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Appendix  2 – Coming together to speak as ‘We’  
 
2018-11-06 PM to JG: The context for starting our conversation to generate 
Part 2 
  
…  We engage in a back-and-forth dialogue as I explore the oralate with your 
guidance and you explore the literate with my guidance (I have far more to learn than 
you!).  … You have written:  
 

“… oralate goes together with all that was done before scribal writing, as most 
of what was to be transmitted from generation to generation was done 
through the word of mouth and intensified through dance or other gestual 
means ... the use of non-verbal communication.  
 
“… The traditional African home was the source of all that people needed or 
... the community had people who specialized in various needs that the 
people needed. The family provided basic education and further education 
was found in places of work specialist in certain crafts, in the veld as herd 
boys, field when collecting wood for girls, hunting or in games that were 
played as most of the games that were played for enjoyment as well as depict 
the community or society.  
 
“… The primary aim of traditional education was unity of person, unity of the 
tribe and unity with nature. … The type of education provided also developed 
social responsibility, character and spiritual power. Methods of teaching were 
based on separation of children according to gender, age, and level of 
teaching and learning pertaining to the aspect of what is learnt. All education 
was done using mother tongue instruction with a positive interaction between 
the teacher as an adult and learners.  
 
"Most education was done orally through storytelling, proverbs, idioms, 
riddles, songs and dances. These would convey information about issues of 
birth, behavior, values, and world view. Evaluation of progress was based on 
remarking about the level of achievement and providing the learner time to 
rectify or improve work done for attainment of expected standards. Masters or 
teachers were expected to be people of good character and be exemplary in 
all respects.  
 
"Expected outcomes would be attainment of … Ubuntu, as entailed in:  

• 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 

 
"… the outcomes that are shown here ... do not make any reference to a 
formal school that prepares people for employment."  

 
Looking at my own experience, rather than generalising, my grandson (Rowan) is 
almost four years old. He lives with his parents in the same rural village as my wife 
and I. Now retired, I have been able to follow his development far more closely than 
that of my own children 35+ years ago because then I was working full-time as a 
school teacher. In parallel with your words above, Rowan’s understanding of himself 
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is growing (“unity of person”), his place as an active member of the family and 
amongst his increasing number of friends is developing (“unity of the tribe”); living in 
a country village with gardens, allotments and surrounding woods and fields, he is 
actively involved in the growth of plants and the lives of domestic and wild animals 
from bees to badgers (“unity with nature”). He avidly requests the re-reading and 
telling of familiar stories but is now graduating to making up his own stories in a 
dialogue with an adult. I think that these stories help him to explain to himself who he 
is.  
 
I see parallels in Rowan’s upbringing with your words about the oralate tradition: 
"The family provided basic education … done orally through storytelling, proverbs, 
idioms, riddles, songs and dances; these would convey information about issues of 
birth, behavior, values, and world view …” There are also parallels with the elements 
of Ubuntu that you list. You say that the family provides the basic oralate education: 
in this country, I would say that the task is mostly undertaken by women – mothers, 
grandmothers and other women in formal and non-formal settings - ‘mothers 
methods’ rather than 'fathers methods'.  
 
Therefore I sense that there are similarities between the developing world-views of 
the children in your community and (some of) the children in my community during 
their early years. However, Rowan starts at state primary school next year 
(September 2019) – and that is where the paths start to diverge. As I understand it, 
he will start to apprehend new things by looking at the outside (through an 
intensifying vocabulary) rather than by feeling from the inside.  
 
I think that you have a foot in the oralate tradition and a foot in the literate tradition, 
so my question to you is:  
 
Do you see any common threads in the the early years (0-4) growth of children 
in ‘traditional’ SA and in ‘literate’ UK? Are there any similarities - and what are 
the differences?  
 
2018-11-07 JG to PM: Parallel experiences from Jerome's family and from his 
own life. 
 
