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Abstract

In addition to colonialism being a political conquest, it was also
a cultural conquest in which Black people’s ways of knowing
and doing were relegated to mere superstition and, at some
stage, even called barbarism. This attitude played an important
role in ensuring that Black people’s knowledge and traditions,
including those regarding burial, were eroded and their cultural
identity diminished and replaced by Western traits. To this day,
most African knowledge on funerals and other traditions are
unwritten, hence they are excluded from theories and teaching.
Indigenous knowledge, which assisted Black people in regulating
their lives, has been replaced by Western ways of knowing, but
these ways do not give all the necessary answers to the calamities
and suffering that Black people go through. The purpose of this
research was to highlight that the shift of Indigenous knowledge
from the educational sect is a serious concern and will render
decolonisation of higher education incomplete if not attended to.
The success of colonialism was linked to the demise of African
knowledges, the erosion of Black funeral traditions being one
example. Therefore, bringing and revising African ways of

1 I acknowledge the assistance OF Center of Theological Inquiry in
Princeton, US, the Templeton Foundation, Contralesa Malamulele
and Erosion Research Team in making it possible for me to write
this chapter.
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regulating funerals and burials back to the foreground is the focus
of this chapter. This centring is done so as to also highlight the
COVID-19 context and the Fourth Industrial Revolution (4IR) and
their influences on funeral practices in an African context.

Introduction

There is enough research to indicate that the various African
cultures have traditional beliefs and customs regarding death
and burial (Setsiba 2012: 16). Then again there is no doubt that
colonialism succeeded in pushing the unwritten knowledge
about these practices from the centre through unjust colonial
wars, miseducation, and the fragmenting of African families and
communities. African ubuntu, among other traits, was drowned
in these unjust colonial wars (Dladla 2017). The demise of this
Indigenous knowledge from the centre meant that it was not
afforded space in the education system. This decentring of African
knowledges and epistemologies in most South African universities
have not changed but remained in support of coloniality and
Western worldviews (Heleta 2016: 1). It was this notion that
forced Waghid (2002) and Terblanche et al. (2023) to argue for the
reconsideration of the idea of an ubuntu university.

South African and most African education has always been
criticised for its lack of relevance to the communities it intends to
serve. This question of relevance came up in the #FeesMustFall
movement of 2015 in their emphasis on decolonising education
and the South African higher education sector. For Kaya and
Seleti (2013), the gap left by the exclusion of Indigenous
knowledge within the higher educational sector is the reason for
questions of its irrelevance. This absence of African knowledges
within the educational system does not only diminish African
identity, but it also negatively affects the higher education
transformation agenda.

The higher education transformation agenda initially
focused on employment equity and access to those historically
marginalised during colonial apartheid. This is where Ndimande
(2004) argues for the vernacular language and upholding our
own cultures as a way to redress the contradictions done by
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apartheid in our education system. The difficult part is that
these contradictions continue to be evident even in post-
apartheid education. Separating culture from education is one
of the bewitchments that is seeing the education system and its
curriculum being irrelevant to the majority of the people it should
serve (Ndimande 2004: 51). It was an issue of fighting for native
language into education which saw Kenyan Ngugi wa Thiong’o
being detained in 1978 (Ngugi 1986).

It was learnt that inequalities of gender, race, education
system, and other related matters that affected the education
system need to be decentralised for the sake of equal opportunities
for all children of this country. The education minister resolved
to appoint Transformation Oversight Committee (TOC) as early
as 2012 to monitor the progress of such transformation within
all universities in the country. According Luescher et al. (2023),
redressing the historical inequalities, especially of education,
is at the centre of the transformation in this chapter. This
transformation is expected to leave no stone unturned as far as
education policies, curriculum review, and other progress reports
are made available from time to time, as a way to reverse the
damage made by the past inequalities. Unfortunately, the 2015
#FeesMustFall movement unveiled some of the issues which
are continuing to haunt and delay processes of transformation
like: continuing Eurocentric curricula, contestations around
exclusion of languages, unaffordability of education for children
from previously disadvantaged groups, untransformed academic
teaching staff with regard to gender and race, etc. This was a
reminder that South African education among other things must
begin to decolonise and transform.

It is within this crossroads of transformation where Maringe
(2021) comes with a discussion of what I would call the necessary
disruptions of education where in issues of Africanisation,
decolonisation, and the Fourth Industrial Revolution (4IR) are
taking the space to play their role in enhancing the transformation
agenda. Innovation, digital citizenship, and creativity are role
players in this situation (Maringe 2021). These disruption to the
way we live and work are shared also by Khunou (2023), who
went further by indicating how our normal ways of doing things,
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especially face-to-face teaching, are interrupted by virtuality
coupled with loadshedding. Her paper opens a lot of relevant
issues for transformation, like the push made by COVID-19 and
4IR to the direction of transformation. While many have adopted
the blended kind of learning, those who are doing better can also
afford to put solar systems in place to close the gaps caused by
loadshedding. My observation is that everything depends on the
situation and affordability of the concerned people.

