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Forming a ‘We’ through a good-quality conversation. 
 
Jerome Gumeda (JG) and Peter Mellett (PM) 
 
Abstract  
 
Many Living Theory papers are jointly authored and written with a voice that uses the 
collective ‘We’. By what process can separate isolated ‘I’s claim to become a 
composite ‘We’? This paper discusses the process by which its authors – two initially 
separate authoring voices – came to feel able to claim that they can speak as a 
believable and authentic ‘We’. The process of that merging develops around the 
concept of a ‘good-quality conversation’. The authors come from two radically 
different cultural traditions: the oralate culture of Africa that predominated before the 
spread of 19th century colonialism (JG) and the literate culture of Europe that 
developed from the 17th century Enlightenment (PM).  Starting with the production of 
intersecting autobiographical accounts, they form their corporate ‘We’ by 
progressively helping each other to ‘get on the inside’ of each other’s culture. In 
Living Theory terms, this is the process of each author’s educational influence on the 
other. Engaging with de Santos’ (1997) ideas of intercultural translation and with 
Jousse (1997) they seek “…discoveries [that] consist in the bringing together of ideas 
susceptible to being connected, which have hitherto been isolated” (p.49) to create a 
shared form of knowledge.” Coming together to speak as ‘We’ also involves the 
identification of shared values and their expression in each of the author’s separate 
lived contexts. These shared values lead them to identify a commonality within the 
tenets of Ubuntu, on which they base questions that have relevance for the future 
flourishing of Humanity. 
(247 words)  
 
 
Introduction 
 

The opening narrative in this paper has largely been written by PM who now speaks 
in the third person 

 
a) The process and format of this paper  
 
PM initially approached JG with the suggestion that they might collaborate in 
developing a thread in the Wiki of Living Educational Theory that investigates 
movement in research perspectives from ‘It’ to ‘I’ to ‘We’. An email conversation was 
initiated, through which the authors firstly identified common interests. At the same 
time, PM continued his weekly meetings with Jack Whitehead and Marie Huxtable, 
who gave valuable insights into his exchanges with JG.  JG then wrote a core text of 
over 10,000 words to ‘start the ball rolling’.  

This text consisted of five main sections:  

1. Autobiography 

2. Oralate education and Ubuntu in traditional South African culture 

3. The history of education in South Africa (to which PM added a web-resourced 
history of education in England) 

4. What education could be 

5. The implications of the UN Global Millennium Goals for education. 
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PM read through this text and inserted footnotes into Section 1. (Autobiography), 
where he saw parallels between his own family circumstances and upbringing and 
those of JG, his aim being to identify common values. At the same time, the email 
conversation continued, addressing the remaining Sections (2–5 inclusive above) in 
some detail and developing joint interests through the fusion of the oralate and the 
literate cultural perspectives. The whole formed an archive that told a coherent, 
developmental story.  
 
At this point, it was realized that the writing and reading and editing of this text had 
generated around 25,000 words. It became clear that the aim of the five sections 
above was too ambitious for a single paper and so it was scaled back to concentrate 
on the title set out above – Forming a ‘We’ through a good-quality conversation. In 
pursuing this goal we found ourselves engaging with the following principal concerns:  

1. The concepts of a ‘good-quality conversation’ and working as a ‘respectful 
editor’ 

2. What do our separate ‘Is’ share at the start? 

3. Intersecting autobiographical accounts to initiate the formation of a corporate 
‘We’ 

4. Identifying shared values and their expression in separate contexts 

5. The process of consolidating a believable and authentic ‘We’ 

6. Creating a shared form of knowledge 

7. Sharing values in Ubuntu in ‘We’ questions that have relevance for the future 
flourishing of humanity. 

These points will be considered in turn through the exposition of this paper. 
 
 
b)  The authors 
 
Jerome (JG) is a black African man who was born in 1957 and was brought up in 
South Africa during the apartheid era.  Peter (PM) is a white European man who was 
born in 1946 and was brought up in England during the immediate post-war era.  
 
They started their collaboration in July 2018 as a result of PM’s work with the Wiki of 
Living Theory (http://ejolts-wiki.mattrink.co.uk/index.php/Main_Page ), which was 
founded to mark the tenth anniversary of the first publication of the e-Journal of 
Living Theories (EJOLTs).  Within the context of the wiki, he was looking to identify 
how two separate authors, each initially writing from within their own personal ‘I’, 
might create new shared meanings through the growth of an authentic ‘We’.  
 
PM and JG had both published separate papers in EJOLTs (December 2016 
http://ejolts.net/node/282 and July 2017 http://www.ejolts.net/node/306 respectively). 
Despite the disparate nature of their titles and of their authors’ working environments, 
each paper included implied and explicit explorations of their author’s values. PM 
also noted significant congruence between the areas of interest included in the 
papers. For example: 
 
JG 

• the incommensurability between cultures 
• the abstract universalism currently embedded in western-centric philosophies 
• the oral versus the literate 
• development of new epistemologies 
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• cultural translation ... and the links to be made between cultural perspectives. 
 
