covid-19, women have remained 
vulnerable to losing their land to male relatives, companies 
and governments. In addition, the majority of rural women 
remain unaware of the progressive gender tools that have 
been developed at the international level. 

Accordingly, in 2017, PLAAS launched a three-year research, 
training and advocacy initiative on Women’s Land Rights for 
Inclusive Development and Growth in Africa with Oxfam’s 
Pan Africa Programme and the Plateforme Régionale des 
Organisations Paysannes d’Afrique Centrale (PROPAC), a 
regional platform of farmers’ organisations in Central Africa 

that operates in partnership with the International Land 
Coalition (ILC). 

The project interrogated the extent to which national 
governments have agreed to and implemented the provision 
of women’s land rights under continental and international 
charters produced by the African Union (AU) and United 
Nations (UN); as well as whether and how women’s land 
rights have been recognised and implemented by legislation, 
protocols and policy in seven countries: Cameroon, Ethiopia, 
Kenya, Malawi, Mozambique, South Africa and Togo. 

It scored these states on how effective they have been in 
implementing provisions on women’s land rights. In addition, 
it produced a tool quantifying their effectiveness, which was 
made available to women on the ground, including through 
empowerment programmes instituted at the grassroots. The 
tool was accompanied by training with the goal of fostering 
evidence-based campaigning for women’s land rights and to 
support the implementation of such rights.

The research undertaken by project teams in Southern, West 
and East Africa considered the factors that had impeded or 
fostered the implementation of women’s land rights in the 
seven countries being studied. It investigated whether there 
were capacity constraints preventing implementation on the 

ground. It researched struggles around legal pluralism in 
which women confront the limitations of formalised state-
driven and market-driven processes for controlling land, as 
well as customary practices. It analysed the relative virtues 
and drawbacks of collective and individual forms of land 
rights for securing women’s control over land in the context of 
patriarchal systems and legacies.

The research also sought to analyse the positive impacts and 
limitations of efforts to advocate for women’s land rights in 
Africa at the intergovernmental level in the context of the 
norms produced by the Beijing Declaration and Platform for 
Action agreed by the UN in 1995; and the Kilimanjaro 
Initiative of 2016 when African women converged in a 
mass civil-society mobilisation in Tanzania and climbed the 
continent’s highest mountain to place the issue at the top of 
Africa’s rights agenda. In addition, the study considered the 
impacts of a campaign launched by the AU Commission, the 
UN Economic Commission for Africa (ECA) and the African 
Development Bank (AfDB) in 2016 with the stated goal of 
ensuring that 30% of documented land on the continent be 
allocated to African women by 2025.

The research also interrogated what forms of campaigning 
may work best to produce more effective implementation 
of women’s land rights, acknowledging the limits on the 

effectiveness of intergovernmental lobbying and the challenge 
of ensuring the accountability of advocacy efforts to civil 
society activism at the grassroots. The project further sought 
to lay the ground for future engagement with government and 
AU officials to address some of the political issues raised by its 
findings.

The findings
In general, the research found that the constitutional and legal 
provisions for equal land rights for women and men were 
quite adequate in the seven countries under study, particularly 
in Kenya and South Africa, although there was room for 
improvement in Cameroon and Mozambique.

However, implementation fell short in all the countries 
surveyed. In addition, it was found that officially sanctioned 
customary practices often contradicted statutory provisions 
safeguarding women’s rights. These findings confirmed the 
view that, although national governments are relatively quick 
to sign charters under pressure at intergovernmental forums, 
they are slower to convert these into national frameworks 
and even less willing to translate them into operable laws and 
practices.

The research also found that the quest for equitable land 
rights has continued to be impeded under legal pluralism by 
biased, parochial, patriarchal interpretations of customary 
practices, historically promoted through oppressive models of 
governance models such as colonialism and apartheid; and by 
state- and market-driven processes of land privatisation and 
formalisation that reinforce inequitable, gender-based forms 
of control over land. 

On a continent where 90% of land is still held under forms of 
informal or customary tenure, many African women depend on 
land that is held as common property instead of being privately 
titled. In response and in the name of extending women’s 
land rights, some governments have sought to promote joint 
spousal registration of property. However, this can tie women 
into marital arrangements and fails to address the needs of 
single women. In addition, in the absence of appropriate 
checks, such joint titling can facilitate privatisation from which 
poor landholders accrue few benefits. In this context, the 
promotion of inclusive ownership of land with titling requires 
reform of family and marriage, as well as land, laws.

In this regard, the research further found that it is important 
to look beyond changing statutes to reforming the customs 
and informal practices that shape the ownership and use of 
the vast majority of land on the continent – many of which 
are the subject of contestation. Indian feminist economist Bina 
Agarwal has pointed out the ways in which women struggle 
for land rights in relation to the state, market forces and 
their families. The point is that women don’t own rights in a 
vacuum; they are a part of collectives, of families. Gender is 

The research also sought to analyse the 
positive impacts and limitations of efforts to 
advocate for women’s land rights in Africa
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Land rights for women (continued)

One clear lesson seems to be that training programmes 
should be viewed as part of broader technical assistance 
efforts rather than as stand-alone initiatives

a relational concept and property rights themselves are also 
relational in customary systems, indicating and giving form to 
the kinds of relationships that exist between men and women 
and within families. 

In this context, the AU goal to ensure women hold 30% of 
documented land rights emanates from a limiting paradigm – 
as if individualised rights could provide security given the many 
social forms of tenure under informal and customary systems. 
Accordingly, many civil society organisations, including those 
seeking to defend poor landholders from large-scale corporate 
grabbing, have argued that communities can better protect 
their interests with collective titling. There are also situations, 
such as in relation to rights to rangeland, in which individual 
titling is useless. 

In general, the research concluded, it is important to consider 
which forms of tenure can actually secure women’s land rights 
most effectively on a case-by-case basis. Accordingly, the study 
recommended that alternative people-driven approaches 
toward securing land rights, whether in the statutory or 
customary spheres, should be established instead of the top-
down bureaucratic ones that have generally failed in Africa. 

A way forward
The research project concluded that it is important for civil 
society to focus its efforts on achieving implementation of the 
hard-won commitments to security of tenure for women that 
have been made at the continental level. For example, full 
documentation of land rights is required to establish whether 
30% of land is held by women. In order for women to assert 
full control over land, civil society needs to be able to track the 

extent and kind of control that they currently exert. 

In this spirit of seeking to ensure implementation, the AU’s 
specialised technical committee responsible for land issues 
has introduced successive measures to push states to meet the 
commitments they have agreed at the continental level. As a 
result, the onus has shifted to national governments to track 
the progress that they have or haven’t made in implementing 
effective land reform policies and mechanisms that promote 
equitable land rights. 

At the same time and in the absence of comprehensive data on 
the extent of women’s land rights, the strategy being adopted 
by the AU Commission together with the African Land Policy 
Centre is to use the information that is being produced by 
research initiatives such as the present PLAAS/Oxfam/PROPAC 
project to produce advice that can guide states in their efforts 
to implement land reform. For example, analysis of the data 
on what has happened in a particular place may be used to 
produce lessons that may be applied more widely elsewhere. 

In this regard, one clear lesson seems to be that training 
programmes should be viewed as part of broader technical 
assistance efforts rather than as stand-alone initiatives. 
Similarly, advisory services seeking to provide expertise 
across a range of countries to help them to review their land 
policies should include a training component tailored to the 
particular circumstances in each of the various states. The 
aim should be to foster greater understanding among those 
who are reviewing the land policies, including, for example, 
parliamentarians. This could help to produce more effective 
oversight of, and reporting on, national land reform efforts in 
support of the drive to promote women’s land rights.

It is important to consider which forms of 
tenure can actually secure women’s land 
rights most effectively on a case-by-case basis
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Small-scale farmers, fishers and traders in South Africa have 
suffered huge business losses under Covid-19, depriving poor 
consumers of a crucial source of cheap, nutritious food, while 
large, corporate food producers and retailers have reaped the 
profits, according to new research produced by PLAAS.

The finding emerged from a research project coordinated by 
the Institute to interrogate how the pandemic has affected 
the political economy of food systems in Ghana, Tanzania and 
South Africa. 

The study found that the impacts of the Covid-19 crisis and the 
responses to it had been particularly severe in South Africa, 
which has one of the most corporatised food systems on the 
continent.

Specifically, it pointed to growing profits among corporate 
South Africa’s food producers and retailers, as hikes in food 
prices outstripped general inflation during the pandemic. 

The study noted that official regulations introduced in 
response to the Covid-19 outbreak under the State of Disaster 
declared in March 2020 had facilitated a system of licensing 
that enabled large-scale and formal sector producers, traders 
and retailers to carry on doing business, but stopped street 
and bakkie traders from selling food; prevented fishers from 
setting out to sea and selling their catches at fair prices; and 
blocked access to markets for small-scale farmers. Although 
operations were allowed to resume some weeks later, lost 
incomes permanently damaged these businesses.

The price of lockdown
The 13-month project, which is funded by Canada’s 
International Development Research Centre (IDRC), cited 
the case of Gloria (not her real name), who lives with her 
four children in a shack in Ivory Park, a township outside 
Johannesburg, and who sells fresh produce such as tomatoes, 
onions, cabbage, carrots, potatoes and butternut from a street 
stall.

Prevented from doing business under the initial government-
imposed hard lockdown in 2020, she subsequently faced rising 
prices for the food she stocks. At the same time, demand 
fell away as the incomes of her regular customers dropped. 
Gloria’s business, which she started with a R500 loan from 
her mother, and which has over the past 17 years offered free 
credit and affordable food to local consumers, has now fallen 
on hard times.

Meanwhile, the large supermarkets, which in April 2021 were 
selling onions for R14.35 a kilo compared with Gloria’s price of 
R7.66 a kilo, have thrived. The Shoprite group’s 1 726 stores 
across the country recorded a 9.3% growth in sales in the 53 

weeks to the end of June 2021 and an even higher increase in 
profits to 17.2%, despite lockdown restrictions on alcohol sales. 
Tiger Brands also reported a rise in profit margins – 9.6% in 
the six months to the end of March 2021 – despite a drop in 
sales volumes. The profits may largely be attributed to hikes in 
food prices, which have risen 60% higher than core inflation 
during the pandemic. 