The kind of redress we seek to correct in South African
education cannot ignore or undermine robust engagements on
concepts like: Bantu, first nations, Blacks, whiteness, native,
Indigenous people, and Africans. It would either be suicidal or
re-colonisation if these concepts are avoided in this discussion
(Tufvesson 2012).

While Le Grange (2016: 6) argues that decolonisation is a
process of change that does not necessarily destroy the Western
knowledge, but decentring it, Assie-Lumumba (2017) argues that
there are continued contradictions in the educational process
that existed before. Whether or not it is easy to do it, as Le Grange
argued, for the author of this chapter, decolonisation must involve
removing that which was unnecessarily at the centre while putting
back that which was dislocated for colonially selfish reasons.
This should have happened a long time ago now, before even the
student campaign of #FeesMustFall came in 2015. If we wait to
just change on top of what Western epistemologies left for us, then
one of the remaining challenges would be the issue of vernacular
languages which is continuing to be a norm while native people’s
language is not getting a space into the education sector (Maringe
2021: 157). This transformation work led to the equal recruitment
of staff from designated groups, that is Blacks> and women. From
the student’s side, transformation imperatives led to open access
to Black students in historically white universities. However,
for many years after calls for transformation, the curriculums
of universities reflected the knowledges and epistemologies of
the West (Tufvesson 2012). However, with the #FeesMustFall
movement, we saw some important shifts towards calls for

2 Black is inclusive of Africans, Coloureds, and Indians.
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curriculum transformation and the use of African ways of knowing
as important in teaching and learning (Khunou et al. 2019). It is as
a result of these calls to transform our curriculum that the study
informing this chapter was developed.

The hypothesis of the study informing this chapter is
that to dismantle the epistemic violence of colonisation and
Eurocentrism in South Africa, there is a need for higher education
to be inclusive of African knowledge systems (Heleta 2016).
According to Kaya and Seleti (2013), the South African National
Treasury in 2012 indicated that about 6% of its national budget
was put into higher education and training, which continues to
be irrelevant to respond to the challenges faced by most of its
citizens. This irrelevance is fuelled among other things by the
dismissal of the relevant Indigenous knowledge from the centre of
education, typical African funeral traditions as one example. For
African people, to be human means belonging to a community,
and a community has its own way of viewing life and death. This
knowledge is not part of the education system. The identity of
being an African, which has been undermined and even eroded,
is something to be concerned about, particularly in relation to
Africanisation and decolonisation. For example, African funerals
have lost what they should be and if decolonisation is about
Africans finding themselves, then the Africanisation of their ways
of mourning and burying should not be excluded.

This study attempts to address the question of
Africanisation of the curriculum by centring African mourning
and grieving practices as significant for understanding how
Africans conceptualise the journey of life (Baloyi & Makobe-
Rabothata 2014: 236). In this regard, Njoku (2002: 24) states:
“Life is seen as a rhythm or cycle which includes birth, puberty,
initiation, marriage, procreation, old age, death, entry into the
community of the departed and finally entry into the company of
the spirits”. This understanding of the sequence of life provides
a basis for writing, studying, understanding, and transmitting
African knowledges on funeral practices as values to the upcoming
generations. To centre African knowledges through reflections
on funeral rites, this chapter will also look at how the COVID-19
pandemic shifted our understanding of presence during funerals
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because of the introduction of 4IR technologies for enhancing
access to funerals.

Conceptualising Death and Dying in Africa

Even though death is a universal phenomenon, every culture
has its own way of defining it. Africans need to know how death
is defined in their culture to be able to understand the dynamics
of dealing with it accordingly. Radzilani’s (2010: 44) opinion that
death is an end of life is opposed by scholars like Mbiti (1970: 145-
161) who argues that death is a rebirth in another world of spirits.
In this respect, Backer et al. (1994) refer to a transition from one
form of life to another. Therefore, the rites that are performed
during the funeral of a deceased represent a way of assisting
him/her to settle in the new world, as well as assisting those
left behind to continue coping with life in his/her metaphorical
absence — metaphorical because, for Africans, the departed can
still influence the lives of the living as an ancestor.

In emphasising that death is an inevitable reality, Owuor
(2006: 9) agrees with Ocholla-Ayayo (1976: 169) in drawing
attention to a popular Luo saying: “It is believed that since
your death was arranged on the day of your birth, it cannot be
changed”. For every death, there is a fundamental question of
who or what the cause was. Interestingly, Radzilani (2010: 48)
makes a good distinction between what is traditionally called a
“good death” and a “bad death”. A good death happens in a home
situation where every family member of the person who is dying
gets an opportunity to bid him/her farewell or to speak with him/
her a few minutes before his/her death. This kind of appropriate
death is also understood as important for the healing of those left
behind. By contrast, sudden or unexpected deaths like accidents
cause a lot of distress for the deceased’s family members, and it
takes a long time for the family members to cope. Opoku (1989)
sees such deaths, like suicides, violent accidents, and others, as
wild deaths because the deceased die far from their families who
do not have an opportunity to prepare for their departure.