PM 

• Western reason as a destructive force (Rick Roderick, 1986) 
• incommensurable paradigms (Robert Donmoyer, 1996) 
• living and working in Nigeria as an Oyinbo 
• the logic of question and answer 
• Plato's Phaedrus: speaking and writing compared. 

 
PM approached JG by email with a suggestion that they might identify a ‘good-quality 
question’ and collaborate in addressing it. Their correspondence is included in the 
wiki and may be accessed via the Collaboration Index page at http://ejolts-
wiki.mattrink.co.uk/index.php/Collaboration_Index . 
 
At around the same time as the publication of their papers, Jack Whitehead’s review 
of de Sousa Santos’ Epistemologies of the South: Justice against Epistemicide  
was published (December 2016 http://ejolts.net/node/282 ). This review discussed 
the core components of de Sousa’s that moves from epistemicide – the murder of the 
epistemologies of the South by the Northern intellectual hegemony – to the concept 
of intercultural translation, described by Jack Whitehead as: 
 

“…  Santos’ alternative both to the abstract universalism that grounds 
Western-centric general theories and to the idea of incommensurability 
between cultures.  He sees the two as related and accounting for destruction 
and assimilation of non-Western cultures by Western modernity … 
 
“For Santos intercultural translation consists of searching for isomorphic 
(similar form or structure) concerns and underlying assumptions among 
cultures. It includes identifying differences and similarities, and developing, 
whenever appropriate, new hybrid forms of cultural understanding and 
intercommunication.” 
 

Thus, the aim of this paper is to describe and explain the efforts of two Living Theory 
researchers to effect a form of intercultural translation based on comparing and 
contrasting their respective oralate and literate traditions of generating and holding 
knowledge – as they move from the position of two separate ‘I’s to a composite ‘We’ 
that is able to create shared forms of knowledge.  
 
 
1.  The concepts of a ‘good-quality conversation’ and working as a 
'respectful editor' 
 

This opening section has been largely written by PM, who now speaks from his own 
point of view with the first person voice of ‘I’. 

 
These two terms –  ‘Good-quality Conversation’ and 'Respectful Editor' – are not part 
of the established Living Theory canon. However, they underpin the quality of the 
email conversation between Jerome and I that developed over time. 
 
I identified the notion of the 'respectful editor' in 2000, when writing for the BERA 
Review under the title Educational Action Research within Teaching as a Research-
based Profession. Although the focus of that text was on educational research in the 
formal sense, I now maintain that there are aspects of all human interaction that take 
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the form of educational research, whether as research projects as such, or as the 
question-and-answer relationships between humans engaged in the exchange of 
written texts or engaged in face-to-face conversation. Thus, although the following 
extracts from the BERA Review article refer to educational research, they may be 
read as direct parallels to the interaction between people – people who seek to 
engage with each other in a ‘good-quality conversation’ in which they both act as 
‘respectful editors’. 
 

“In the context of formal educational research, Robert Donmoyer (1996) 
speaks of 'gate keeping' as a major role of an editor of an educational journal. 
He describes the two approaches to gate keeping that I would now refer to as 
elucidating the 'rules of engagement' implicit in the style of all human 
encounter. Donmeyer begins by identifying two postures commonly adopted 
by gatekeepers: the 'Traditional Response' (we talk sense; ‘they’ talk rubbish) 
and the 'Balkanization Response' (leave ‘them’ to get on with their business 
while we get on with ours). In these cases, there is no dialogue and no 
understanding, particularly between those who wish to maintain a position of 
power within a relationship.” 
 
Donmoyer then describes a third way, quoting from the conclusions that 
Richard Bernstein (1993) suggests should be drawn from the debates about 
incommensurability: 
 

“ ... to listen carefully, to use ... linguistic, emotional, and cognitive 
imagination to grasp what is being expressed and said in ‘alien’ 
traditions ... [without] either facilely assimilating what others are saying 
to our own categories and language ... or dismissing ... [it] as 
incoherent nonsense.” (p. 22) 

 
My attention then turned to Pam Lomax (1999) who introduces the notion of 
'respect': 
 

“Respect for evidence is the corner stone of evidence-based 
professionalism … evidence that might appeal to moral, spiritual, 
political, aesthetic, emotional or affective criteria …” 
(p.13) 

 
Pam Lomax’s contention is that respect is the cornerstone of evidence-based 
professionalism – respect as understood by Jean Rudduck (1995) to inform 
the general principles that underpin good research i.e. respect for democratic 
values, respect for persons, respect for the integrity of our acts at every level 
of the professional enterprise, and respect for evidence. The concept of 
myself as a ‘respectful editor’ begins to emerge. 
 
Bridget Somekh (1994) writes of a manner of approach to and engagement 
with a text : 
 

“ … trustworthiness … can only be partially established by the text in 
which the research is reported. This kind of action research report 
requires a ‘writerly reader’ (Sumara and Luce-Kapler, 1993, building 
on Bruner’s concept of constructed realities), one who will approach 
the text with an expectation of collaborating with the author in the 
construction of knowledge. It appeals to the prior experience of the 
reader and to his or her passionate engagement with the issues it 
raises. ... the reader ... is required to engage with it ... and construct 
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further knowledge through a kind of action research with the text. 
...The power of the writing is destroyed when it is subjected to critical 
appraisal on the basis of the criteria normally applied to academic 
texts.”  (p.372 – see also Roland Barthes 1970 volume entitled S/Z  – 
the writerly text does not have a single closed meaning; the readerly 
text treats the reader as a passive consumer, with all those aspects of 
power relations thereby entailed) ..." 