Uneven impacts on the food system
For the poor, the effects of this have been damaging. The 
unemployed and those on lower incomes have been forced to 
spend an increasing proportion of their meagre budgets on 
food. 

In response, the PLAAS study found, many of these households 
have cut the amount and quality of the food they are buying, 
with worrying nutritional implications – particularly for 
children, who are likely to be stunted as a result.

“Under Covid-19, it has become quite evident that increased 
production and profits in the food system can be accompanied 
by greater food insecurity and hunger,” said Prof Ruth Hall, 
who, together with Prof Moenieba Isaacs, led the PLAAS 
research team.  

“The State of Disaster was clearly more disastrous for some 
than others.” 

The research found that the Covid-19 regulations introduced 
by the government affected different parts of the food system 
unevenly. For example, although the supply and sale of food 
was declared an “essential service” and exempted from certain 
lockdown regulations, the reality was that vast sections of the 
informal sector were closed down under the new rules.

This resulted in vast unintended consequences in the form of 
unsellable surpluses, food wastage and lost incomes among the 
country’s 2.5-million small-scale farmers, 80 000 small-scale 
fishers and fish processors, and 750 000 street traders selling 
food.

Traders who sold extensively to poor consumers, who were 
the worst hit by income losses during the pandemic, struggled; 
as did farmers and fishers who had previously focused on 
niche high-value hospitality and export markets, which now 
collapsed.

Struggling smallholders
Black farmers, many of whom are hindered by a lack of capital 
and fair access to markets, as well as insecure land rights, faced 
increased input costs; transport, labour and input disruptions; 
and reduced market demand. In the absence of sufficient or 
timely government support, some stopped production; many 

Pandemic 
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retrenched workers; and others were forced deep into debt. 
They generally failed to benefit from the increased food prices 
or exports from which a number of the larger agribusiness 
players profited. 

The challenges faced during the pandemic by these food 
producers are illustrated by the case of small-scale producer 
Gidinga Makeleni, a commercially oriented smallholder 
farmer from Ozwathini in KwaZulu-Natal.

The first hurdle Makeleni faced once lockdown was imposed in 
March 2020 was sourcing a travel permit. The ban on bakkie 
traders who had previously bought his pigs, chickens and 
vegetables, meant he had to continue to feed his livestock until 
he could find a new market for them. This in turn entailed 
travelling into town to buy more feed for them, which meant 
securing permission to travel. 

However, this was to prove anything but straightforward: “I 
remember going to the police station with the hope that I will 
get the permit, but when I got there, I was told they do not 
know anything about the issuing of permits,” said Makeleni. 
“My ward councillor also did not know.”

All of which left Makeleni with little choice: “I then took a risk, 
and drove to purchase feed for my livestock. Fortunately, I 
never came across any law enforcement agent, otherwise I 
would have been arrested.”

Of course, feeding that which was ready for market meant 
losing money. Meanwhile, Makeleni’s efforts to turn a profit 
from his produce were also frustrated. A local school-feeding 

programme that had previously bought his vegetables was 
discontinued, as the schools across the country closed under 
the national lockdown. The harvest Makeleni and other local 
farmers produced was left to rot on the ground or be fed to 
livestock because of a lack of access to alternative markets.

As income was lost, Makeleni and the other farmers in his area 
fell behind in servicing monthly accounts for clothing and 
other items. Contributions to savings clubs and burial societies 
went unmet. Some dipped into their savings to stay afloat.

Large firms reaping the profits
In another sector of the food system, artisanal fishers, already 
facing stiff competition for a threatened natural resource base 
from large firms, also found themselves ill equipped to cope 
with the new pressures brought by Covid-19. 

Restrictions on travel and accommodation prevented them 
from travelling to fishing grounds in good time to set out to 
sea; and an export ban meant that fishers on the West Coast 
lost out on the market for their most valuable species.  At the 
same time, large companies with extensive refrigeration and 
packing facilities were able to buy up fish at low prices and 
store them until the markets improved and they could sell to 
consumers at a higher price.

This pattern of the large corporate stakeholders protecting 
their profit margins at the expense of primary producers and 
consumers during the state of disaster was repeated across the 
food system, indicating the crucial importance of supporting 
the small-scale food producers and traders who underpin the 

Pandemic hits small producers and traders hard (continued)

informal economy in South Africa.

For example, PLAAS’s research found that street traders, 
sourcing food from municipal markets and directly from 
farmers, sell fresh produce at prices far below supermarket 
prices and create more livelihoods for low-income people in 
the process, including in the areas of employment-intensive 
production and processing, as well as in the transport and retail 
sectors. Similarly, artisanal fishers and local fish processors 
and traders play a key role in coastal communities, creating 
livelihoods and ensuring a supply of high protein seafood at 
the local level.

Producing a fairer system
Accordingly and in order to address the kinds of problems 
faced by the small-scale farmers, fishers and traders during 
the pandemic, the researchers engaged in the IDRC-funded 
project have recommended that the government should focus 
its policy-making efforts on ensuring that the domestic food 
system actually produces what have been described as the two 
most important outputs of such systems by the UN’s High 
Level Panel of Experts on Food Security and Nutrition: the 
right to food; and improved livelihoods, especially for those in 
the food system.

The researchers have recommended that the government 
should shift its focus away from increasing agricultural 
productivity by shedding jobs and squeezing wages; and stop 
trying to integrate farmers into corporate-controlled value 
chains, which have been shown to take food and profits away 

from local communities.

Instead, it should seek to foster locally owned enterprises 
that retain and circulate more of the profits and nutritional 
benefits of the food system in the area; and should regulate to 
ensure improved food security and provide greater social and 
ecological protection. 

To this end, it has been recommended that the South 
African society and government – across ministries and from 
national to local levels – need to embark on systemic change 
by replicating the enterprise model of small-scale farms and 
micro-enterprises that can create more jobs and business 
ownership, and foster local economic development.

The PLAAS research team has further recommended that 
government policy should provide significant support to 
existing street and bakkie traders so that they can form the 
core of local markets, which would create significant benefits 
for small-scale black farmers, including women farmers, and in 
making food more accessible for poorer people. 

In particular, PLAAS has proposed that, after the local 
government elections held in November 2021, all municipal 
authorities should seek to promote small farmer and 
street trader spaces in the cities – instead of, for example, 
automatically granting planning permission for the rebuilding 
of the supermarkets and malls that were destroyed during the 
unrest in July 2021.

This contribution to Signals draws from an article by Professor Ruth Hall, who holds the South African Research Chair in Poverty, Land and Agrarian 
Studies at PLAAS, and Dr Marc Wegerif, who is a senior lecturer in development studies at the University of Pretoria, which was published in Business 
Day on 23 September; as well as research data from the project on “The Impacts of Covid-19 Responses on the Political Economy of African Food Systems,” 
which has been coordinated by PLAAS in South Africa, Ghana and Tanzania over the past two years, with funding support from IDRC.
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A raft of “blue economy” and “blue growth” initiatives have 
been promoted and undertaken by national governments 
and international institutions in the past few years, with the 
European Union (EU), the Food and Agriculture Organisation 
(FAO) of the United Nations (UN), the World Bank; and the 
UN Environment Programme (UNEP) all producing key 
policy documents on the topic. 

In essence, the idea is that the oceans need to be opened 
to new frontier opportunities for mining, shipping, spatial 
development, large-scale aquaculture and industrial fishing, 
elite tourism and protected areas – all within a market-
orientated framework.

Working with big conservation non-governmental 
organisations (NGOs), regional bodies including the African 
Union (AU), and philanthropic institutions, the international 
bodies advocating the “blue economy” agenda argue that 
it is aligned with the UN’s Sustainable Development Goals 
(SDGs) – in particular SDG 14, which aims to foster benevolent 
exploitation of the oceans, seas and marine resources. 

In addition to supporting economic growth, job creation 
and food security, they contend, adoption of blue economy 
initiatives can promote human rights.

However, this pitch fails to acknowledge how the benefits of 
the free-market model proposed for this version of the blue 
economy are skewed towards elite and corporate interests at 
the expense of local communities that depend on small-scale 
fishing. 

In response, PLAAS has led the development of an alternative 
idea of “blue justice” for small-scale fisheries (SSF). The 
aim of the new approach is to “critically examine the 
political, economic and ecological processes of blue economy 
development initiatives”, explains Professor Moenieba Isaacs, 
who is the Academic Coordinator for the Institute and the 
regional coordinator and founding member of a global 
partnership for the future of small-scale fisheries called, 
paradoxically, TooBigToIgnore.

The blue justice concept promoted by PLAAS, which is enacted 
through participatory action research, acknowledges the 

historical rights of small-scale fishing communities to marine 
and inland resources, and coastal spaces, as traditional users; 
and recognises the need for small-scale fisheries to have equity, 
access, participation and rights within the blue economy. It 
further acknowledges the importance of fishing as a source of 
food and livelihoods and in the production of cultural forms 
and identity. 

Adopting a political economy and social justice perspective, 
the approach seeks to unpack how issues of class, race, 
caste, culture and gender shape and enable the exploitation 
envisaged under the mainstream view of the blue economy. 
It examines the implications of blue-economy initiatives in 
specific local, national and regional contexts, addressing, for 
example, the precise nature of the deals being struck to control 
marine territories and resources and the roles that domestic 
elites and governments may play as partners, intermediaries 
and beneficiaries in these.

Blue justice analysis has also sought to unpick the politics 
and interests shaping the blue-economy agenda at the 
international level. So, for example, it notes that the human 
rights perspective that everyone is equal, which is promoted 
by the SDGs, is problematic given the great actual disparities 
in terms of incomes, wealth and access to influence among 
communities and interests across the world – and can be readily 
manipulated by those in power to serve their own interests.

Similarly, it criticises the proponents of the blue economy 
agenda for taking advantage of the concept of sustainable 
conservation of natural resources, leveraging an “ecological 
crisis” narrative in order to distract the populace from the 
implementation of free-market policies of questionable public 
value. Thus, potential opposition to the blue-economy agenda 
is disarmed and conservation becomes a tool to advance 
accumulation. 