Moreover, there is the notion that even though there is
room to accept that death is a natural occurrence, every death
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has a cause and such cause forms part of determining how the
mourning and burial will be handled or performed. That is why
there will be differences in the approach that is followed in
burying and mourning, of say, a person who was terminally ill
and who had a prolonged sickbed and a person who was killed in
a car accident or who died after a very short illness. This is why
the coffins of most people who were killed by, for example, a gun
is not allowed to be brought into the homestead. It is still believed
today that allowing a coffin to come into the homestead will invite
death to take some of the deceased’s family members. If it is
suspected that someone caused a person’s death else via spirits,
then the diviners will work hard to ensure that such a person is
tracked down for revenge and to ensure that he/she no longer lives
within the specific community (Awuor 2006: 21). Consequently,
a funeral coincides with several practices and rituals aimed at
preventing the cause of death of the deceased from carrying on.
The implication of this is that, for African traditionalists, death
can be prevented.

The respect that African people have for an individual’s life
does not end in death. Therefore, it is not acceptable to refer to a
departed person as a dead person. African people do not die, they
depart. In Africa, the language of dying and death applies only to
animals; human beings depart. In Tsonga, for example, people
will say, “U hi siyile” or “u hundzile emisaveni”, which means “he/
she left us” or “he/she passed on”. This connects very well with
the notion of the rite of passage, where it is believed that after this
life, people pass to the next life. Although it is not the intention
of this research to explore the next life, it should be emphasised
that even before the missionaries came with the Gospel, Africans
always believed in life after the present life. Despite death being a
departure into the spiritual world, African people also understood
death as a punishment. For them, disobedience angers the
ancestors, who will strike the culprit with death. This is what
Mbiti (1970: 77) refers to in saying: “Luo elders pray God to strike
dead with thunder bolts those who are notorious wrongdoers”.
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African Funeral Traditions and their Histories

In traditional African culture, the moment a person’s death
became known, neighbours and other community members would
flock to the bereaved family to verify the details and to offer their
support. While the church provided psychospiritual support in
the form of prayers and counselling, the community members
would organise themselves in groups to provide support in the
form of labour, like pitching a tent and preparing food (Magudu
2004). Shiino (1997) highlights the importance of communal
life from a Kenyan perspective, Maloka (1998) emphasises it
from a Tanzanian perspective, Ranger (2004) emphasises it
from a Zimbabwean perspective, and Wiredu (1995) highlights
it from a Ghanaian perspective. Traditionally, a sizeable portion
of the community would attend a person’s funeral. These days,
a person’s social class and position in the community, among
other things, will determine the number of people who attend his/
her funeral.

Lost Africans must grapple with the question of what
constitutes a decent funeral or a deserved send-off in an African
context. What many would call a decent funeral others would call
a dignified burial or a well-deserved send-off. Traditionally, a
whole village would say “u lahliwe kahle swinene” after a funeral
had gone well. It is also believed that a decent funeral becomes
part of the coping process for the bereaved family because the
spirit of the deceased will rest in perfect peace. However, there are
contestations over the meaning of a dignified or decent funeral.

While some people speak of wealth and good food (for
instance, the killing of a beast), others would speak of satisfaction
with the performance and observance of rituals. Traditionally,
the killing of an animal for a funeral was not aimed primarily
at providing food for the mourners — it was a way of getting an
animal skin in which to wrap the body of the deceased upon burial.
Tlhagale (2000) touches on this fact. Yet, some people think that
if there is no killing of a cow to provide a lot of meat for people,
then a funeral is not a decent one. Originally, the homestead of a
deceased person was not expected to do cooking for the funeral.
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Food was provided by neighbouring families since the deceased
could not stand up and do the cooking.

The issue of animal skins as coffins brings in the argument
about actual coffins today. Some people would rate the decency of
a funeral by comparing the quality or the price of the coffin used
with that of other coffins they saw at other funerals, and if the
coffin was not an expensive one, then the funeral was not decent
in their view and the deceased will not rest in peace. Therefore, a
lot of people join funeral schemes and choose coffins, which they
start paying for when they are still alive. According to Semenya
(2013), a funeral scheme is a kind of insurance that a member pays
for monthly so that by the time he/she passes away, the funeral
parlour will take care of everything, from the mortuary services
up to the burial, and provide some groceries along with a coffin.
Membership of such a scheme is always advised, even by local
chiefs, because most Black people are so poor that they cannot
afford a funeral if they do not have a funeral scheme. In line with
Lee, it is argued here that the commercialisation of funerals does
not signal any form of transformation of so-called traditional
funeral rites (Lee 2011: 227). The point made is simply that it is not
wealth or the expenses incurred in a funeral that qualifies it to be
a decent funeral in the traditional sense.