 
I would now read this passage as referring to the manner in which two people 
– each with their own autobiographies (the story each tells themselves about 
themselves) – write the latest section of their respective stories through their 
encounter with each other. How do they incorporate each other's evolving 
story into their own as the conversation / engagement proceeds? How does 
each act as a 'respectful editor' within a dynamic relationship?” 

 
Gadamer  (1989) discusses the form of human interaction through dialogue that I 
now term ‘a good-quality conversation’, as follows.  
  

“…To conduct a dialogue requires first of all that the partners do not talk at 
cross purposes. Hence it necessarily has the structure of question and 
answer. The first condition of the art of conversation is ensuring that the other 
person is with us. ... To conduct a conversation means to allow oneself to be 
conducted by the subject matter to which the partners in the dialogue are 
oriented. It requires that one does not try to argue the other person down but 
that one really considers the weight of the other's opinion. Hence it is an art of 
testing … .  the art of questioning. … Dialectic consists not in trying to 
discover the weakness of what is said, but in bringing out its real strength.  
p. 367 

 
Thus, Jerome and I each approaches the other – within conversational emails or 
within the written texts that that emerge from them – with respect, seeking to explore 
our emerging fields of interest through the agency of a good-quality conversation. 
That conversation and our collaboration began with a survey of our interests. 
 
 
2. What do our separate ‘Is’ share at the start? 
 
Extracts from an email conversation between JG and PM 
 

This section comprises the individual first-person voices of the authors as they 
establish contact and negotiate the beginnings of their collaboration. 

The ‘Collaboration Index’ at  
http://ejolts-wiki.mattrink.co.uk/index.php/Collaboration_Index  
contains links to the full text of each email referred to below. 

 
2018-08-01 PM to JG: Establishing contact 
I am hoping that you and I can enter a conversation in which we explore together 
some of our common interests in education and educational research. My main aim 
is to understand what meaning you and I can give to the term ‘We’ within our 
developing educational enquiry. My aim is also to use the Living Theory wiki (at 
http://ejolts-wiki.mattrink.co.uk/index.php/Main_Page ) to describe and explain our 
journey.  
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I am especially interested in the points that you focus on in the abstract to your paper 
– Journey to Living Theory Development of a Black African (Zulu) Male Educator: 
The Challenge of Doctoral Research – that was published in the December 2017 
edition of EJOLTS. I have listed these points on the following page in the wiki - 
http://ejolts-wiki.mattrink.co.uk/index.php/Pete%27s_Question – alongside several of 
my parallel interests.  
 
I hope my story about being an ‘oyinbo' (http://ejolts-
wiki.mattrink.co.uk/index.php/Oyinbo) in Nigeria 40 years ago will help to explain part 
of my focus – and how this fits with your interest in: "...the links to be made between 
cultural perspectives …” The paper that I wrote for the December 2016 edition of 
EJOLTS (http://ejolts.net/node/286) contains a section (page 40) entitled “Who is I?”. 
It contains a link to some autobiographical information ( 
http://www.actionresearch.net/writings/pmejolts16/Autobiography.pdf ).  
 
My intention of providing all these links is to give you some clues about me, the 
person who is writing to you ‘out of the blue’.  
 
 
2018-08-14 JG to PM: Current research and writing as a possible starting point 
for our collaboration. 
I read about you and your experiences in the texts [and] was happy to learn how you 
attained the values that you believe in. I was more intrigued by your academic 
journey as well as understanding a life different from mine or that of the South 
Africans.  
 
I normally work well when questions are posed to me or else I pose questions and 
then move my discussion as I respond to the questions.  
 
I may then have a few questions that you think can help me start or mention a few 
aspects that you feel can move our discussion. … I am busy on two papers – one on 
Ubuntu (humanity) and one on inhlonipho (respect and humble awareness). I am 
also looking for the value of teaching and learning as the cause of the 1976 uprising 
in SA.   
 
 
2018-08-19 PM to JG: Looking for a good-quality question 
I have been reading and making notes on your paper Journey to Living Theory 
Development of a Black African (Zulu) Male Educator: The Challenges of Doctoral 
Research.  I have made an especial note of your interest in literate and oralate ways 
of doing things. I have developed a parallel interest over the years of comparing the 
propositional (literate) ways of doing things and the dialectical (which I equate to the 
oralate).  
 
… My aim is to show how an individual person can move from a form of life that 
takes a wholly objective, propositional and literate view of their life in the world – 
moving on from speaking about ‘It’ to speaking from the position of ‘I’ and then on to 
create new meaning and understanding as part of a composite, collective ‘We’.  
 