As part of its work in supporting the development of blue-
justice theory and practice over the past year, PLAAS played 
a leading role in coordinating a series of five international 
webinars, bringing together African, Latin American, 
European and North American academics and civil-society 
activists. The virtual meetings explored how the blue justice 
concept may be implemented more widely; and also analysed 

justice for SA fishers
Blue
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the impacts of the Covid-19 pandemic, particularly in relation 
to fishers’ efforts to produce and support livelihoods and the 
role of social movements in supporting them.

The South African roots of ‘blue justice’
South Africa has been a key site in the evolution of the concept 
of blue justice on a continent where 90% of fish harvesting is 
conducted by small-scale or artisanal fishers.

In December 2004, thousands of small-scale fishers led by 
Capetonian fish-spotter Kenneth George and with the support 
of the Masifundise Development Trust and the Artisanal 
Fishers Association of South Africa brought a case against the 
national Department of Agriculture, Forestry and Fisheries 
(DAFF) seeking just access to fishing rights and equitable 
access to marine resources. 

The fishers brought the case to protect their livelihoods, 
secure food and determine their own market structure for 
distributing and selling their catch. They were also challenging 
a system of individual transferable quotas (ITQs) established 
by the government and the privatisation of rights within, 
and the monopolisation of, the fishing sector, which has been 
industrialised in South Africa. 

In an out-of-court settlement reached in 2007 to settle the case, 
academics, activists, fishery representatives and the national 
government came together and developed a new small-scale 
fisheries policy for the country, promoting a gender-equitable, 
collective system protecting tenure rights and local value-
chains and food supply. 

The South African campaign laid the foundations of a 
collaboration between PLAAS, the Masifundise Development 
Trust and the World Forum of Fisher Peoples (WFFP) to 
incorporate social justice principles into fisheries guidelines 
being developed at the international level. 

The result was the “Voluntary Guidelines on the Responsible 
Governance of Tenure of Land, Fisheries and Forests in the 
Context of National Food Security” produced by the FAO and 
the Committee on World Food Security (CFS) in 2012 and 
the “Voluntary Guidelines for Securing Sustainable Small-
Scale Fisheries in the Context of Food Security and Poverty 
Eradication” produced by the FAO in 2014. 

However, although the guidelines gained some political 
traction, mobilising advocacy and raising awareness of the 
plight of SSF, as well as endorsing fishers’ rights to food, 
national governments proved reluctant to implement them. 
Indeed, even as SSF communities struggled for recognition, 
the discourse of the blue economy started to take hold. 

Amid talk of “just transitions” for SSF communities, Operation 
Phakisa, which prioritised an ocean-economy programme, was 
launched in South Africa in 2014. While encouraging multi-
billion-rand investment in off-shore oil and gas, it offered no 
jobs for small-scale fisheries, which are generally deemed to be 

insignificant in terms of foreign-currency income by African 
governments.

Meanwhile, at the international level, the fish harvest remains 
dominated by the Global North. A relatively small number 
of wealthy countries land more than 70% of the value of the 
catch from the high seas. In addition, about 86% of fishery 
subsidies are distributed among large-scale fishing boats. As 
well as promoting over-fishing and taking the fish out of future 
generations’ mouths, such subsidies further impede equitable 
distribution of the economic benefits of fishing.

The exploitation and commodification of maritime and inland 
water resources by large firms with the support of political elites 
runs contrary to the approach adopted by small-scale fishers 
for whom fishing is a way of life. Within these communities, 
people’s interaction with the ocean has sustained livelihoods 
and shaped a culture of resilience and solidarity – among the 
members of particular communities and with neighbours. 
In this regard, SSF activism proposes a holistic, community-
based narrative for appreciating people’s relationship with 
the ocean, which should prioritise the right to access food and 
livelihoods in a fair way.

Blue injustice under Covid-19
The extent of the challenge faced by SSF in claiming their 
share of catches and the economic benefits of fishing became 
quite apparent under Covid-19.

During the hard lockdown introduced in South Africa from 
March 2020, no special measures were taken to address small-
scale fishers’ needs amid a mounting socioeconomic crisis, 
leading to criticism of the government for failing to prepare 
a contingency plan. Small-scale fishers were prevented from 
going out to sea; and even after they were officially recognised 
as “essential service providers” and thus allowed to move 
around, a lack of communication between lawmakers and 
enforcement authorities on the ground meant that they were 
blocked from travelling at night, which inhibited their ability 
to go to sea early in the morning and find fish. 

Meanwhile, their incomes were slashed as demand from 
exporters fell with the collapse of international supply chains; 
and access to a local market already dominated by industrial 
fisheries was further hampered by restrictions on the sale of 
fish at strategic spots. 

By contrast, the response to the Covid-19 crisis in Tanzania 
showed how local markets backed by short supply chains can 
be more efficient, resilient and sustainable than international 
ones.

In a bid to redress the inequitable access to catches and 
markets that was exacerbated under lockdown, South African 
small-scale fishers argued that they should be free to sell their 
catches, including from the back of their pick-up trucks; and 
also called on the large fishing companies to redirect their cold 
chain to support them in selling at centrally placed market 
locations. 

Blue justice (continued)



2524

An investment in knowledge 
pays the best interest

Invest your future with us - Choose UWC

Every ambitious journey starts with the first step. 

Start here, choose UWC

www.uwc.ac.zawww.uwc.ac.za



2726

UWC Institutional Operating Plan 
(2021-2025)



2928

Drawing from the womanist 
wells of Katie Geneva Cannon

Prof Sarojini Nadar and Dr Megan Robertson

The idea to have a volume of essays in memory of Rev Dr 
Katie Geneva Cannon was born quite soon after her passing in 
August 2018. The plan unfortunately did not materialize, but it 
was resurrected in a conversation between Sarojini Nadar and 
Alease Brown, a newly appointed postdoctoral scholar in the 
Desmond Tutu Chair for Religion and Social Justice, toward 
the latter part of 2019. Sarojini shared her disappointment with 
the unfinished task of engaging and honoring the intellectual 
legacy of Cannon’s womanist ethics, and when she suggested 
that Alease co-edit the volume of essays, Alease enthusiastically 
leapt at the idea. Alas, while still occupied with the first round of 
editing the submissions, Alease passed away unexpectedly, after 
a short stay in the hospital. She sent the papers she was working 
on to Sarojini on 9 March 2020, and she passed away just a 
few days later, on 12 March. Her death came as a devastating 
shock to all who knew her, but especially to those with whom 
she worked in the Desmond Tutu Centre. Colleagues such as 
Megan Robertson who had just completed her PhD and was co-
teaching a post-graduate module on Religion and Society with 
Alease, experienced the loss in profound ways. A few months 
after Alease’s untimely death, and once we were able to look 
at the essays again, Megan agreed to complete the work of co-
editing, to honour the memory of Alease, her colleague and 
friend. So, the collection of essays to honour the life and work 
of one remarkable scholar, Katie Geneva Cannon, is now also in 
memory of another outstanding and gifted intellectual – Alease 
Brown. Rest in power, Alease!

The necessity and importance of honouring the scholarly 
contributions of black women in academia, gained greater 
significance when Alease experienced, first-hand, several 
iterations of the unhealthy operations of power within the South 
African academy of theology and religion. She spent the last 
days and weeks of her life fighting for justice within a conference 
committee comprised of various South African societies of 
theology and religion. The committee was characterised by the 
wielding of racialised and gendered supremacy and control, 
and one of Alease’s last messages to Sarojini was about how 
exhausting anti-racism and anti-sexism work was. As she said: 
“This stuff stays on the mind and refuses to let go.” They even 
had a long discussion about why black women in academia die 
such untimely deaths. The ongoing, mutually encouraging, yet 
emotionally draining exchanges between Sarojini and Alease 
during the last three weeks of her life, in which they lamented the 
lack of transformation and justice in a very white and patriarchal 
academy, lingers as a painful backdrop to this introduction, and 
also informs a great deal of the critical reflection herein.  

It is noteworthy that this special issue was published one year 

into living with the Covid-19 pandemic which has resulted 
in a global crisis that has drastically changed the ways we live 
and work. As Tinyiko Maluleke asks in his contribution to this 
volume: “What intellectual acumen might Katie Geneva Cannon 
have brought to the scholarly and pedagogic enterprise at a 
time such as this? What jaundiced myths about humanity and 
the environment might she have punctured at this time? What 
falsities of salvation and ‘divine will’ might she have identified 
as being at the heart of the current global crisis?”

These are just some of the questions that the authors, situated 
generally within the United States, and (Southern) Africa engage 
with in this special issue. As with many systemic tragedies, “these 
realities have placed black women in a heightened vulnerability 
during the current Covid-19 pandemic which takes the lives 
of black Americans at nearly three times the rate of other 
racial groups within the US,” notes CL Nash in this volume. 
These vulnerabilities were highlighted in the resurgence 
of #BlackLivesMatter protests in the United States after 
George Floyd was killed in May 2020 by three police officers 
in Minneapolis. While Floyd’s murder sparked widespread 
outrage and protests, countless black women, such as Breonna 
Taylor, who was shot in her home by police in March 2020, 
received less media coverage and slower judicial responses. 
In South Africa, amidst a strict lockdown, Collins Khosa was 
killed by soldiers in the South African National Defence Force 
(SANDF). The soldiers were, by their own account, trying to 
“maintain lockdown regulations”. Khosa’s death brought up 
for scrutiny various intersections of oppression, especially in 
light of the official conclusion of the SANDF inquiry which 
stated “the cause of the incident was gender inequality and 
provocation”.  The rationale for the violence meted out on 
Khosa’s body was that he was being “disrespectful” to female 
officers. That both Khosa and the officers who killed him were 
black further demonstrate the complexity of racial persecution 
and internalisation in South Africa. The refusal of citizens to 
view black deaths, even at the hands of a black-led state, as 
morally reprehensible, is due in part to the history of white 
supremacy and colonialism that we have imbibed, argues 
political analyst, Eusebius McKaiser. In a social media post on 
31 May 2020, Mckaiser states: 
Our quiet response to the death of South African Collins Khosa, killed 
by the state during lockdown, shows that we – including many of us 
as black citizens – struggle to take seriously the right to life and the 
right not to be tortured by our own state. That is a victory for the first 
White settlers who came here … It shows the depth of the moral wounds 
apartheid left us with that, as survivors of apartheid, we have yet to 
deal with, fully and properly.  apartheid left us with that, as survivors 
of apartheid, we have yet to deal with, fully and properly.