Even though many Africans had cattle, some were too poor
to own cattle and relied on relatives to assist them in times when
skins were needed for burials. Most people wish to have a decent
burial when they die. Hence, they start preparing for their death
by joining funeral parlours and undertakers (Semenya 2013). For
some people, a decent meal, an after tears, the type of speeches
given, the decoration in the tents — that is to say, the wealth
displayed in the whole set-up — are regarded as essential for a
decent funeral. It is difficult for some families to have decent
funerals today, especially because funerals have become an
opportunity for people to buy new, fashionable clothes and show
off their cars. Then the dilemma is how can this inequality be
resolved in the absence of ubuntu philosophy, which should be
part of our education and socialisation?
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Although it is not the intention of this chapter to detail
when and how death is regarded as natural or not among African
people, it is argued that the kind of death determines the kind of
funeral that is held. A person’s age and status in the community
will determine the kind of funeral that is arranged upon his/her
death. If, for instance, the head of a family dies, his funeral will
not be the same as that of his wife or child. Moreover, the kinds
of funerals that are held for chiefs, indunas, and other community
leaders will be determined by their influence in society. Even the
type and the venue of a person’s grave will be in accordance with
his/her status.

When a young person or child dies, the funeral
arrangements will also take a different direction, depending on
the specific culture and clan. Because it was not expected that a
young person would depart, such a death was regarded as a great
loss, touching everyone in the village. This aspect relates to the
notion that death is not the end of life but a passing through to
the next life of ancestors, making it difficult to imagine a young
person becoming an ancestor (Ekore & Lanre-Abass 2016). That is
why young children were not exposed to a dead body, why passing
through a street where a death had occurred was taboo at times,
and why women and children were barred from funeral situations.

As Ekore and Lanre-Abass (2016: 370) note: “For example,
why should a 5-year-old die instead of a 50-year-old? It does not
make logical sense except, perhaps, from a religious perspective”.
The death of a young person, from whom a lot was still expected,
was regarded not only as a taboo but also as a great loss from
which the community needed time to recover (Ebewo 2015: 245).
For Africans, a young person is an investment in so many ways,
for instance, as a future mother or father, as a leader, and as one
who will carry the family name forward by bearing children.

The details of the coming together of the family, the clan,
the community, and all people from different walks of life into
a mourning homestead from the date on which the departed’s
death was announced to the date of his/her burial are discussed
in detail by several scholars (Baloyi 2014; Maboea 2002; Masango
2006; Mkhize 2004). From the day of a person’s death, the
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death announcement, funeral programme, speakers, preachers,
pallbearers, and all other aspects need to fit together for a
decent funeral to be achieved. This comes from the background
that African tribes handled death and funerals as very sensitive,
private family matters that could not be discussed, announced, or
spoken about everywhere by everyone. Even the announcement
of a person’s passing was not just done by any person but was
expected to be performed by a close relative or family member,
particularly the one who was an eyewitness or who was present
when the transition from sickness to death happened.

According to the Tshivenda and Xitsonga, someone who
knows about a person’s death and the details of its coming
(sickness) would be tasked with making the announcement,
relating the story with acceptable humility, and using the correct
wording. That is why, in the case of a radio death announcement,
like Rothovhowa (Venda) or Lava hundzeke emisaveni (Tsonga),
an elderly and experienced person from the family is selected to
communicate the relevant information (Musehane 2012: 55).

Lawuyi (1991) argues against the use of the media to
make death announcements. In this chapter, it is argued that
the issue is not so much that the media should not make death
announcements but that the way in which death announcements
are made should not disturb the grieving families. These kinds
of announcements need to be handled very carefully so that the
bereaved families feel that they are represented well. A good
command and use of language, together with humility, are traits
of elderly people that enable them to make death announcements
without hurting anyone. Announcements made by young people
in the media often leave families and communities with a lot
of questions.

Changing Times and their Effects on African Funeral
Traditions

There has been an outcry over the lost or forsaken practices
relating to death, burial, and mourning in African culture. Setsiba
(2012) argues that one of the successes of colonialism was to
dislocate African culture and its epistemologies. Jindra and Noret
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(2011) indicate that some of these changes were affected by the
loss of power of traditional leaders, such as chiefs and elders, who
are the custodians of these practices.

African funerals have not been the same since the colonial
conquest. Amundsen’s (2022) thought of arguing for Indigenous
knowledge in ensuring the bridge of older adult higher education
students makes a lot of sense in this argument. The ubuntu and
communalism, which are mainly observed during a funeral and
form the backbone of African society, had been left out from the
educative curriculum. One example in the funeral context is that
of Setsiba’s (2012: 11), who argues that when a death occurs, there
are prescribed behaviours regarding what should be worn, how
the bereaved family should be addressed, and so on. According
to him, the Zulu people have asserted that they are unable to
perform their traditional customs for burial owing to the changed
nature of the environment in which they live (Setsiba 2012: 14).
For Setsiba (2012: 35), a lack of mourning practices results in
incomplete mourning and unresolved grief, which in the end
causes psychiatric and psychological problems among bereaved
family members.