I have a feeling that the culture you were born into has ‘We’ at its core; the culture I 
was born into has ‘It’ at its core and we struggle to say ‘I’.  
 
 
2018-08-21 JG to PM: A question is suggested 
How do you feel about this question?  
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How can our understanding of Traditional and Eurocentric education (as 
researchers) contribute in our learning and the learning of others (Whitehead) for 
improving / for improved theory and practice?* 

 
Just a thought … 
 
 
2018-08-22. PM to JG: Our field is to be traditional (oralate) and Eurocentric 
(literate) education in SA and the UK 
The question you suggest will do very nicely – it is pregnant with possibilities. … We 
shall need to explore the initial meanings that the phrase our understanding has for 
each of us, as well as the words Traditional and Eurocentric. 
 
I am hoping that, as we compare and contrast our separate perspectives, the ‘I’ of 
Peter and the ‘I’ of Jerome will come to form a ‘We’ that can generate new shared 
meanings.  
 

At this point JG prepared a draft text of over 10,000 words under the title above* in 
order to act as a foundation to ‘start the ball rolling’ for the production of this paper 

 
 
2018-09-07: Comments by PM on JG’s draft text entitled: How can our 
understanding of Traditional and Eurocentric education (as researchers) 
contribute in our learning and the learning of others for improving / for 
improved theory and practice within the context of Living Theory? 
 
This type of comparison [between the oralate and the literate] fits the point about 
‘Intercultural Translation’ raised by Jerome: “Cultural Translation always follows the 
path of trying something new”. We need to look afresh at things as they are or were 
and identify their commonalities. … Our differences may turn out to be not as 
different as we might have thoughts at the start – as we develop a common language 
and understanding. … underpinned by our shared humanity.  
 
 
2018-09-26 PM to JG: Adapting Jerome's draft text by the addition of footnotes 
… I hope that you can see that I am not trying to ‘take over’ your narrative but am 
attempting to add my voice as a sort of counterpoint to yours (definition: counterpoint 
is the relationship between voices that are harmonically interdependent (polyphony) 
yet independent in rhythm and contour) 
[see https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4O6lc_ym12U ] 
 
I think that we are seeking to show how Santos’ intercultural translation can be 
realised between two people from different cultures blending their ’I’ voices to form a 
composite ‘We’ that can create shared meanings. … we are exploring the archeology 
of our families and the roots of our personal values. I am hoping that your main text 
and my footnotes will show us discovering our shared values so that we can identify 
our shared humanity – so that, as we go on to explore our research question, we 
then can ask if what we are learning is valid and if what we already know should be 
forgotten or unlearned and why. 
 
… If (and only if) you agree with the direction in which the text is now heading, where 
do we go from here?  
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2018-10-01 JG to PM: First thoughts on blending the oralate and the literate for 
a new form of education 
… I approve all that you have done as it has also given me some ideas to use in 
future. What I appreciate the most in our paper is the learning that comes with it.  
I am trying to think like somebody who knows nothing about Eurocentric education – 
but it is difficult.  
 
 
2018-10-27 JG to PM: A favourable reception and the way ahead is agreed 
I have enjoyed and learnt a lot more especially in reducing or summarizing my work 
as that is what I believe I need to focus on. I also enjoyed Phaedrus’ speech  
[ http://ejolts-wiki.mattrink.co.uk/index.php/Phaedrus ] and it reminded me of what 
Jousse says about regarding writing as superior, forgetting that only a small amount 
of knowledge is in the books as most is in human memory. He further says that 
memory is the source of all knowledge before it is in the books. He then advocates 
for an interface between orality and literacy.  Any engineer or doctor that does his job 
never realizes the good job that other people marvel at.  
 
As an answer to your question I say:  
 
You have engineered, finagled and doctored the article like a ‘jealous housekeeper ‘  
that likes milk and preserves it as butter, cheese, condensed milk … unlike baby 
powder that does not make a baby.   
 
 
2018-10-27 PM to JG: The respectful editor. 
I must admit that I ‘held my breath’ when I sent you my last edit of our paper. I was 
very relieved and gladdened to receive your positive and encouraging response.  
I would like to say that I … see myself … as a ‘Respectful Editor’. I developed this 
idea when writing a review for BERA (British Education Research Association) in 
2000 [1]. … you can see how I value being engaged in a ‘good-quality conversation’.  
 
 
3. Intersecting autobiographical accounts to initiate the formation 
of a corporate ‘We’ 
 
This section is written by PM as reported speech, drawing on the authors’ voices 
from within their extensive autobiographical writings. 

The full text of JG’s autobiographical text with PM’s autobiographical footnotes is 
available at Appendix 1.  

 
This composite text begins with the circumstances of our births: Jerome:  “… in a 
small town of Port Shepstone in the Lower South Coast of KwaZulu-Natal in Republic 
South Africa on August 9, 1957 at the time of Apartheid before the intensification of 
Group Areas Act of 1950 in the 1960s that promoted development of racial groups 
separately” – and Peter: “…on May 5th 1946, after my infantryman father had 
escaped from prisoner-of-war captivity in Germany in February 1945”.  
 