… As a response your question: Do I see any common threads in the early years (0-
4) growth of children in ‘traditional’ SA and in ‘literate’ UK? … I have reflected on the 
growth of my daughter, my two nieces, my nephew and my three grandsons and my 
education.  
 
My daughter, my two nieces, and my nephew  
The four children were born in the mid 1970s and early 1980s and were brought up 
in a rural area of Murchison by an old lady that was our neighbor as well as my 
mother who was a nursing sister. They grew up doing house chores that were not 
differentiated to gender such as; gardening, cooking, fetching water from the well 
was for them all. From age 0-4 they spent time with the old lady and my mother 
though there were also other adults in the family such as my father when he retired 
as a primary school teacher. I would say the basic education of four children was rich 
as it contained knowledge of the Zulu traditional culture of the old lady and several 
ladies in the neighborhood about seven of them and a number of younger women 
that were in the area though most of them were employed. Younger women could 
only spend time with the children on weekends.  
 
All the children had an opportunity to be taught through storytelling, games, riddles, 
proverbs but that changed when television was introduced in 1985. Most of the time 
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that was spent on storytelling and games in the evening was spent watching 
television. There then appeared a new form of education that was not censored as 
not everybody took care of which programs were suitable for children. The positive 
effect is that the entrenched Apartheid policy of the differences in cultural groups was 
steadily being dissipated by TV programs that encouraged the use of all 11 
languages of SA. That gave children exposure to a diverse and rich culture 
compared to my times in the early 1960s.  
 
My three grandsons  
My two grandsons spent time with my mother and from age three went to a daycare 
centre as my mother had retired and wanted to enjoy her retirement. My father 
played a major role in their growth and would spend a lot of time talking and asking 
them questions that were based on simple problems that were of their age. To the 
elder of the first two my father said at an early age that he was brilliant. … Thabiso is 
now has a mining engineer Diploma doing his Bachelor of Technology in mining 
engineering.  
 
My second grandson Thamsanqa was brought up by my parents when they took 
their retirement … He also spent most of the time with his mother who did not work 
but took care of him.  
 
My third grandson stays in a township because there was nobody to look after him 
he had to go to a nearby crèche and that made him to be introduced to reading and 
writing at the age of four he was able to write his name and surname…  
 
From these few examples I would say there seem to be common threads in the 
early years (0-4) growth of children in ‘traditional’ SA and in ‘literate’ UK. These 
are caused by the fact that most parents are employed, the presence of TV in 
most households, the government’s encouragement of early school-going age 
even before the age of four in some instances where all parents are employed  
 
In deep rural areas there are homesteads that are far apart and in those areas the 
type of education that I have given in my explanation of traditional education still 
exists. There is also an exodus from deep rural areas to places with piped water, 
electricity …  
 
Extra material 
This email contained Jerome's reflections on his personal experience as a learner 
within the SA education system, available through the following links.  
 

• The strange school environment 
• The language factor 
• Reading and writing and counting (primary education) 
• Subject content and translation (senior primary and secondary) 
• Tertiary education 

 
 
2018-11-30 PM to JG: Getting on the inside of an oralate educational 
environment – and then the literate 
 
Your last two emails have been most useful in helping me to understand that there 
are similarities in the early-life experiences of young children in rural villages in SA 
and of some young children in the UK. Both benefit from an oralate process that is 
based on close family relationships.  
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I think that, with your help, I have now ‘got on the inside’ of oralate influences on the 
growth of young children. I am also drawing on my 1975 experiences of rural villages 
in Nigeria. I admit that Nigeria is in West Africa and not South Africa but I suspect 
that traditional rural cultures are similar – also many of their traditional physical 
arrangements.  
 
In my mind’s eye, I have transplanted my grandson, aged almost four years, into 
what I know of a traditional African village (N.B. his father is South African / English). 
I have given him the ability to speak the local language at the same level as his 
current English. He has been involved in an oralate transmission of our family’s 
values here in England (as you wrote):  
 

“… done orally through storytelling, proverbs, idioms, riddles, songs and 
dances … [conveying] information about issues of birth, behaviour, values, 
and world view." 
 