Setsiba (2012), for example, wrote a thesis about this need,
referring to missed traditions from a South African Sotho context.
He argued in favour of maintaining African traditional mourning
rituals against the newly creeping practice of township after tears
parties. He indicated that after tears parties are inappropriate,
lack respect, hurt the bereaved families, and defy the African
moral teachings at home (Setsiba 2012: 72). In addition to that,
Opong (2004) highlights certain aspects of Basotho funerals. He
argues that Western education and Christianity have influenced
the burial rituals among the Basotho people. For instance, the way
people seek transcendental meaning in life is often a determining
factor in the particular funeral ritual (Opong 2004: 1). In this
way, colonialism, which has come with Christian missionaries,
managed to dislocate the African traditions. That links with what
Kaoma argues in the Zimbabwean context where she says that
within Chimurenga funerals, shedding light on the dimensions in
which colonialism subverted certain cultural and traditional traits
of funerals within the former greater Rhodesia.
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Manenzhe (2007) argues that African funerals have
lost their solemn dignity through imposed traditions and
political influence. Politicians use funerals for their own gain
and the youth use them as occasions to be out of control. As an
example, Mamphela Ramphele (1996: 106) argues that “political
formations naturally want to make as much political capital as
possible out of the death of a comrade”. This was in line with
comments based on the funeral of Duduzile Zozo. According to
Miller and Schmahmann (2017: 268), the funeral of Duduzile
Zozo, in which some conservative ANC Women’s League were
present, was regarded as opportunistic by the activists. The same
sentiments were shared by Dennis (1997) in his thesis titled “The
cultural politics of burial in South Africa, 1884-1990”.

Traditionally, explosive music and partying were avoided in
a village where death had struck. Since everything had to be done
in moderation, overeating, a loss of one’s temper, loud laughing
or talking, and other related behaviours were to be avoided in
a funeral homestead. Even the way in which one addressed the
bereaved family had to demonstrate the kind of respect that was
expected, for instance, it was taboo to shout at someone (even if
the shout was a deserved one) during a funeral. Furthermore, it
was expected that, for the sake of respecting the funeral and the
bereaved family, every planned celebration would be suspended
or postponed not only by those in the family but the surrounding
community (Radebe & Phooko 2017: 242).

Another important change that occurred in African funerals
is that communalism has been replaced by individualism. It
was not easy to separate between the rich and the poor in terms
of food in the funeral since food for funeral was brought from
neighbouring families cooked and ready for use. This is not to say
that neighbours must still bring food to funerals since a lot has
changed. However, a supporting spirit is crucial. It was communal
life and sharing, as expressed in funeral rites among other things,
that kept African people together (Baloyi 2014; Maboea 2002).

According to Kgatle and Segalo (2021), grief, whether
theological or psychological, remained a communal affair.
The saying “Izandla ziyagezana or masakhane” (‘“hands wash
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each other” or “let us build together”) conveys the notion of
a communal, interdependent, and cooperative spirit (Baloyi &
Makobe-Rabothata 2014; Masango 2006; Mkhize 2004; Mutonho
2016; Nassbaum 2003). Even if people do not agree in other
spheres of life, they should reach some form of compromise and
strive for cooperation in a funeral situation so that the common
enemy, death, can be dealt with. That is why the elderly would
ask those who were non-cooperative with other people or who
kept fighting with others “u ta lahla hi mani?”, that is, “who will
bury you?”. This would always be used to remind those who did
not behave well within the community. People were expected to
avoid quarrels and battles with other community members so that
the day other people needed them, they would have no reason to
withhold their assistance.

There is a new practice of discharging guns at funerals. The
author decided to call it a new celebration. Any form of music
would traditionally be suspended unless if it were played in a
considerate manner to show one’s solidarity with the bereaved
(Radebe & Phooko 2017: 242). This practice is not very common
among ordinary Black people, particularly in rural villages. Setsiba
(2012: 32) remarks as follows regarding this practice: “When they
were buried, shots were fired as a show of solidarity and what
started out as heroic behaviour was the beginning of a threat of
danger to many ordinary people”. Some people who support this
practice argue that it must be done if the deceased was killed by a
gun. However, guns are discharged at the funerals of persons who
died naturally. Older citizens from villages regard this as a serious
problem, and some of them no longer go to gravesites since that is
where gunshots are fired.