Our respective parents were brought up in the pre-WW2 conditions of relative 
poverty that pertained in rural South Africa (JG) and in the tenement buildings of the 
East End of London (PM). Our grandfathers labored to support their families: JG’s as 
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a blacksmith and a wagoner and PM’s as ‘stokers’ – one shoveling coal at the local 
gas works and the other shoveling coke at the public wash-house.  
 
Both of us can identify forebears who understood their ‘lot’ to be the result of social 
inequity and the importance of education as a means of ‘betterment’. We both ‘broke 
the mold’ for our families – JG: “… my first primary school was a government school 
and the last two were missionary schools associated with Protestantism. … both my 
parents had their secondary and training from Catholic linked training school for both 
nursing and teaching. I knew that I had received inferior education and also knew 
that my enrolling in a University such as University of South Africa I would then be 
treated in the same vein as those who came from education of other racial groups.”  
PM: “At primary school, I was always 'top of the class'. … Passing the 11+ exam 
[with just three others in my year] was the most significant act of my life, diverting me 
from the third-rate provision of the local secondary modern school and the labour 
exchange to the academic rigour of the grammar school, which drew in selected 
boys from a 30-mile radius and sent 30% of us on to university.” 
 
Our correspondence soon established that we both had our roots in the underclass 
of our respective societies and that we were both the first generation to climb out 
from that grouping into ‘professional’ occupations through the agency of education. 
However, JG experienced his early Bantu Education (the separate and limited 
experience encountered by non-whites in South Africa when pursuing an education) 
as a cornerstone of the apartheid philosophy – while PM experienced a bipartite 
education system that divided children at the age of 11 into two streams, with a 
minority to be educated for the professions and the majority to be trained for manual 
or administrative occupations. Both were forms of social engineering carried out by 
an elite. 
  
 
4. Identifying shared values and their expression in separate 
contexts 
 

This section continues to draw on the autobiographical and email texts. It is the point 
at which the transition from two separate ‘I’ voices begin to identify as ‘We’.   

The full text of the email exchanges relevant to this section is available at      
Appendix 2. 

 
Our conversations led us to believe that we share the following values: 

• Respect as the value that JG received from his parents and carer Aunt 
MaHlongwa as an oralate person that never had a school education and that 
PM received from his paternal grandmother who received an elementary 
schooling at the end of the 19th century. 

• Patience that comes from the fact that we had to persevere against odds as 
we knew that we would not have a better life if we had not stuck to education 
as learners – as well as teachers. Both of us were the result of two separate 
systems that attempted social engineering. 

However, these are lexical definitions of values, where shared values are 
communicated through words alone. Further shared values could be enumerated in 
this manner. However, there are also embodied expressions of values, where 
meanings include both digital visual data with lexical definitions and expressions of 
meaning. In other words, we include pictures here that we claim illustrate the surface 
differences of our cultures and yet the human commonalities that lie beneath the 
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surface. For example, consider the photographs on page 9 of Appendix 1. In Figure 1 
below, you can see two schoolboys, both about 16 years old and both posing for the 
camera with the same set look around the mouth – they already appear to be 
‘serious’ people who take a largely thoughtful approach to their lives. 
 

  
Figure 1  JG and PM – both schoolboys about 16 years old    
 
The two further photographs on page 9 of Appendix 1 show us 25 years later, both at 
almost the same age (41-42) and both established in our careers as teachers. The 
photograph of JG (Figure 2) is from a newspaper article in 2000, celebrating 
the100% pass rate achieved by his school.  
 

 
Figure 2  JG (in 2000 age 42) – a successful head teacher whose school 
had attained a 100% pass rate. 
 
While the photograph below (Figure 3) shows PM with his tutor group, his chemistry 
students that year had achieved a 100% pass rate in the 16+ examination.   
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Figure 3 PM (in 1987 age 41) – a successful teacher 
 
Both of us value education as an activity involving an appropriate balance of 
enthusing, engaging and instructing students; our personal values do not permit us to 
embrace rote and pure didacticism: we have always wished to understand – and we 
wish our students to understand, which leads to successful growth and educational 
achievement.  
 
We then ask – what is it that we value about education? We both acknowledge that, 
without education, we would not have a full life: but is it to climb the social ladder, the 
economic ladder or the ontological ladder? Asking ‘What is education?’ suggests to 
us that education has become confused with qualifications and the economic 
advantages flowing from education have become confused with social standing. 
When people say that they value education for ontological reasons, it can become 
subordinated to the others. When talking about education or education research, the 
purpose is rarely stated. 
 
In PM’s personal context, the educational process was driven by his curiosity. As a 
child, the frequent admonition was “Leave that alone – you’ll break it!” – anything 
from a flower to a clock. In JG’s personal context, education was the only way out 
and up and to gain social standing.   
 
 
5. The process of consolidating a believable and authentic ‘We’ 
 

This section and those that follow (Ss. 6 and 7) continue to draw on the 
autobiographical and email texts (see Appendix 1 and Appendix 2) and are jointly 
written from the perspective of ‘We’. 

liz
Highlight

liz
Sticky Note
I think this section needs more detail and clarification. What do you mean by"it can become subordinated to the others"?