This introduction 

to the special issue 

of the Journal of 

Theology for Southern 

Africa outlines Katie 

Geneva Cannon’s 

womanist ethics and 

her ‘life of firsts’

Recognition, 
resistance and rest: 
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The moral wounds of apartheid also left behind another 
devastating legacy – gender-based violence. Spurred on by the 
gruesome murder of 28-year-old Tshegofatso Pule who was 
pregnant and found hanging from a tree in June 2020, the 
president of South Africa declared that the country was facing 
a second pandemic – that of gender-based violence. As the 
immense mental, physical and spiritual effects of Covid-19 and 
persistent racism and gender-based violence continue to shape 
the ways in which black women live and do our research, this 
special issue presents a cross-national conversation about what 
womanism could mean in the US and (Southern) Africa today. 
Further, in a time when we struggle to balance our motivations 
for resistance and activism with hope and aspiration, we ask: 
What could womanism offer us at this moment?  What is the 
impact and significance of the womanist ethics that Katie 
Geneva Cannon pioneered, for contemporary political, ethical 
and social debates? As we compiled this special issue, three 
overarching key themes emerged from the contributions, 
as well as the life and eventual untimely death of Cannon: 
Recognition, Resistance and Rest. 

Recognition: The burden of black women’s 
excellence
Almost all of the essays in this volume reflect that Cannon 
gained recognition for embodying a life of firsts. Apart from 
being a trailblazer and pioneer in the field of womanist ethics, 
she was the first African-American woman to be ordained in 
the Presbyterian Church of USA and this made way for several 
other women to follow that path – Reggie Williams  rightfully 
refers to her as, “a waymaker”. As scholars who embody a 
15-year generation gap between us, we know all too well the 
price tag of this depiction – one which many black women 
continue to obtain as both a badge of honour and also a prize 
of great burden, as they carve out more and more spaces for 
themselves and others to come. Judith Plaskow, remarking on 
the many life lessons she learned from Cannon, speaks of the 
yoke of responsibility and obligation that comes with being a 
pioneer:“One thing I learned was the burden of being the first 
in so many ways —a burden I am sure contributed to her too-
early death.”   

Indeed, while a life of firsts constructs narratives of black 
excellence and exceptionalism, it also conceals the premature 
dying behind it. The glowing narratives further obscure and 
preclude the accountability that the structures that prevented 

women from being in those positions of power, must bear. As 
Tinyiko Maluleke notes in an opinion-editorial piece about the 
appointments of Puleng LenkaBula, Tsakani Maluleke and 
Kamala Harris, respectively, to the positions of Vice-Chancellor, 
University of South Africa (UNISA), Auditor-General of South 
Africa and Vice-President of the United States of America, “a 
small and accidental part of the truth” of them being the “first 
black women  to be appointed to their respective positions … is 
mischievously elevated into becoming the biggest portion of the 
truth”. He goes on to say:
“They are not the first black women capable of leading great 
institutions. They are among the first to be allowed to. For 
hundreds of years, many capable black women were denied the 
conditions and not given the opportunity to lead, by the racist 
and patriarchal forces who blocked, crushed and often killed 
them”. 

Narratives of black excellence individualises exceptionalism 
as, at best, achieved by creative, persistent and intelligent 
black women and, at worst, achieved by those whose values 
and determination were created precisely because of their 
struggle with oppression.  It is therefore easy to view Cannon’s 
achievements as exceptional because of her life of struggle with 
a racist, patriarchal and classist society but, in commemorating 
her, we must also remember that her brand of womanism aimed 
to celebrate a more holistic picture of black life, theology and 
agency. Within her various roles as the first African-American 
woman to be ordained in the United Presbyterian Church 
(USA) and as a black woman theologian in the academy, she 
actively pursued the dismantling of that epistemological violence 
and erasure that characterises black women’s invisibilising in 
the academy. This dismantling found expression not only, in 
amplifying the lives of the firsts, but also in analysing black 
women’s ethics in literature, in relation to how they resist and 
transform through pedagogy and through disrupting as much 
as appropriating the canon of ethics scholarship. 

As Nash points out in this issue, we continually have to examine 
what it really means for black women’s lives to substantively 
matter. The value of womanism as a framing for this project 
is that it allows for the rewriting and reconfiguring of the 
theoretical and theological canons. Womanism implies not 
only adding the voices of black women and stirring for good 
measure, but changing the spaces that receive those voices. 
In recent years scholars inspired by womanism have begun to 
change those spaces by reimagining what resistance to systems 
of oppression looks like. 

Resistance: Black Lives Matter yet ‘we (still) 
can’t breathe’
One of the key contributions of Cannon’s womanist ethics was 
the nuanced way in which she framed black women’s resistance 
and agency. Although it is easy to imagine resistance to be 
characterised only as bold, audacious and outspoken, through 
her virtue of unctuousness, Cannon offered something more 
varied. In this issue, Pillay offers us insight into Cannon’s 
ethical principle of unctuousness as “the creative tension between 
resistance and endurance”. Cannon recognised the ways in which 
resistance through survival could overwhelm and advocated for 
endurance. She was not, however, arguing for an endurance of 
injustice but rather an enduring pursuit of justice. Pillay explains, 
“It is fortitude – the courage and resilience – to debunk, expose 
and resist external and internalized restraints that masquerade 
as normative in the face of enduring formidable oppression.” 
Jones’ contribution illustrates that this is not merely an ethics.

Recognition, resistance and rest (continued)
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Dai signs van osse 
future is hie:
Ways to raise the functions of Kaaps in our universities

Not too long ago, I was privy to a conversation, in Kaaps, 
between a teenage Kaaps speaker and an adult speaker of 
Kaaps. The topic of the conversation was about food and what 
meat to braai. While driving from Parow to Bishop Lavis, the 
enthusiasm of the topic got the better of the teenager and at 
one point, as I signalled right and turned into Bishop Lavis, 
I couldn’t stop myself from actively participating and found 
myself suddenly asking for clarity: “Wat is ‘n gun hoene?” I 
asked. I’d never heard of the phrase or the reference in Kaaps. 
The reply came swiftly from the teenager, providing clarity: 
“Dissie bout en dui vannie hoene wat nog saam is. As djy dit 
ophou, dan lyk it soes ‘n gun. Amper soes djy ‘n gun vashou.” 
“Yassis,” I replied, “Julle laaities are creative.”

This example provides us with a typical view into the rich, 
creative and lived linguistic realities of Kaaps speakers on the 
Cape Flats and beyond. Kaaps, a language that began to form 
from the 1500s, is perhaps one of the most under-described 
and underdeveloped languages in South Africa, linguistically 
speaking. For decades, Kaaps speakers have grown up and 
felt disempowered through their language. They experience 
linguistic injury on a daily basis because their language is 
stereotyped as an uncontrived, non-standard language, even 
though Kaaps and its speakers combine new words, phrases and 
meanings that not only reflect the continuous transformation of 
the language but also its future. But in our young democracy 
and society, we still misunderstand the rich bilingual and 
multilingual communicative practices of Kaaps speakers today.
   
The phrase, gun hoene, is an example of the rich, organic word 
formations and phrases in Kaaps. It informs us of the meanings 
that Kaaps speakers develop that often stem from their 
sociocultural and sociolinguistic experiences across a variety of 
low function domains, where Kaaps is often understood as only 
good enough for informal communication purposes, in spite of 
a rich literary tradition.
 
Kaaps speakers are proud bilingual and multilingual speakers, 
and with the recent announcement of the making of the 
Trilingual Dictionary of Kaaps project that I lead, and managed 
by the Centre for Multilingualism and Diversities Research 
(CMDR) and Healt the Hood project (led by Emile Jansen, 
Shaquile Southgate and Tanswell Janes), pride in Kaaps has 
deepened and there now is a greater need to raise the functions 
of Kaaps and transform it into a language of teaching and 
learning in our universities. 

Speakers of Kaaps know that Kaaps is a language with a system 
of signs (verbal and non-verbal) that is governed by rules. They 

know that it is a language that is born out of the disempowering 
conditions of colonialism and apartheid. That it is not an official 
language. For decades, academics, novelists, poets and linguists 
have implored us to give closer attention to the future linguistic 
signs of Kaaps. And those signs have finally arrived where at 
last we are intensifying the linguistic description of Kaaps, are 
talking seriously about the unification of the writing system, are 
making practical suggestions for the educational advancement 
of Kaaps for academic literacy and as a language of teaching 
and learning, and providing the necessary resources to unlock 
the economic benefits of Kaaps for the speakers of Kaaps and 
other multilingual speakers in our country.

Of course, historically, we have recognised quite painfully that 
Kaaps speakers do not necessarily enjoy the full benefits of 
their language, compared to those language communities and 
individual speakers who primarily use a near-standard variety 
of English or Afrikaans as first languages, as languages of power. 
In other words, Kaaps speakers enjoy limited access and success at 
all levels of education in our country. And while we are praised 
for a progressive Constitution with 11 official languages, and 
have effected amendments to the language policy of higher 
education, yet for some reason we lack the political will to do 
the necessary implementation. 

As a consequence of colonialisation and the standardisation of 
Afrikaans, we know that Kaaps is a language that was first used 
by the indentured indigenous and the enslaved populations. 
At the time, there was a high probability that Kaaps speakers, 
mostly enslaved, developed the language as a result of language 
contact and change. And this occurred as a result of mixing 
in with other languages such as Khoe and San languages, and 
a smattering of others from across Africa, Southeast Asia and 
Madagascar. Then, at the Cape, colonial trade languages such 
as Creole Portuguese and Bazaar Malay were in use, followed 
later by Arabic, the result of an increase in the enslaved Muslim 
population. 

In this rich multilingual milieu, we see the emergence first of 
Kaaps as a vernacular form of Dutch, under the influence of 
English, and followed by its erasure with the standardisation of 
Afrikaans. Apartheid ensured the reduction of the agency and 
voice of Kaaps speakers under the racialised project of white 
Afrikaner nationalism and the systematic racial suppression and 
attempted erasure of the language. The result: Kaaps became a 
resistant language and from this symbolic stance followed calls 
for the reinvention of Afrikaans for the sake of progress, access, 
inclusion and the success of its speakers. 