Whenever it is announced that a person was killed by a gun,
most older people who anticipate that gunshots will be fired,
decide not to attend the funeral because of fear, regardless of
whether the person was a close relative or not (Dayimani 2022;
Singh 2019). According to Singh (2019), a funeral at the Mophela
Cemetery in Mpumalanga erupted in chaos when police tried to
stop an AK47 gun salute, which was a very negative experience
for the bereaved family and people from the older generation.
In another incident, 38-year-old Teaspoon Petros Cele was shot
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dead in a funeral gun salute in Gamalakhe, Kwa-Zulu Natal. Some
people are now afraid to attend funerals in that area (Dlamini
2021). A one-year-old girl landed in hospital after having been
wounded by a bullet coming from a nearby gravesite where shots
were fired in a gun salute in Mamelodi. In another incident, a
young man was arrested after he had used an unlicensed firearm
to fire shots in the air at his brother’s funeral. The man claimed
that his deceased brother had been killed by a bullet, though he
had, in fact, died in a car accident (The Herald 2011).

Setsiba (2012) argues that an after tears can be a useful
coping mechanism if it is utilised properly. It still must be
determined how after tears parties can be useful and how they
can become inclusive of elderly people, who deserve to mourn
with respect. The big question is that if after tears parties are
part of culture, whose culture do they belong to? Asante (2013)
from Ghana argues that after tears parties are a way for people
to respond to and engage with experiences of life and may direct
them to reclaiming and recovering who they are as African
people. By contrast, Setsiba (2012:16) and Posel (2002) argue
that after tears parties are not only strange but also foreign to
African people.

Covid-19 and the Introduction of 4IR Technologies
into African Funerals

Khunou (2023) gave a good explanation of what disruptions mean
in a context where the normal way of teaching and learning was
pushed to virtuality because of rules to minimise or even eliminate
the spread of the pandemic. The very same tune is sung by Subur
(2021), who argued that since the goal was to acquire knowledge
regardless of the pandemic, different methods of technologies
which look efficient were put in place for the purpose. It cannot be
ignored that good as these are, the need for hardware, connection,
signals, and other related staff remained a challenge for those who
cannot afford them. This also exposes the high level of inequality,
which is still a factor in education (Kim et al. 2021). Therefore,
these kinds of challenges make it difficult, if not impossible, to
accept the shift as a perfect move when we have not addressed
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the distribution of equal access for all students. Hence, the
question of equality will keep evolving around the transformation
of education.

The postcolonial erosion of the knowledge of African culture
and traditions can be attested to in many ways, including shifts
in how Africans used to conduct burial rites and mourning. It is
partially the task of the academics to research and find possible
contextual ways for bereavement, coping, and closure. With
COVID-19 funerals, some unfamiliar 4IR educative strategies
were introduced to minimise the spread of the pandemic (Khunou
2023). In their article titled “Exploring the use of virtual funerals
during Covid-19 pandemic”, MacNeil et al. (2020) mention that
some of the 4IR strategies were used to include the bereaved
family while avoiding social contact as prescribed, for instance,
watching the funeral on YouTube and other platforms, cutting
the number of mourners to 50 in each funeral, etc. In avoiding
traditional physical closeness, families were forced to adopt
innovative online rituals where video viewing and scanned
photos were shared on a virtual slideshow (Bitusikova 2020;
Mackenzie 2020).

The lives of many people were changed and affected since
the absence of familiar rituals and traditional ways of grieving
caused prolonged grief responses (Burrell & Selman 2020;
Goveas & Shear 2020). For instance, some who were barred from
attending funerals due to the limit of 50 people per funeral are still
psychologically concerned that they did not make a decent send-
off to their loved ones. Others are still yet to believe that their
relatives are gone since they did not participate in the rituals and
practices like viewing the body for the last time. The adjustment
from physical attendance to online attendance is still a challenge
to traditional people, just as it is with traditional teaching and
learning (Subur 2021).

During these times of lockdown, funeral professionals and
pastoral caregivers were also forced to modify their services to the
distressed bereaved families. Instead of attending to the grieving
family physically, WhatsApp and Zoom were used to contact
families, while Teams, Facebook, YouTube, and other platforms

178



A Post-Colonial Influence of Covid-19 and 4IR

were used to allow funeral attendance. During lockdown, physical
funeral attendance was restricted to only 50 individuals. Thus, 4IR
virtual tools like Teams, Facebook, and YouTube allowed those
barred by the lockdown rules to observe the funeral proceedings
from elsewhere. Although these modalities were important in
providing some form of access, research indicated the sadness
that resulted from the inability to grieve in spaces like churches,
synagogues, mosques, and temples (Corpuz 2021; Wilensky 2020).
Given infrastructure challenges and inequality, not every relative
or friend had access to these technologies (Khunou 2023). This
was particularly true for the older generation as well as the poor
people who are the majority in South Africa (Carr et al. 2020;
Muturi et al. 2020).