The last sentence too could use some more detail. One could argue that the purpose is almost always stated. Do you need to distinguish between education research and educational research? 



	 12	

 
We acknowledge that this process has involved us in a sharing of autobiographies 
and a commitment to share an accountability to living as fully as possible the values 
that carry hope for the flourishing of humanity. 
  
We consider the following as factors that resulted in us realizing the commonality in 
our ‘I’s’ that form our ‘We’. 

• Both of us have our early education based on the oralate form of education – 
that is, education from our families – because neither of us attended 
kindergarten or crèche. The education that we started with had no specific 
curriculum but was based on values such as respect for adults, self (personal 
integrity) and others. 

• This early education for JG was based overtly on the tenets of Ubuntu; for 
PM, those tenets were implied within the unspoken format of ‘family values’. 

• We are both from families of grandparents who worked as labourers. We 
each realised that the only way to climb the social ladder would be through 
education – ultimately university education. We are first-generation 
graduates, PM at master’s level and JG at doctoral level 

• We both worked as teachers. We believe that our professional work 
consolidated our values that we had from our families – and which the 
teaching profession contextualized and deepened (but did not fundamentally 
alter).  

We also identified that both SA and England had forms of social engineering at work 
during our earlier years. For South Africa, it was Apartheid education / Bantu 
education that was provided for Blacks as a fourth race, with the mandatory 
repetition of Grade 8 at primary school as well as at secondary school. That set back 
black learners a year, as their school program became 13 years while school 
education of other races was 12 years. Black learners had to first learn in their 
mother tongue at primary school then switch to English at secondary school. 
Attempts to introduce Afrikaans as the medium of instruction at all secondary schools 
for blacks would have been a great setback for the black learner; it was introduced in 
an atmosphere of the worst contempt and led to the 1976 unrest and to the ultimate 
downfall of the Apartheid regime. 
 
PM cites the separation of learners through the 11+ examination, where learners who 
passed were sent to grammar school and prepared for university education, while the 
rest who could not make through this screening would become the labour force of the 
UK. We realize that social engineering perpetrated inequality in society. In actuality,  
South African education contained the remnants of British education because the 
Afrikaners – as the architects of Apartheid – took over the reins of government from 
the British. Like Britain (with its valuing of ‘received English’ as an indicator of social 
standing), South Africa used language as a social engineering tool, promoting 
English as a medium of instruction for secondary and tertiary education for blacks, 
while Afrikaners were allowed to choose the language of their instruction from 
primary school to PhD. We note that, in both South Africa and England, education 
was made to be a scarce resource that determined people‘s livelihoods and 
reinforced the social strata of the ‘haves’ and the ‘have-nots’. 
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JG recalled an item on the South African Broadcasting Cooperation news, in which a 
South African painstakingly avowed that “… Uma ungafundile  e South Afrika 
awuyilutho” – If you are uneducated in South Africa, you are nothing. Similarly, a past 
colleague of JG stated “… Ngiyahlala  nje nani kodwa anifundile” – “I do socialize 
with you but you are uneducated”. It was after school hours as they sat relaxing, as 
normal practice. This fellow colleague had a BA degree. JG knew the pain of being 
told that he was uneducated; the pain caused him to study.  
 
One of JG’s educators in later years said that if you do not have English, 
Mathematics, and money in South Africa and the world you are nothing.  She further 
said that, unfortunately, very few people have all three of these aspects.  It is being 
conscious of this sort of inequity and the attitudes that lead to it and stem from it, that 
made us (JG and PM) wish to work to compare our values and to share the ‘We’ that 
is set forth in this paper.   
 

6. Creating a shared form of knowledge 
 
At this stage, we feel that it is important to acknowledge that a shared form of 
knowledge involves the emergence from ‘good conversations’ of relationally dynamic 
values – values that are used as living standards of judgement in evaluating the 
validity of claims to be making contributions to a shared form of knowledge. 
 
Sharing of knowledge from the start was through PM who invited JG for collaborative 
writing. A number of emails were thus shared between the two of us.  We both 
comprehended that the acknowledgment of the Millennium Development Goals are a 
reflection that world education is flawed because there would not be the challenges 
that the world experiences had it been that world education was good. We both saw 
a need to find out what was missing or wrong with the world education system and 
then agreed to look at their South Africa and British education so as to find the flaws 
that cause education to be as it is.  
 
Among many challenges, we noted the decline in accepted morals and ethics as the 
cause of most challenges because there seemed to be a lack of respect of man and 
of the environment as ‘the mother’ of humanity. The innate sense of Ubuntu in both 
of our homelands is fading. We identified a growing crisis of identity and a growing 
cultural infantilism permeating both of our countries. We rapidly agreed that 
Schumaker (2018) spoke for both of us, in our separate and different circumstances 
and contexts (see Appendix 2 pp. 5,6). The writing is polemical, but it makes our 
points for us. 
 