Today, Kaaps (also known as Afrikaaps), its speakers, academics, 
educators, students, musicians, journalists, writers, activists, and 
the community that surrounds this university are invested in 
the advancement of Kaaps. They are asking for the recognition 
of not only the way they speak, read and write in Kaaps, but 
also how they exercise their agency and voice as part of their 
linguistic citizenship. They are the speakers who are born into 
Kaaps (and other languages) but who come to learn standard 
Afrikaans and not their mother tongue at school. We know that 
research demonstrates that students of Kaaps in primary school 
liken the teaching of Standard Afrikaans to learning a foreign 
language. It is these speakers who are asking for Kaaps to be 
sustained and to become a language of teaching and learning so 
that they can realise, in this generation, finally, the restoration 
of dignity and humanity and pride in their language. 

It is also this generation that should be given the option to learn 
through their language. A generation that knows how to practise 
basic interpersonal communication skills in the classroom 
but that lacks the necessary cognitive academic language 
proficiency to effectively translate concepts and theories in 
Kaaps. It is also this generation who should not necessarily 
select English as the only language of upward mobility. While 
many Kaaps speakers recognise that the signs of empowerment 
in their language are here, it is incumbent on us as universities 
to expand our language policies and adapt our curricula and 
classroom practices to ensure we recognise the agency and voice 
of those speakers. And although some may argue and claim that 
speakers of Kaaps are covered under the constitutional rights 
of officialised Afrikaans, Kaaps as a language is not coextensive 
with Afrikaans, but distinct from it. 

We need to treat the arrival of the linguistic signs of Kaaps 
with great care. It would be a missed opportunity for us if we 
do not employ all the tools of empowerment and community 
engagement to improve the lives of Kaaps speakers. In this case, 
there is no need to cover old scientific ground, the research 
and argument for why and how we should empower Kaaps 
speakers in our universities are well established. The question 
we face is: How do we prepare and ensure access and success for 
tomorrow’s prospective speaker of Kaaps, like the young Kaaps 
speaker at the top of this story? The dictionary project that I am 
leading has already taken the first step.  

The Trilingual Dictionary of Kaaps, which will develop the first 
dictionary of Kaaps, is beginning to provide evidence that if 
we develop Kaaps into a language of teaching and learning 
we are able to recast it as a language of power and prestige, 
intellectualise it, and bring Kaaps and its speakers into the 
centre of knowledge creation in our universities. By doing so, 
we will not only affirm the rich bilingual and multilingualism 
of Kaaps speakers but also, in effect, provide the necessary 
conditions that will sustain their mother tongue and the social 
life of communities who use Kaaps as a primary language of 
communication. 

A focus on Kaaps will help to realise the multilingual goals that 
our universities seek to develop. But this raises the following 
question: What possible solutions can be pursued to make this a 
reality within the academic structure and student community of 
our university, at UWC, in order to broaden access and success 
in our academy? 

From my perspective, the following practical solutions should 
be explored. Firstly, if Kaaps is taken on board as part of the 
language and teaching environment at our university, the 
current language policy should be expanded or amendments 
should be made that could take us one step closer to including 
Kaaps in a constructive way and to sustain the language and 
its speakers in our university context. But we have to do so not 
as part of an immersion programme to satisfy a monolingual 
idea of multilingualism in the university, but rather as a matter 
of developing academy literacy in Kaaps. This would of course 

require an intensive training of future teachers and teaching 
and learning effort on the part of academics and students 
invested in Kaaps as a language of learning and teaching. 
This practical effort will boost not only academic proficiency 
of students in standard or academic Afrikaans, it will also help 
minimise misunderstandings between Kaaps and non-Kaaps 
speakers that arise out of inter-/cross-cultural communication. 

Secondly, we have to transform the linguistic landscape of our 
university context to raise and sustain awareness of the use of 
Kaaps on campus but also to demonstrate that it is a language 
that reflects the lived realities of many of the students on campus, 
who live near to or far away from the student community. If we 
do this, we are not only representing the multilingualism of our 
university but we also emphasise the social life of multilingualism 
in many communicative contexts, in the least the normative 
ways Kaaps is used in and outside the university classroom. 

Thirdly, include Kaaps in the curriculum as a language that we 
can use to teach abstract and decontextualised knowledge. If 
we do this, we are able to challenge negative and essentialist 
attitudes towards the knowledge systems that spring from the 
sociocultural experiences of Kaaps and its speakers. One way 
to do so is for teaching staff to adapt current curricula that 
emphasise a functional learning approach to teaching academic 
content, for non-Kaaps speakers and Kaaps speakers alike. In 
other words, we should draw on the bilingual and multilingual 
repertoires of Kaaps speakers to develop or translate abstract 
and decontextualised knowledge that expand our curriculum 
goals. This will help us understand the “didactic capital” of 
Kaaps as a language of learning and teaching and how to use it 
as a material and pedagogical resource and opening up further 
the curriculum, allowing the maximum opportunity for teaching 
and learning using Kaaps. In doing so, academic staff will not 
only satisfy their students’ social-emotional and socio-cultural 
pride in Kaaps, but also demonstrate their own management of 
realising multilingualism in the classroom with Kaaps.

The teenage speaker of Kaaps, the phrase gun hoene, and the 
codification of Kaaps into a dictionary represents the reality of 
Kaaps today. Let’s not waste time; let’s raise the functions of 
Kaaps in our universities.

Prof Quentin Williams

Prof Quentin Williams is the director of the Centre for 
Multilingualism and Diversities Research (CMDR)
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Recently, the South African Law Reform Commission released 
a call for comments on its Investigation into the Review of Aspects 
of Matrimonial Property Law. Essentially, the Commission seeks to 
amend the Matrimonial Property Act of 1984, an apartheid-era law 
that was enacted nearly 40 years ago. Among the justifications for this 
quest, the Commission cited recent case law, legislative developments 
in other aspects of marriage, and changes in societal ideas of gender 
and property relations. These are indeed compelling reasons for 
the proposed law reform. As a member of its advisory committee, 
I feel that the contextual background of this law reform requires 
clarity, especially concerning the thorny issues of gender equality and 
customary laws of matrimonial property.

Undoubtedly, humanity’s technological advancements in the past 
half-century have affected how we regulate our lives. Today, many 
people are comfortable with the idea of equality between women 
and men. Some have embraced cohabitation without marriage (life 
partnerships), while others are in open marriages. But these practices 
would have been regarded as taboo in the early 20th century. There 
was an era in which most African communities comprised of close-knit 
clans, in which families produced income jointly through subsistence 
farming, hunting, fishing, and later, artworks. In these precolonial 
societies, there were no written laws, currencies, or infrastructure 
as we know them today. There were no fancy household furniture, 
no migrant labour system, and very little concept of independent 
income. Rather, ideas of wealth, rights, and duties were communal, 
with cultural beliefs and ceremonies strongly influenced by ancestral 
worship. This agrarian social setting bred most of the customary 
laws of marriage and property that are observed in traditional 
communities today. As is well known, these laws are often patriarchal 
in nature. The question is the extent of their patriarchy and how they 
fit the lifestyles of the people who observed them in ancient times.

For emphasis, the social settings that bred matrimonial property laws 
promoted the welfare of the clan or extended family. These settings 
hardly entertained binary notions of gender equality. Rather, they 
operated on complimentary gender relations, with women and 
men assigned specific functions such as cooking, cleaning, farming, 
hunting, and defending the family. Accordingly, gender equality was 
not an issue of concern. But this is not all. 

Since families were heavily involved in spousal choices, in the 
negotiations of marriage, and in the resolution of marital disputes, 
divorce was rare in precolonial societies. Moreover, women did not 
suffer much in events of divorce because property ownership was 
communal and clan organisation was welfare-oriented. Divorced 
women were simply reabsorbed into their fathers’ houses, usually 
leaving their marital homes with only bridal gifts such as cooking 
utensils and their (personal) items of adornment. With group 
income and rustic lifestyles, therefore, there was little or no concept 

of individual property. People were content to allow the eldest 
(presumably wisest and strongest) male family member to defend 
the family against external threats, act as an intermediary between 
the spiritual and materials worlds, and serve as the trustee of the 
family property, which he administered for the general welfare of 
everyone. This is the foundation of the customary-law rule of male 
primogeniture. In essence, this rule was accompanied by a duty to 
care for the deceased person’s dependents. Ultimately, the problem 
with customary law is that its communal foundation was shattered by 
colonialism. 

Colonialism redrew territorial boundaries, lumped tribes together, 
separated others, and even obliterated some. It brought new religion 
(Christianity) and Western-styled schools, which bred individualistic 
ways of thinking. It brought new laws and (tyrannical) forms of 
governance that distorted traditional systems. It brought migrant 
labour and other civil service-based forms of work that thrive on 
individual income. It broke up the land tenure system by giving 
the (colonial) state control over all land. It damaged the extended 
family system by sending young people to cities in search of work. 
Importantly, it used mechanised agriculture to erode subsistence 
farming in favour of an export economy. By so doing, it completed 
the spiritual disconnection of Africans from their land, which the 
new Christian religion had started. Since men were the first to 
engage the Europeans because of factors ranging from suspicion 
to taxation, they became the face of public governance. Moreover, 
some customary norms were lost in translation, distorted in the 
courts by individuals with selfish motives, and misrepresented by 
European ethnographers. As if these were not enough, Christianity 
championed individualism and the idea of a male God, his male son, 
and male apostles. Is it any wonder that patriarchy was reinvented 
through binary ideas of gender relations? 

Courtesy of the socioeconomic changes caused by colonialism, women 
began contributing to family property with their independent income 
by building houses and purchasing land, vehicles, and household 
gadgets such as games, refrigerators, and television sets. Because of 
pandemics, unemployment, and Western education, some women 
became family heads and “breadwinners”. Yet, many customs that 
emerged in agrarian settings continue to be used within redefined 
patriarchal mindsets. What could go wrong? 