It is confirmed that the colonial changes in the mourning
traditions will have lasting effects on Africans who failed to reach
their sacred places for their historical and cultural significance
(Mahohoma 2020: 8). It is for that reason that Masoga and Nel
(2014) agree with Mahohoma (2020: 8) that the lack of contact
with the sacred world may anger ancestors and cause ancestral
vengeance. Some family relationships were negatively affected
when a selection of the top 50 relatives were selected from bigger
families. The selection criteria would find some resistance from
those who would question the inclusivity and exclusivity of the
African relationships. Bank and Sharpely (2020: 152) raised a very
sensitive statement which makes this research even more relevant
moving forward: “It is as if this COVID virus is caused by our
customs”. It is the intention of this chapter to spend time trying
to seek reasons and perhaps some responses to this statement.

It can also be noted that COVID-19 also played its part in
making things worse with regard to shifting away from African
funeral traditions. While Agbehadji et al. (2021) indicate how
economical changes were affected by the arrival of COVID-19,
Mhlanga and Moloi (2020) emphasise the acceleration of the
4IR, which forced adjustments on African traditions on funerals.
It is mentioned that South Africa is the most advanced among
the Southern African countries like Zimbabwe, Mozambique,
Botswana, Lesotho, Angola Namibia, and Eswatini.
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Transforming Higher Education and Rebuilding
African Respect and Dignity within a Funeral
Context

The issues of reforms, which include politics of vernacular
language in education, dislocated cultural change, and politics
of knowledge, are clear evidence of the radical need for
transformation of the higher education system in South Africa
(Ndimande 2004). It is long overdue that Western education
continues to bring its irrelevance to the future of our society.
The redress of the situation requires many things, for instance:
readiness to transform, preparedness to unveil the muted
epistemologies of African people to the centre, dealing with issues
of politics of loyalty and other relevant radical changes that need
to be used as tools to decentralise the Western ways of knowing
(Tufvesson 2012). Let me open this section by quoting Rothblatt
(2012):

Higher education cannot escape history as it moves
from serving royalty and the upper classes, the ancient
professions and the church, to serving all persons and all
institutions in the more democratic and industrialised
societies based more on new knowledge and higher skills.
(Rothblatt, 2012: xiv)

This argument is to indicate that higher education cannot be
fully autonomous from the context it serves. Hence, traditions
and cultures of the people must necessarily be incorporated.
Magara (2015) from Makerere University, Uganda did a wonderful
piece of work while researching the integration of Indigenous
knowledge into the university curriculum. She argues for the
integration of Indigenous knowledge into the university teaching
curricula in Uganda. Without generalising, she is careful to advise
the education management to select heritage that is free from
negative cultural values, practices, and traditions. This is true
for every dynamic culture. She concluded by making a statement
that such transformation of education needs the involvement of
all relevant stakeholders, including traditionalists, economists,
politicians, etc. This is what I am trying to argue in the South

180



A Post-Colonial Influence of Covid-19 and 4IR

African situation with a case study of funeral practices at hand
(Magara 2015). The involvement of CONTRALESA in my study is
just a beginning to find relevant stakeholders who must play their
part in creating knowledge that will influence the decolonisation
of the teaching curriculum. Making Indigenous knowledge
available will make it easier for decolonial projects to have
resources for the transformation journey.

Therefore, if people had differences, mediation occurred
so that the parties involved could co-exist. There is an amount
of truth in saying that the emergence of new social and cultural
norms and values because of missionary Christianity gradually
remoulded the rural-urban relationship. Moreover, communal life
was affected by industrialisation and labour migration (Jindra &
Noret 2011: 17). Living in isolation is not African, hence the saying
in most African languages: “Rintiho rin’we a ri nusi hove” (“one
finger cannot pick up food”).

Transformation of the Curriculum for Context-
Bound Healing after Death: Some Thoughts for
African Psychology/Counselling

The implications of a Eurocentric kind of education are clear. One
of its results is that our deaths, mourning, coping, and restitution,
which are determined by the kind of education we have, will also
be irrelevant. The argument is that the curricula that ignored
African cries will not suddenly produce coping or healing
mechanisms for African wounds. That is why there is a need for
context-bound education which is inclusive of African needs
during their deaths and mourning sessions. This is what African
psychologists like Nwoye (2000), Ratele et al. (2013), and others
have been raising within the African psychological arena.

The changing modes and methods of teaching, which is
part of the transformation agenda, must allow the community
to engage through community services to engage with the
education sector in developing relevant curricula (Gordon 1997;
Waghid 2002). Nwoye (2000) already unveiled that the African
psychology of healing and reintegration into normal life is
missing in our knowledge systems. Hence, there are delays and
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even a lack of complete healing when the family loses its loved
ones. The Eurocentric forms of healing are not helpful for many
African bereaved families. This is what Muya and others refer to
when arguing that higher education in the continent was made
distant from community concerns (Muya 2007; Smith 2002;
Walter 2002).