Schumaker begins by quoting from Henry George (Social Problems, 1883): 

“For a culture to avoid self-destruction as it progresses, it must develop a 
higher conscience, a keener sense of justice, a warmer brotherhood [sic], a 
wider, truer, loftier public spirit”. 
 

By stark contrast, Schumaker holds that modern consumer culture “… barrels in the 
opposite direction, breeding an increasingly trivialised and disengaged strain of 
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personhood”, devoid of the ‘loftier’ qualities needed to sustain a viable and healthy 
society. He then turns to Fromm: 
 

“… who noticed over 50 years ago the unfurling of a personality crisis, using 
the term ‘marketing personality’ to describe the one-dimensional, 
commodified and desensitised “eternal suckling” that was, as he forewarned 
in the famous conclusion of Beyond the Chains of Illusion (1962), conforming 
to a culturally manufactured “consensus of stupidity” that would prove our 
ultimate undoing.” 

 
Schumaker introduces the concepts of ‘cultural infantilism’ and  ‘psychological 
neoteny’ as labels for: 
 

“… the cultural evolution of a personality profile marked by delayed cognitive 
maturation, emotional and spiritual shallowness, and diminished “profundity of 
character” that manifests itself in a “child-like flexibility of attitudes, behaviours 
and knowledge”. While these “unfinished personalities” may have increased 
adaptability in a mercurial culture of inconstant loyalties, abbreviated attention 
spans and compulsive novelty-seeking, they also expose society to the 
rawness and limitations of youth that hamper higher-order judgment and 
decision-making abilities and culminate in a “culture of irresponsibility”.  
 

This cultural infantilism of daily life has a knock-on effect because it: 
  

“… encourages adults to assume the role of unthinking children, while 
simultaneously crippling the imagination of the young and destroying their 
traditional role as “the repository of society’s dreams”. . . .” (quoting  Henry A 
Giroux The Public in Peril 2017). 

 
We can only suggest that it is education, in a revised form, that will ensure the young 
regain and retain their role as “… the repository of society’s dreams”.  
 
At this point, we returned to the UN Millennium Development Goals and the question: 
“What is so wrong with education that we are in this state?” Having reviewed the 
histories of formal education in South Africa and in England from their beginnings 
centuries ago, we started to investigate the possibility of outlining a new curriculum 
that brought together the oralate and literate traditions. We then went on to 
distinguish between a ‘given curriculum’ and a ‘living curriculum’, with the latter as a 
true ‘curriculum vitae’ as a curriculum for life. However, we soon realized that these 
ambitions were well beyond the scope of this paper. We returned to Ubuntu as the 
knowledge that we had come to share through reflecting on our upbringings within 
our respective families: a knowledge that does not make reference to formal 
schooling that prepares people for employment but which has the simple expected 
outcomes of: 

• control of thought and action  
• steadfast and purposeful life 
• having a mission in life 
• belief in the master and teacher 
• confidence in the ability to learn 
• identity with the spiritual life 
• ready to face challenges 
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We agreed that ‘Ubuntu’ could be among the remedies to be employed as a curative 
for the perceived human and societal maladies; we use Ubuntu as the focus for the 
questions that we pose in Section 6 below.  
 
The creation of shared knowledge has been possible and has been achieved  
because both South Africa and England have similar starting points for education, as 
we have demonstrated through looking at our family backgrounds, our education and 
that of our grandchildren and the educational influences of our families. The manner 
in which education is used as a social engineering entity is similar.  
 
The notion of the incommensurability of cultures has enable us to accept that, 
although we may be from different parts of the globe, we share the challenges that 
are laid down as Millennium Development Goals / Challenges. We have thus been 
able to focus on our commonality rather than our differences. It is worth remembering 
that there was a Zulu Empire as well as the British Empire, both of which sought and 
achieved wide dominance through ruthlessness. The Zulu Empire itself was founded 
through the notorious Imfecane expeditions of 1820-35 in which participants held that  
ukufa uthe nca – death is strong – and ‘died with the belly and backbone attached’ 
due to hunger and famine.  
 
As with the monologue of Shylock in The Merchant of Venice (Act 3, Scene 1), we 
are driven by Ubuntu to want to see justice done to all because we all “…bleed if you 
prick us, laugh as you tickle us….die as you poison us.” We are speaking here on 
behalf of all human beings everywhere and not solely from the position of the racially 
despised protagonist in Shakespeare’s medieval Venice. Our being in the global 
North or global South is not important as we are both affected by, for example, South 
African State Capture and Brexit because we are all members of the Global Village – 
and we all simply seek to lead happy and productive lives that will contribute to the 
flourishing of humanity (whether Living Theory researchers or not). 
 
 
7. Sharing values in Ubuntu in ‘We’ questions that have relevance 
for the future flourishing of humanity. 
 
We have generated questions at regular intervals throughout our conversation – 
questions that issue from our growing shared understanding of oralate and literate 
perspectives, traditions and cultures. We shall conclude by leaving you a selection of 
these questions on which to reflect, hoping that you, like us, will be moved to ask the 
fundamental question: “Now . . . what shall I do?” 
 