To complicate the task of law reformers, a new cultural revolution 
fuelled by liberal feminism, social media, and online commerce, 
work, and pleasure have further altered people’s perceptions of 
intimate relationships. As a result, ideas of wealth, property, gender 
equality, and upbringing of children are changing. Also, new forms of 
intimate relationships present challenges that were not contemplated 
by existing laws. For example, the rise in life partnerships and long-
distance relationships challenge previous perceptions of property 

Why reform 
of matrimonial property 
laws is important
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relations. Similarly, polyamory (consensual intimate relationships 
with several partners) and polyandry (marriage of one woman to 
several husbands) demand new ways of regulating the property 
consequences of intimate relationships. So, in this era of exponential 
social changes, does it make sense to cling to indigenous laws of 
(matrimonial) property that emerged in agrarian societies, who had 
unique ideas of humanity and its place in the cosmos? 

The answer depends on who you ask this question. If you ask 
traditional leaders, they would probably defend the traditions of their 
ancestors and why they need to preserve their cultural roots. If you 
ask government officials, gender activists, and other change agents, 
they would tell you that everyone has a right to equality, human 
dignity, and freedom from discrimination. But if you ask women in 
traditional communities, they would likely give you responses that 
lie somewhere in between. Faced with the need to balance agrarian 
customs with modern realities, law reformers need to proceed with 
caution. Why?

Experience has shown that many statutory amendments and judicial 
abolitions of indigenous customs have little practical effect in rural 
communities. This situation is the result of a lack of awareness and 
disconnection between the concerned reform and local cultural 
realities. In this sense, law reformers run the risk of producing zombie 
laws if they ignore the foundational values of customary laws. But it is 
not all doom and gloom. Law reforms that emerged from sufficient 
consultation with traditional communities, and/or are implemented 
with sensitivity to the realities of these communities, could spawn 
positive attitudinal changes that erode discriminatory practices. One 
last thing needs to be pointed out.

Normative changes are influenced by constitutional shifts, 
technological influences such as social media, and yes, law reform. 
South Africa has embraced the wind of change being blown by 
globalisation. A key aspect of this wind is the Western idea of equality 
enshrined in the Constitution. If substantive gender equality is to be 
achieved, the reform of matrimonial property laws needs to place 
women and men in a linear position. Reform must also factor in 
social realities such as cultural and religious norms, unequal share of 
family responsibilities between spouses/partners, and the asymmetric 
bargaining power of women and men. This is important because 
successful law reforms do not just lead to positive attitudinal changes. 
They also contribute to the building of new socio-legal identities.
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Profile

“My first day at UWC was the first time I felt like a true South 
African,” says Professor Michael Davies-Coleman (known as Prof DC 
to the staff and students in the Faculty of Natural Sciences) as he looks 
out over the Fish Hoek beach while reflecting on the nine years he 
served as Dean of the faculty.

“Brian O’Connell was vice-chancellor. I walked in on that first day in 
June 2012 and he greeted me with a warm smile and said, ‘Welcome. 
We have problems at UWC, not challenges. Let’s solve them together. 
You’re going to work with us to have the best science faculty in the 
country.’

“That’s where it all started. Now looking back, on the cusp of 
retirement, I can safely say that being the Dean has been an absolute 
highlight of my academic career, which had already included 
marine chemistry research expeditions to Marion Island, Palau and 
Madagascar. Still, with wonderful experiences on all of those research 
expeditions, my time at UWC has by far been the most memorable.”

Even as he approaches 65 and Prof Davies-Coleman is handing over 
the reins to the incoming Dean, Professor Burtram Fielding, his 
enthusiasm for the role and for UWC remains undiminished. 

Although the job of Dean is always a challenging and exciting one, 
this challenging time that the university is going through is, in his 
view, unprecedented. 

“First of all, there were two rounds of Fees Must Fall, in 2015 and 
2016,” he says. “Then Cape Town had the prolonged Day Zero 
[water] crisis. Now you may not think that would be such a crisis for 
the university but actually in science a lot of our experimental work 
requires large quantities of water. When that’s not available, you have 
to start making other plans. 

“While that was happening, we were also learning how to adapt to 
the unpredictable nature of load-shedding. In that case, the main 
problem is that some expensive research equipment cannot be 
switched off. You simply can’t have the power going out. Not to 
mention when you have 300 students in a lecture hall and then the 
lights go out for two hours.”

Those kinds of challenges would be enough to test any institution. But 
then, on top of all those hurdles, came the Covid-19 pandemic, which 
Prof Davies-Coleman characterises as “the greatest total experiment 
in changing people’s minds about alternative approaches to teaching 
and learning ... ever.” 

How did he and his team manage all of these problems? He chuckles, 
saying “collegiality, head-scratching and lots of laughs, we always seem 
to find a way through. As a team, we got together constantly over the 
last five years and solved them. Not perfectly, but it’s under control.”

Creating the Maths Turnaround Project
When considering defining moments during his tenure, Prof Davies-
Coleman considers the Maths Turnaround Project (MTP) as one of 
his absolute highlights.

“There’s an old axiom in science – you do an experiment once and 
get a result, it’s a miracle. Twice, it’s a coincidence but three times? 
You might be on to something.” 

That’s what happened with the maths project. 

“In 2016, we got together with our teaching and learning specialist 
and asked one question: ‘What is the most difficult problem facing 
us?’ Because we knew if we could make a dent in that, then the other 
problems would be diminished and success would follow. 

“It was just after Fees Must Fall in 2016 that we saw that one of the 
biggest challenges we faced in science was a lack of confidence in 
mathematics, a key discipline in science. 

“We needed to be very specific about pinpointing where we could 
make the greatest difference and we agreed that the one bottleneck 
course was the first semester module of Maths 2. To have that as a 
roadblock affects a significant cohort of science students who are 
required to pass this module to continue with physics, computer 
science, stats, and obviously maths too.  At the time, the pass rate was 
around 35%.
 
“We changed everything. We involved students first because their 
views and commitment to change were key to finding a solution. The 
energy is with the students and one thing I’ve learned as a Dean is to 
always tap into where the energy is. So I said to the team. ‘Let’s turn 
Maths 211 around,’ and we all learned a lot of things in the process.” 

For a year, the faculty’s teaching and learning specialist, Dr Honi 
Conana, sat through the maths lectures and listened to students 
while engaging staff. Some were negative and defensive at first, and 
then the maths bootcamps were launched at the beginning of 2018. 
That’s when the team starting building confidence within a learning 
community environment

Prof Davies-Coleman recalls students approaching staff members 
and asking for workshops on Saturdays.

“We said, ‘Sure, no problem.’ The commitment of the teaching staff, 
students, experts, everyone who wanted to get involved was truly 
inspiring. We funded some postgrads to assist. At one stage, we had 
over 300 students coming voluntarily to campus to do maths on 
a Saturday. It started with three hours then it moved to six hours 
because they were so enthusiastic, and they didn’t want to let the staff 
go. The students then came and said we want to start a maths club. 

They wanted t-shirts and caps and we found some money. “We did 
it for three years in a row. The maths major classes increased in size, 
students were saying they just love maths, which is something I never 
thought I would hear in my career. We turned a 35% pass rate into a 
70% pass rate in one year and have sustained it ever since. The way 
we did it was by building confidence and involving everyone at all 
levels. “Looking back, I can see that it was definitely a highlight of 
my career.”

The role of the Dean
“One of the great things I discovered is that a Dean’s job is 
wonderfully complex. Of all the senior admin roles, I think the Dean 
is best. Because you are close enough to the coalface to have a great 
understanding of what’s happening around you. You’re in amongst 
the action. 

“On the downside, UWC is a resource-limited environment. But 
then again, it’s not about the money; it’s about the people. The 
pandemic has shown me how important it is to keep things simple. 
Things are already complicated; don’t go and throw in another layer 
of complexity.
 
“If we can come out of this with relationships intact between staff and 
students, then that would be a major success. Let’s not look for excess 
productivity right now. Let’s keep the students engaged and let them 
know that they are not just a digital image behind a screen. They are 
people who matter. 

“As Dean, you can’t spread yourself too thin. Be consistent. Focus on 
right people, right place, right time. Inspire, assist, support and be 
open to listen to and encourage new ideas. These may not all work 
but if your staff is enthusiastic, give them full rein to try out their 
ideas.”

Prof Davies-Coleman believes there is nothing more important than 
confidence and you can hear the pride in his voice as he talks about 
the students who have come through the faculty. “If you can get 
students confident in one area then it spreads everywhere. I really 
believe that, no matter what background they come from, students 
always have to build confidence at university. Our students are as 
good as anywhere else in the world in terms of holistic and academic 
ability.”

Charting a way forward 

Looking beyond the pandemic, Prof Davies-Coleman believes that 
“we have to move in fast on a blended approach that gets students 
and staff back on campus. UWC has a way of doing change fast. 
We are an evolving institution and we have a way of identifying a 
good thing and going for it without too many anchors thrown out 
by naysayers. Our DVC, Professor [Vivienne] Lawack, has been 
amazing at bringing in new flexible learning and teaching policies 
and enthusiastically driving the blended approach to teaching and 
learning. 

“Fees Must Fall was a major learning curve and that experience 
helped us immensely when it came to coping with the pandemic and 
creating an inclusive online environment.” In many ways, Prof Davies-
Coleman is sorry to be leaving now, because he believes the university 
is at an exciting stage. “There’s never been a more transformational 
period in academia. Am I going to stop completely? Not at all.”

In fact, he applied for an extraordinary professorship in the Chemistry 
Department and hopes to be able to continue to contribute to staff 
and student mentorship. “In my quieter moments during lockdown, 
I found myself thinking that UWC is what South Africa could be. A 
place where everyone’s contribution is respected and where people 
from all backgrounds get together to solve massive problems.”

Prof Michael Coleman-Davies reflects on his time as dean 
of the Faculty of Natural Sciences

An enthusiastic 
believer in UWC
Words: Jeremy Daniel | Photograph: Shelley Christians

Accolades
Prof Davies-Coleman is an organic chemist and an NRF B-rated researcher 
with a Google h-index of 37. He has supervised and co-supervised 26 MSc 
and PhD graduates in the fields of marine and plant natural products 
chemistry and other aspects of organic chemistry. He is regarded as a 
leading authority on African marine natural products with several ongoing 
international collaborations. 