There is always a need for bereaved family members to be
helped to heal and to carry on with their lives. Death can cause
stress and threaten the psychological well-being of those close
to the deceased. The process of returning to normal life is called
restoring the psychological being, and someone or something
must fulfil the role of helping this process along (Corr et al. 1987).
The question is who or what can fulfil this role since Western
methods seem to have been unsuccessful? In some cases, a
bereaved family could find healing if the deceased had a decent
funeral and a ‘good death’. However, in cases where a person’s
death was not natural or a cause is suspected, coping mechanisms
are ineffectual because the family will not know any rest or peace
until the cause has been found and removed so that it cannot come
back. A bereaved family cannot simply be expected to accept the
departed person’s death and move on. Many people try to escape
the mourning period by taking sleeping pills, tranquilisers, or even
drugs (Sanders 1992). In such cases, the postponement of dealing
with bereavement the African way and its attendant feelings has
a negative effect on people’s lives (Fulton & Metress 1995). Since
grief is socially constructed, it is important and advisable to seek
healing methods that will traditionally and socially work for the
bereaved. This view is supported by Bento (1994: 37).

According to Radzilani (2010: 56) and many African
scholars, ‘coping’ is a word that is used to describe the process
that a grieving family goes through. In her PhD thesis in a
Malawian context, Kapuma (2018) draws attention to the need
for contextual healing among African people in times of crisis.
This demands a particular Indigenous knowledge to be part
of educational literature. Although she focuses on challenges
associated with widowhood, she discusses the trauma and
psychological disorders that many people experience after the
loss of loved ones. Cultural and traditional practices related to
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mourning may either heal or cause more pain for grieving persons.
Nwoye (2000) highlights the need for what he terms African Grief
Therapy (AGT).

AGT is explained as a form of knowledge trying to avoid
Western individualistic care by being inclusive of the community,
who also needs healing. Nwoye (2000: 60) presented a paper
on AGT at the first World Council of Psychotherapy Congress
held in Kampala, Uganda, in November 1997. This congress was
attended by psychotherapists from different parts of the world.
Nwoye’s AGT is a community participative practice that includes
giving gifts to a bereaved family and coming together and helping
the family in various ways, like preparing meals, cleaning the
yard, pitching tents, and digging the grave. He anticipated that,
for many Africans, this will be another form of healing since
everyone, even those who did not have a good relationship with
the deceased, will feel relieved that they played a part in his/her
funeral. The AGT works like banking investments, meaning that
when you go to render a service to bereaved family, you will also
receive good treatment when bereavement visits your family too.
That is why most people will refrain from helping a bereaved
family if the deceased did not cooperate with other people in the
community or made a bad name for him/herself.

This approach is close to what Mouton calls a “community-
directed approach in pastoral care” (Mouton 2014: 100). This
sentiment is echoed by Louw (2011), who articulates a community
approach or a holistic and systematic approach to pastoral care.
Baloyi (2014) argues that African communalism on its own
constitutes a healing process for calamities like death, indicating
that when people come to a funeral from all over, including
distant areas, the bereaved family members experience a sense of
belonging and feel supported, which are part of healing. Moreover,
as Musehane (2012) found in his research, knowledge of burial
rites play an important role in the healing of bereaved families
and should be included in the transformation of higher education.
From the New Zealand context, some evidence of transformation
by including indigenisation in higher education is indicated in
Durie’s works (Durie 2009). This can be an eye-opener for South
African higher education to open up for this kind of inclusion.
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Conclusion

This chapter unveiled, among other things, that African practices
regarding mourning and burial were not only neglected but
also dislocated from the centre of knowledge, including the
educational sect. Even though culture is dynamic and evolving,
the way in which colonial apartheid treated Black people’s culture
was a demise to an extent that their epistemologies, which
were supposed to have played a role in formulating educational
curriculum, were eroded away. What is very clear is that the
Western ways of knowing, teaching, and learning with its own
irrelevance, exclusiveness, and inequalities are not responsive to
the contemporary African challenges. What African people lost
with regard to their burial and mourning traditions is part of the
aftereffects and consequences of the colonial erosion of African
traditions. This makes a call for radical transformation of higher
education not only an urgent one, but the one that is long overdue.

The arrival of COVID-19 exposed the need to accelerate
the adoption of virtual reality and collaborate with other 4IR
developments. However, as we engage in this decentralisation
agenda, language, culture, and African traditions are some of the
important tools into this journey. It is not enough to just know
the challenges that Africans are faced with regarding their eroded
traditions. It is even more important to seek ways by which they
can redeem themselves and reclaim their own space, without
trying to evade the new normal with regard to 4IR and post-
COVID-19 lifestyle. The intention of this chapter is not to blindly
propose the workability of everything about African culture (on
funerals) without considering contemporary lifestyles, which
must conform to current demands, like the 4IR and urbanisation.
Africanising and decolonising are the vehicles to take us there,
but without ignoring the AIR voices and other factors like
urbanisation, civilisation, virtuality, etc.
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