I am sure that my grandson would already recognise the aim of his new African 
traditional education to be (as you wrote):  
 

“… unity of person; unity of the tribe; unity with nature.” 
 
He would also already have the rudiments of the expected outcomes of Ubuntu (as 
you wrote):  
 

“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.” 

 
In my mind’s eye, I see the internal elements that make up my grandson being 
essentially ‘in tune’ with his new environment: there would not be a cultural 
disjunction and he would continue to thrive.  
I outlined this scenario to my son-in-law and asked how Rowan would manage with 
his new surroundings. With spontaneous enthusiasm he said: “Oh – he’d love it!” 
 
Question: Can you recognise what I have written here – is it plausible to you?  
 
I would like to turn now to the 'literate tradition’ and to what I see as the latest 
extreme developments of its influence here in the northern hemisphere. I have 
copied below the first one-third of an article printed in the current edition of the New 
Internationalist magazine. It is a rather extreme piece of polemical writing but I find 
that, for me, it fits well with the current level of debate surrounding President Trump 
in the USA, Brexit in the UK and the UN report on extreme poverty in the UK (see 
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-46236642) – which has been dismissed by the UK 
government. Please note the final paragraph about the young.  
 
Question: What is your understanding of the term ‘Literate tradition’?  
We agreed earlier to address the UN Millennium Development Goals by looking at 
possibilities for a new oralate- / literate-informed education curriculum. I am starting 
to think that the core of our joint concern is not so much economic poverty or even 
social inequity - it is more concerned with a crisis of self.  
 
Question: Can you and I claim to be on the inside of ‘Oralate’ and ‘Literate’; 
can we claim to constitute a ‘We’?  
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John F Schumaker (2018) The Personality Crisis. New Internationalist No. 516: 
Nov/Dec, p.48  
 
For	a	culture	to	avoid	self-destruction	as	it	progresses,	wrote	Henry	George	in	
his	classic	1883	work	Social	Problems,	it	must	develop	a	“higher	conscience,	a	
keener	sense	of	justice,	a	warmer	brotherhood	[sic],	a	wider,	truer,	loftier	public	
spirit”,	while	ensuring	responsible	and	visionary	leaders	who	embrace	“the	
mental	and	moral	universe”.	By	stark	contrast,	modern	consumer	culture	barrels	
in	the	opposite	direction,	breeding	an	increasingly	trivialised	and	disengaged	
strain	of	personhood,	devoid	of	the	“loftier"	qualities	needed	to	sustain	a	viable	
society	and	healthy	life	supports.		
	
While	the	ever-deepening	mental	health	crisis	is	common	knowledge,	less	
understood	is	the	even	more	serious	‘personality	crisis’	that	has	rendered	the	
consuming	public	largely	unfit	for	democracy	and	nigh	useless	in	the	face	of	the	
multiple	emergencies	that	beg	for	responsible	and	conscientious	citizenship.		
In	time	of	crisis,	we	turn	reflexively	to	the	‘state	of	the	economy’	without	
considering	possible	collapses	within	the	general	‘state	of	the	person’,	or	what	
the	psychologist	Erich	Fromm	called	a	culture’s	“social	character”.	By	this	he	
meant	the	shared	constellation	of	personality	and	character	traits	disseminating	
from	a	society’s	dominant	modes	of	inculturation,	all	of	which	serve	to	forge	
common	values,	priorities,	ethics,	lifestyles	and	worldview,	and	even	the	so-
called	‘will	of	the	people’.		
	
Writing	when	he	did	over	50	years	ago,	Fromm	already	noticed	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.	Since	then,	the	social	character	has	become	so	
stunted	and	the	decline	of	citizenship	so	complete,	that	some	now	speak	of	the	
‘apocalyptic	personality’	propelling	our	rush	towards	self-destruction.		
	