He has published more than 100 research articles in plant and marine 
invertebrate natural products chemistry and other related organic chemistry 
fields. Prof Davies-Coleman is a member of the Academy of Science of South 
Africa, and a Fellow of both the Royal Society of South Africa and the South 
African Chemical Institute. While at Rhodes University he was the recipient 
of both the Vice Chancellor Distinguished Research and Teaching Awards. 
During his academic career he has been awarded US National Institutes of 
Health and Fulbright Senior Research Fellowships to carry out research at the 
National Cancer Institute in the USA (1999 and 2005 respectively) and, 
more recently, a Benjamin Meaker Visiting Fellowship to the University of 
Bristol in the UK (2018).
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‘I want to 
take us to 
the next 

level’ As the world remains in the grip of the Covid-19 pandemic and a 
possible fourth wave of infections lies ahead for South Africa, there 
is great uncertainty about the 2022 academic year. It is into this 
uncertainty that Prof Burtram Fielding will step as he takes up his 
new job as Dean of the Faculty of Natural Sciences.  

As a scientist with a wealth of research experience in coronaviruses, 
as well as his own personal battle with the virus, it is natural that this 
dominates our conversation when we meet for a masked-up, socially 
distanced interview and Prof Fielding says “it’s hard to tell where 
we’ll be” when he starts his new position at the beginning of the 2022 
academic year. 

“We need to find a new normal. This thing will be with us for decades 
if all holds true to what we’re seeing. So I think we will look at a 
blended educational approach and some great work has already 
been done in that regard,” he says.

He has spent decades thinking about coronaviruses, and believes that 
we are still in the “very early days of Covid -19”. “I originally thought 
that, as soon as we have vaxxed high-risk groups, we would be able to 
go maskless, but I’m not too sure whether that is feasible any more.”

But on to the goals he has set for himself as the new Dean on campus. 
His immediate priority will be to elevate some of the departments 
back to where they were before the pandemic. “Biotech was number 
one for a long time,” he explains. 

“Astrophysics should be number one in the country. Our medical 
biosciences unit is so unique, it should feature too. On the plus side, 
publications have increased across the university. Fortunately, the 
current Science management team has laid a strong foundation and 
the only thing holding them back is just fatigue after the difficult few 
years that we’ve experienced,” he adds. 

Having served “on virtually every committee of campus”, he has a 
keen sense of what is needed to get to the next level. 

“Even when you have top performers, there is always another level 
they can reach. Coaching has shown me that, and that’s why in 
my current position, I’ve made five coaches available. Not because 
something is wrong but because I want to take us to the next level.” 

Talking about the high flyers leads Prof Fielding to reflect on 
another goal he has set for himself – the development of the under-
performing cohort, or the silent majority, and he is concerned that 

the vast majority of papers are produced by just a few people. 

“I’ve met with the so-called unproductive researchers who feel they 
are not optimally supported by the university. I want to support them 
to reach their full potential,” he says, explaining that the concept of 
mentors and coaches is very important to him and that he is thrilled 
that so many of the high-achieving academics are willing to take on 
that role. 

His own gruelling battle with Covid-19, which saw him end up in the 
intensive care unit, has made him realise that his plans need to be 
flexible at this stage. 

“A new variant is a given. At any point in time, there are hundreds 
of variants out there. What makes one predominate is the mutation 
and the way that selective pressure comes to bear. The good news is 
that none of the data shows they are becoming deadlier. They are 
spreading more easily, but that’s normal, as we’ve seen with other 
coronaviruses,” he says. 

Prof Fielding’s higher education journey began not in human 
virology but in insect virology at UWC. He began working towards 
his master’s in 1995 and ended up graduating in 2001 with a PhD 
when his master’s was upgraded to doctorate level. 

In 2003, he applied for a postdoctoral fellowship at the Institute of 
Molecular and Cell Biology in Singapore and was accepted. Once 
there, he would be drawn into research on the Hepatitis C virus. His 
wife was eight months pregnant at the time, but they packed up their 
belongings and relocated.

They had barely settled in and were dealing with all the challenges 
of having a newborn baby in the house when a government official 
arrived and wanted him to meet with the research team at the 
Institute.

The official asked them if they had heard about this “mystery illness” 
in Asia, and then said “drop everything else, you’re working on this”. 
That was the SARS coronavirus, and that’s how he entered the world 
of coronaviruses, he explains.

Living in Singapore was “an amazing experience” but the first year 
was gruelling. “We worked 13 hours a day, seven days a week on the 
SARS virus. I ended up with burnout after that year but, by the end 
of year three, we didn’t want to come back.”

He was, however, on unpaid leave and had already committed 
himself to a return date at UWC.

On his return, Prof Fielding joined Medical Biosciences (MBS) and 
stayed there until 2014 when he was asked to be acting director of 
Research Development. After that, he went back to MBS for about 
a year before being asked to be Deputy Vice-Chancellor of Research 
and Innovation for the next seven months.

Then, just one month later, “Fees Must Fall happened” – and, with it, 
“a baptism by fire”.

His goal was not to get into management, but the DVC: Academic 
had approached him and said: “I like what you’re doing in meetings. 
I want you to take over for seven months. Here’s a list of things not 
working. Fix this.”

“After a while, I realised that I really loved working with people. It 
motivates me. To be honest, I could do without the constant stress but 
working with people is very gratifying.” 

To help him prepare for this new people-focused role, Prof Fielding 
recently completed an MPhil in Management Coaching at the 
University of Stellenbosch’s Business School. “I did it because I 
looked at my CV and I thought, ‘If this CV was in front of me, what 
would I identify as missing?’ Then I started filling in those gaps.”

Cape Town and UWC are in his blood and personal history. The past 
year has afforded him the time to reflect on his journey and to look at 
the institution as a whole. He has lived in Mitchell’s Plain, Elsies River, 
Belhar and now in Durbanville.

He is full of pride about “the only historically black research-led 
university that typically ranks between five and eight in the country” 
with many disciplines ranked globally. 

“I understand the communities and I understand how important it 
is for them to see more people in power who come from where they 
come from and who share their values,” he explains. “It’s very clear 
that the history of UWC is still very important, but there is also a clear 
sense now that the history cannot hold us back any more. Typically, 
people will downplay our achievements. We need to speak about it. 
When people hear what UWC does, they say, ‘We didn’t know you 
guys did this amazing work.”

Prof Fielding, however, is all too familiar with what UWC is capable 
of, having been both a student and a researcher there.

New Natural Sciences Dean
 - Prof Burtram Fielding
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Research 
Achievements

at UWC

The Faculty Awards Committee of the international analytics 
software and solutions company, Statistical Analytical Systems (SAS) 
has awarded Dr Humphrey Brydon, from the Department of 
Statistics and Population Studies, the 2021 Emerging SAS Educator 
Award. The award is in recognition of his dedication to teaching 
SAS applications to both undergraduates and postgraduates. They 
also identified his leadership in the area of curriculum integration 
as a significant contribution to advancing analytics education and 
preparing students for careers in analytics and data science. 

Dr Adrian Engelbrecht from the Department of Biodiversity and 
Conservation Biology has been appointed to serve on the Council for 
Scientific and Industrial Research’s Research Ethics Committee for a 
three-year term from 1 July 2021 to 30 June 2024. He has also been 
invited to serve on the Scientific Committee for the 2nd International 
Conference on Biodiversity and Environmental Management (BEM 
2021), which will be held online on 5-6 November 2021.

The DSI-NRF Centre of Excellence for Integrated Mineral and 
Energy Resource Analysis (CIMERA) co-hosted by the Department 
of Geology at the University of Johannesburg and the School of 
Geoscience at the University of the Witwatersrand have provided 
Professor Dirk Frei from the Department of Earth Sciences with 
the funding for a two-year postdoctoral researcher to focus on the 
development of Geoscience Teaching and Geo-heritage applications 
for the Highly Immersive Visualization Environment (HIVE). 

Dr Eliab Malefahlo has started a prestigious SARAO postdoctoral 
fellowship at UWC after completing his PhD. He is the lead author 
of two papers recently published in the Monthly Notices of the Royal 
Astronomical Society journal. 

Dr Margie Probyn from the Centre for Multilingualism and Diversity 
Research (CMDR) has been awarded R2 500 454 for 2022–23 from 
the Zenex Foundation for an innovative project to address learning 
backlogs in English First Additional Language (EFAL) for Senior 
Phase (Grades 8 and 9). The project will involve academics with 
experience in teacher development, specifically Drs Margie Probyn 
and Robyn Tyler from UWC, Prof Carolyn McKinney from UCT, 
Dr Monica Hendricks from Rhodes University, Profs Leketi Makalela 
and Audrey Msimanga from Wits University, and Prof Mbelani from 
UWC.

Following a meeting between UWC and Zeitz MOCAA’s executive 
director, Koyo Kouyoh, the Department of History and the Centre 
for Humanities Research has been working with the museum to 
create a Zeitz MOCAA-UWC Museum Fellowship Programme that 

will recruit a group of fellows from the broad African museum sector 
to enrol for an Honours programme at the university. Through 
this work, UWC seeks to build a long-lasting partnership with Zeitz 
MOCAA as part of the intensification of its work with museums in 
South Africa, on the African continent and internationally. Prof Ciraj 
Rassool from the Department of History and Director of the African 
Programme in Museum and Heritage Studies at UWC said: “Cape 
Town is fast becoming a major global art centre and this Fellowship 
offers a rich exploration of the fundamental networks and systems 
that contribute to the city’s art heritage and museum ecosystem. Our 
hope is that by merging scholarship on contemporary art production 
and circulation from Africa and its diaspora with a redefinition 
of heritage and museum practice, we will contribute to the next 
generation of skilled professionals looking to work within museums, 
galleries, art centres, private and public collection management, 
biennials, art publishing, festivals, universities and more.”

The Centre for Humanities Research (CHR) welcomed UWC 
writer-in-residence and Honorary Professor, Prof Andre Odendaal. 
The appointment is for three years and is intended to enable him 
to complete a writing programme in a cutting-edge scholarly 
environment. 

The Centre for Advanced Studies of African Society (CASAS) has 
translated Ngugi wa Thiong’o’s Decolonising the Mind into Shona. 
Translated by John Mambambo and launched at the International 
Association of Colonial and Postcolonial Linguistics (IACPL) 
Conference, this is its first translation into an African language. 
Prof Ngugi wa Thiong’o, who appeared at the launch via a video 
recording, called the translation of the book into an African language 
“a homecoming”.