• How can our understanding – as initially separate researchers of traditional 
(oralate) and eurocentric (literate) education – contribute through intercultural 
translation to our learning for improving the theory and practice of education 
within the context of Living Theory research?  
 

• Has our personal education as Traditional and Eurocentric education solved 
our problems? 

 
• What are we now doing to live more fully our interpretation of the Millennium 

Development Goals? 
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• “How shall I live a good life?” “How can we live a good life? How can we 
contribute to the common good? (What is more significant – the good life or 
the common good?) 

 
• (How) can we make a better contribution to the flourishing of humanity 

through our understandings of Ubuntu that we have developed between us? 
 

• What would a ‘curriculum for life’ look like? 
 

• What are we doing together to make a better contribution to the flourishing of 
humanity through our understandings of Ubuntu that we have developed 
between us? 

 
 
Conclusion 
 
This paper has discussed the authors’ attempts to merge their two initially separate 
authoring voices, each of which comes from its own distinct cultural and educational 
tradition – the oralate and the literate. This process has involved them in a dialogical 
engagement centred on the notion of a ‘good-quality conversation’ in which each 
acts as a ‘respectful editor’ in order to make meanings from the other’s utterances.  
 
We see parallels between our process and that described by Shotter (2011), who 
refers to “the dialogical in practice” in the following terms: 
 

“… it is not only the participants’ shared circumstances that are refined and 
further developed; participants also change their identities – for the changes 
within them are not only epistemological, they are also ontological (Shotter, 
1984). It is our spontaneous, embodied ways of seeing and acting in the 
world that we change… we change in who we ‘are,’ how we relate ourselves 
to our surroundings.” 
(p.191) 

 
In this manner, each of us has expanded his understanding of the other’s culture, 
and, in doing so, have changed ontologically, as a common understanding has 
grown. Starting with the identification of common threads of interest in our separate 
prior writings, an interweaving of autobiographies identified parallel developmental 
influences from family histories and family values. There is an underlying 
commonality, an unspoken inner ‘language’, that permits us to understand each 
other from the outset. This point is elaborated by Campbell (1976) when he draws on 
Whorf (1956) to observe that:  
 

" ...  the language learned in infancy determines not only the manner in which 
one's thoughts and feelings have to be expressed, but also the very patterns 
of those thoughts and feelings themselves. ... the imprints of our parish are 
within us, tattooed on the insides of our skins."  

 
The conversation then turned to the oralate viewed from PM’s literate perspective 
and the literate viewed from JG’s perspective. This conversation revealed the power 
of an oralate tradition to inform our shared humanity, whatever our ethnic or 
geographical origins, through concepts such as the need for a primary aim of 
education being to instill a sense of unity of person, unity of the tribe and unity with 
nature. Against this, we see the current crisis of personal identity within literate 
cultures described by Schumaker (2018, ibid.) and Giroux’s (2017, ibid.) “cultural 
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infantilism”, whose roots are traced backwards by Roderick (1986) to the 
fundamental structure of Western reason:  
 

“Throughout the course of Western civilisation, the rationality of myth, as well 
as the Enlightenment which replaced it as reason only to become a myth 
itself, exposes Western reason as a destructive force. Reason abstracts, 
conceptualises, and seeks to reduce the concrete and the non-identical to 
identity, to destroy the otherness of the other. Horkheimer and Adorno locate 
the irrationality of what Weber analysed as rationalisation at its deepest 
source – the identity logic which is the fundamental structure of Western 
reason. Human liberation could be conceived, if at all, only as a complete 
break with mere formal rationality and instrumental reason ...." (page 40) 

 
For us, the term “instrumental reason” is implicit in the workings of a literate culture. 
The tenets of Ubuntu offer an alternative curriculum for our lives, expressed in terms 
of its expected outcomes of: control of thought and action; steadfast and purposeful 
life; having a mission in life; belief in the master and teacher; confidence in the ability 
to learn; identity with the spiritual life; ready to face challenges. Desmond Tutu 
(2000) elaborates:  
 

“Ubuntu ... speaks of the very essence of being human. [We] say ... "Hey, so-
and-so has ubuntu." Then you are generous, you are hospitable, you are 
friendly and caring and compassionate. You share what you have. It is to say, 
"My humanity is caught up, is inextricably bound up, in yours." We belong in a 
bundle of life. We say, "A person is a person through other persons." …” 
 

Tutu has also suggested that: “For me to be the best that I can be, I need you to be 
the best that you can be”.  
 
We have spent significant proportions of our working lives in education. Throughout 
our conversation, the notion of alternative curriculums has constantly arisen – in 
simple terms of what to teach and how to teach it for a ‘given curriculum’ in formal 
educational settings and also in terms of a more generalized ‘curriculum for life’. 
There is not space to set out these ideas here but they may form the basis for future 
work.  
 
As our readers, you may by now have generated your own personal narrative that 
can be compared and contrasted with ours within this text. You may want to reflect 
on your own life as you converse with this text to generate your own narrative about 
the interplay between the oralate and the literate in your life. And, finally, you may 
feel wish to generate your own questions whose exploration offers hope for the 
flourishing of humanity. 
 
(Main text 7365 words) 
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