Cultural	Infantilism		
Immaturity	has	joined	forces,	as	a	cultural	consensus,	with	a	growing	number	of	
social	thinkers	warning	of	‘psychological	neoteny’,	otherwise	known	as	‘cultural	
infantilisation’.	Bruce	G	Charlton’s	influential	2006	Medical	Hypothesis	article	
The	Rise	of	the	Boy	Genius	detailed	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”.		
	
In	his	2017	book,	The	Public	in	Peril,	Henry	A	Giroux	writes	about	the	cultural	
infantilism	of	daily	life,	which	encourages	adults	to	assume	the	role	of	unthinking	



	 6	

children,	while	simultaneously	crippling	the	imagination	of	the	young	and	and	
destroying	their	traditional	role	as	“the	repository	of	society’s	dreams”.	.	.	.		
 
 
2018-12-01 JG to PM: We can now claim to be a 'We' – to be able to write a 
believably composite voice 
 
I have come to the same realization that we are dealing with’ the crisis of unity of 
person’ that manifests itself as the identified the millennium global challenges and 
what Schumaker says.  
 
In response to your questions I say: I agree with what you have realized about your 
grandson’s development as being similar to that of the oralate world as both worlds 
(oralate or literate) have the start of education as the family.  
 
Even though there is no mention of Ubuntu in the literate world but education at 
family level is based on it as it follows no particular curriculum as the crèches or 
schools do. In fact the word Ubuntu comes from the stem -ntu which has to do with 
the human being.  
 
My understanding of literate tradition 
I take literate as being concerned with the letters or those that believe in the 
transmission of knowledge from generation to generation through the written letters 
people who subscribe to the notion that, that which is not written does not exist. The 
notion that Jousse (1997) refutes as he avows that about ninety percent of human 
knowledge is found in memory as very little is found in books. The literate tradition is 
also based on the belief that reading and writing is paramount in human beings. The 
literate world sees lack or inability to read as a form of poverty.  
 
Schumaker (2018) views the literate tradition as a culture that is leading to self-
destruction as Henry George suggests that the literate world needs ‘a sense of 
personhood’ with a high sense of the mental and moral character. I do not purport 
that we need to go back to our primitive lifestyles as the modern world seem to be 
looking down upon all that is said to be savage. I feel advancement in science and 
technology, as well as the values that are promoted, need to be looked at anew. In 
looking at the literate world we have to look at what makes the world: is it 
advancement in the non-living at the expense of the living. Human life has been 
relegated to a lower level than material things.  
 
My belief is that the literate world needs to review the notion of what makes 
man. The literate tradition is imbued with all that is instant and there seem to be 
more emphasis on outcomes irrespective of the process to or the after effects of the 
outcomes. The outcomes have led to ‘quick fix’ in all matters such as the need for 
riches that has eroded the moral fibre and has led to ridiculous immaturity and 
stupidity in which people of high stature such as accountants, cabinet ministers and 
many others have involved themselves in racketeering, money laundering of trillions 
of rand from state owned enterprises - as common world phenomena.  
 
The literate tradition has resulted in adults with cultural infantilism (Charlton 2006) a 
personality profile marked by delayed cognitive maturation, emotional and spiritual 
shallowness, and diminished “profundity of character” that manifest itself in a child-
like flexibility of attitude…that hamper higher order judgment and decision-making 
and culminate in a "culture of irresponsibility” … 
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Has our understanding of the ‘Oralate’and ‘Literate’ enabled us to claim that we now 
have the ‘We’ based on our (Pete’s and Jerome’s) ‘Is’?  I believe we have now 
reached a stage where we can boldly claim that we have an understanding of both 
worlds/ traditions. I say so because the work that we have done on both clarifies all 
that we need. You have claimed to have a better understanding of the oralate 
tradition from some of the information that I provided and I now say I have a better 
understanding of the literate tradition.  
 
 
 
	

 
 
	