With 2021 having been declared “The Year of Charlotte Maxeke”, 
the Centre for Humanities Research (CHR) has embarked on a 
major puppetry production based on her life. The project is being 
undertaken in anticipation of the opening of Greatmore – the first 
arts and humanities research hub for UWC’s CHR in Cape Town. 
CHR artists, Ukwanda Puppets and Designs Art Collective and 
writer Buhle Ngaba, with the CHR’s Itumeleng Wa-Lehulere, Aja 
Marneweck and Jane Taylor, worked on a puppetry production that 
will be a provocative re-imagining of the life and legacy of Maxeke. 
This endeavour is inspired by the work of Thozama April, who 
received the Charlotte Mannya-Maxeke Award, conferred by the 
Charlotte Mannya-Maxeke Institute (CMMI) in partnership with the 
University of South Africa, for her “ground-breaking research” in 
documenting the life history of Charlotte Maxeke. 

Prof Carolina Ödman, associate professor and the Associate 
Director: Development and Outreach of the Inter-University of Data 
Intensive Astronomy, received the NSTF-South32 Communication 
Award for her reshaping how science is communicated to the public 
and in particular research into building a scientific vocabulary in 
African languages.

The NSTF-South32 Awards, for outstanding contributions of teams, 
organisations and individuals to science, engineering, technology 
and innovation in South Africa, is the flagship project of the National 
Science and Technology Forum (NSTF), in partnership with South32.

Prof Ödman was born in Switzerland, earned her PhD at Cambridge 
University, and has worked all over the world, spearheading projects 
reaching 40 countries. But it’s in South Africa that she’s found her 
home. As Associate Director: Development and Outreach for the 
Inter-University Institute for Data Intensive Astronomy (IDIA) 
– an innovative collaboration that tackles the challenges of Big 

Recognised as an 
outstanding science 

communicator

Data in science – she has championed outreach that matters, and 
spearheaded attempts to translate science into more of South Africa’s 
indigenous languages. 

Her work in advancing science outreach and education has earned 
her numerous national and international awards, including a Special 
IAU Prize by the International Astronomical Union (IAU) in 2018.

About receiving this year’s award, Prof Ödamn said: “Science isn’t 
[just] some tough technical stuff that ‘regular people’ don’t need to 
understand. Science is really just structured curiosity – and we all 
learn by being curious about the world. We need to understand our 
world before we can change it, after all. So it’s crucial to get science 
communication right to make sure that the public owns science. 
Otherwise, how do we ensure the next generation of talented young 
people are able to seize the opportunities afforded by careers in 
science – and change the world?”

Prof Carolina Ödman

I
We walk the mountain’s undulating paths
while the city stirs in the mist and the smog
that stretches across the far-off range of grey-blue peaks.

The unseen birds frolic in the thick line of trees.
their calls resonate, like the beat of my heart.

The path is covered in a layer
of brown pine stalks that crackle
as we traverse its unknown course.

The climate is silent as we signify
our intimate words amongst
the mutterings of the green leaves
that the sun momentarily anoints
with the intensity of its delicate light.

for James

I type a line for you; the beginnings of what 
may become a poem. Something about your struggles
with mental incapacity. We share a joke about age
and memory, amuse ourselves further with a story
about another’s ludicrous delusions. 

I now live my life by small margins. 
Relish the taste of honey in blackcurrant tea, 
attentively watch Roney play a trumpet solo live, 
as I sit five rows back from the stage,

savour the comfort of waves unravelling, 
as I stroll along a west coast beach 
with you and O’Niel, feel a sense of joy 
by a child’s voice over the telephone.
 
I measure the highs and lows by modest thresholds. 
an unsolicited compliment, a slight taken resentfully, 
have given up on the profound and the grandiose. 
Refuse to see prospects of uprising or revolution 
in the eruptions of civil unrest. Those in power 
do as they please without recourse to a conscience 
or to the desperate plight of the majority. 

I stand outside of your shadow. 
do not share the rage against injustice 
that once lit up your words in flames,
made it resonate across this darkening plain. 

We stand at the edge of your peculiar garden. 
consider another distressing incident, a new siege nearby
where gunfire drills through the passing clouds,
pinions bodies to the wind-swept earth. Mark Espin is a Lecturer in the Department of English in the Faculty of Arts and Humanities.

II
The morning is picturesque.

Mist rolls in from the sea,
rises up against walls.

Everything is a broken
sentence, drifting off the edge 
of the world.

The woman is no longer here.
She is elsewhere; unimaginable.

There were never any possibilities
to begin with, except notions
like glitter in the recesses of the mind.

I lose my grasp of a book.

It flutters in the fall,

a broken wing. The page

I have lost, irrecoverable,
like faith.

OUTSIDE OF YOUR SHADOW BROKEN SENTENCE

Poetry
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Research Recognition Awards Winners 2021

MASTERS

PROFESSIONAL TECHNICAL 
SUPPORT

PhD MASTERS

\POSTGRADUATE 
SUPERVISION AWARD: 

BEST SUPPORT TO 
RESEARCH AND INNOVATION: 

PhD

ADMINISTRATIVE SUPPORT PROFESSIONAL SUPPORT

Mr Mogamad-Junaid Townsend: 
Faculty of Natural Science

Department: Physics and Astronomy

Dr Leonardo van Zyl:  
Faculty of Natural Sciences
Department: Biotechnology

Prof Ernst Conradie:  
Faculty of Arts and Humanities

Department: Religion and Theology

Dr Suné Mulder van Staden:  
Faculty of Dentistry

Department of Oral Medicine and 
Periodontics 

Luzaan Africa:  
Faculty of Community and Health 

Sciences 
Unit: Interprofessional Education

Prof Cyril Julie: 
Faculty of Education

Department: School of Science and 
Mathematics EducationProf Jacob Olaf: 

Faculty of Economic and Management 
Sciences, Department: Information 

Systems

Prof Burtram C Fielding
Research Development Office

Unit: Research Development Office

Prof Helen Schneider:  
Faculty of Community and Health 

Sciences Department: School of Public 
Health

Dr Riaan Mulder:  
Faculty of Dentistry 

Department: Prosthetics

Prof James Boatwright:
Faculty of Natural Sciences 

Department: Biodiversity and 
Conservation Biology

The Faculty of Natural Sciences

The Faculty of Natural Sciences

Bester Tawona Mudereri: 
Faculty of Natural Science
Department: Earth Science

Prof Kobus Moolman: 
Faculty of Arts and Humanities

Department: English

Dominique Bowers: 
Faculty of Community and Health Sci-

ences Department: Sport, Recreation and 
Exercise Science

Prof Mulugeta Dinbabo: 
Faculty of Economic and Management 

Sciences Department: Institute for Social 
Development

Mahlubandile “Maiza” Mafata:  
Rectorate and DVC Research & Innovation

Department: Human Resources

MID CAREER RESEARCHER

INTERNATIONALISATION: 
CONTRIBUTION TO 

INTERNATIONALISATION

RECOGNISING RESEARCH 
CONTRIBUTIONS THAT MADE 
A DIFFERENCE DURING THE 

YEAR OF COVID-19

Dr Riaan Mulder: 
Faculty of Dentistry

Department of Prosthetics

Dr Koni Benson: 
Faculty of Arts and Humanities

Department of History

TOP FACULTY THAT 
SUPPORTED OPEN SOURCE 
REPOSITORY DURING 2020

FACULTY WITH HIGHEST 
RESEARCH OUTPUTS

CREATIVE ARTS OUTPUT 
AWARD FACULTY BOOK PRIZE INNOVATION AWARD

INNOVATION AWARD
NEXT GENERATION 

RESEARCHER
EARLY CAREER 
RESEARCHER 

Prof Mervin Meyer:  
Faculty of Natural Science
Department: Biotechnology

Prof Leslie Petrik:  
Faculty of Natural Science 

Department: Chemistry Prof Julia Sloth-Nielsen:  
Faculty of Law Department: Public Law 

and Jurisprudence

Prof Ben Cousins:  
Faculty of Economic and Management 

Science, Department: Institute for Poverty, 
Land and Agrarian Studies (PLAAS)

ESTABLISHED RESEARCHER WOMEN IN RESEARCH

DVC SPECIAL RECOGNITION AWARD IN RESEARCH 
AND INNOVATION
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UWC owns a number of art collections – like many other South 
African universities. There is currently a project under way under the 
leadership of Prof Patricia Hayes, SARChI Chair in Visual History, 
to bring all the disparate collections together in one venue. Some 
of the collections include the Albie Sachs Collection of Mozambican 
Art, the Community Arts Project Collection, and also the UWC Art 
Collection.

The collection includes works by some of South Africa’s most 
renowned artists, such as Cecil Skotnes, Pippas Skotnes, Ezrom 
Legae, William Kentridge, Tito Zungu, Judith Mason, Andrew 
Verster, Willie Bester, Tyrone Appollis, Walter Battiss, Penny Siopis, 
Karel Nel, Lucky Sibiya and Sue Williamson. 

The library has two significant murals, one by Mozambican artist 
Sebastio Matsinhe and the other by South African artist Sophie 
Peters, featured on this page.

Peters, born in Johannesburg in 1968, works in diverse media, 
and has produced work in various mediums, from linocuts to cast-
iron sculpture and oil paintings. She has exhibited both nationally 
and internationally. When asked about her artistic influences 
she responded, “My work is an expression of myself. I am not 
really influenced by any one artist but only by my own particular 
experiences.”

“Intellectual growth should commence at birth and cease only at death.”

Take your intellectual growth a step further 
at the University of the Western Cape. 

www.uwc.ac.za

ALBERT EINSTEIN, Physicist

Sources: UWC Art Catalogue and World Art and Memory Museum website

Sophie Peters

UWC’s art treasures
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Land reform remains a contentious and complex issue in South Africa. 

In this edition, we focus on the significant work done by the Institute for 

Poverty, Land and Agrarian Studies (PLAAS), including its research on the 

equitable distribution of land. The award-winning illustrator and journalist, 

Carlos Amato, provided us with the visually striking front cover.


