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Abstract
In this article, we unpack the motifs of two participatory videos created by 12 African 
student activists at the University of the Free State, who were co-researchers in the 
‘Universities as Sustainable Communities’ project (2021-2023). While one video 
highlights the importance of activism and collective action, the other underscores 
the values of togetherness and unity for transforming universities into sustainable 
communities. Both videos demonstrate what is possible when students are enabled, 
through participatory research, to exercise their political, epistemic and narrative 
capabilities and agency freedom in a different way. Importantly, the motifs echo 
the principles espoused in the African moral philosophy of Ubuntu and the African 
political philosophy of Ujamaa to reaffirm the importance of the social dimension of 
sustainability in South African universities.
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Introduction: Situating dimensions of sustainability in higher 
education literature
The paradigm of sustainable development or sustainability rests on three interconnected 
conceptual dimensions: the economic, environmental and social (Purvis et al., 2019). In 
simple terms, the economic dimension brings attention to the importance of long-term 
economic growth, monetary capital and maintaining systems of production that meet 
current consumption levels without compromising future consumption needs (Basiago, 
1999). The environmental dimension highlights the importance of establishing ecosystem 
integrity and stability, including strategies for maintaining systems of natural resource 
extraction, use, and regeneration (Basiago, 1999). The social dimension underscores the 
importance of creating systems of social organisation that alleviate poverty, to enable 
individuals, groups, and societies to exist together in harmony through time (Barron et 
al., 2023; Basiago, 1999). Together, these dimensions of sustainability challenge how we 
think about the notion of material progress, and they bring attention to the “social and 



Student activists reaffirm the social dimension of sustainability in South African universities	   2

Southern African Journal of Environmental Education, Vol. 40 Issue 1, 2024	 

psychological costs associated with the dominance of instrumental rationality” (Eckersley, 
1992, pp. 17-18). As such, these interdependent dimensions inform a view of sustainability 
as an ideal and a process towards human socio-economic well-being that is pursued 
harmoniously with the natural environment, usually without any definite judgement on a 
hierarchical relationship between the dimensions (Gehringer & Kowalski, 2023). 

Although debates about the meaning and implementation of sustainable development 
are informed by various philosophical and ethical interpretations, most interpretations 
acknowledge that the dimensions of sustainability are intertwined (Hattingh, 2002). 
However, there remain different ways of operationalising and approaching sustainability 
(Mensah & Ricart Cassadevall, 2019; Purvis et al., 2019). While some scholars argue 
that all three dimensions should be equally prioritised and simultaneously pursued 
(see Bondarchika et al., 2016; Boyer et al., 2016; Moldan et al., 2012), others question 
whether environmental sustainability is a prerequisite of economic growth and poverty 
alleviation, or if economic growth and poverty alleviation come first before environmental 
sustainability can be addressed (Basiago, 1999). This divergence of perspective is evident 
in discussions on sustainability in the context of higher education. For example, higher 
education literature that focuses on ‘education for sustainable development’ (ESD) often 
addresses how universities should enable graduates to confront global sustainability 
problems in their professional and personal lives (see Price et al., 2019; Saudelli & Niemczyk, 
2022; Sedlacek, 2013; Zilahy & Huisingh, 2009). However, much of this literature is based 
on research carried out in universities in Europe and North America, and it often lacks 
an intersectional view (Murray, 2018). This means that the environmental dimension of 
sustainability is often prioritised, especially in studies that address curriculum change 
(Farag & Atkas, 2024; O’Flaherty & Liddy, 2017). For example, in their systematic review of 
literature on sustainability in engineering education, Thürer et al. (2018) found that most 
studies focused on environmental issues, whereas questions related to the social, economic, 
political, and cultural aspects of sustainability were given minimal attention. This can lead to 
performative environmentalism where universities implement ‘green’ initiatives based on 
narrow, routinised operationalisations of sustainability (Lozano et al., 2015; Zhou, 2024). 
However, there are many programmes and initiatives, including in African universities, 
where the social dimension of sustainability is considered as equally important to the 
environmental and economic (see Lotz-Sisitka et al., 2015). 

In contrast to much literature on sustainability in higher education, our article offers 
reflections on sustainability that explicitly reaffirm the social dimension (Hudler et al., 
2021). We are aware that the social dimension of sustainability is particularly difficult 
to define and operationalise in comparison to other dimensions (Lempinen, 2019). This 
article should thus be read as a reflexive commentary on possible options for how to 
approach sustainability in the context of higher education. This commentary is based on 
a bottom-up process of knowledge creation and sharing that allowed individuals to reflect 
on their social, environmental, political, economic, and cultural realities. Such a bottom-up 
process entailed open dialogue and debate on the concept of sustainability, but also how 
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it can be approached and operationalised when informed by contextual experiences and 
indigenous African values, norms, and traditions that individuals have reason to value. In 
our project, we therefore aimed for our research team, but especially the student activists, 
to have the space and time to formulate their own notions of sustainability based on what 
they know intuitively, and what they know drawing from academic literature, news media 
and everyday conversations, but also from indigenous worldviews and lived experience. 

Following this introduction, we discuss the importance of acknowledging Africa as an 
epistemic site for sustainability, and then we map out the theoretical underpinning and 
approach to our research project, before we explain why we see participatory video as protest 
methodology. Thereafter, we describe the content of the participatory videos and discuss 
what the videos say about sustainability. We then provide an interpretation of the videos’ 
motifs, including reflections on the idea that social sustainability ought to be foregrounded 
as a starting point for transforming universities into sustainable communities. We conclude 
the article with summative reflections. 

Africa as an epistemic site for sustainability
Africa is an epistemic site that through coloniality has experienced not only indigenous 
people’s knowledge being pushed to the margins (Ndlovu-Gatsheni, 2018a) but also the 
eradication of many indigenous practices. Among these practices are those related to 
the environmental dimension of sustainability, which are informed by historical cultural 
practices and spiritual beliefs (Egri, 1997; Spangler 1993). For example, the San, the first 
inhabitants of Southern Africa, followed a hunter-gatherer diet, thus arguably practising 
‘sustainability’ by living in harmony with the earth without farming (Lee, 1979). We now 
know that most forms of large-scale farming and agriculture are unsustainable because 
they contribute to resource degradation and climate change (Chowdhury et al., 2022; 
Olanipekun et al., 2019). There are complex factors and dynamics that contributed to the 
San’s hunter-gatherer lifestyle at the time, and the concept of sustainability only entered 
the zeitgeist around the 1970s. Nevertheless, many ancient civilisations held the belief that 
planetary health and the well-being of the Earth’s inhabitants are inextricably linked, and 
therefore engaged in less extractive ways of food production and consumption (Hughes, 
1975). Moreover, many religious tenets, philosophies, and traditional beliefs across the 
world, including Africa, teach the importance of living in harmony with nature and with 
one another – which is the “logical essence” of sustainability (Mebratu, 1998, p. 518). 
It is therefore important to acknowledge that historical and contemporary examples of 
more sustainable relationships between people and planet exist across the world, and that 
examples of what we might now consider as sustainable practices are not new to Africa. 

However, African worldviews are susceptible to neglect or being overlooked as valid 
sources of knowledge, so they seldom feature as a basis for thinking about sustainability in 
general, let alone in the context of higher education. Instead, European memory is looked 
at as the basis for defining valued ways of being, doing and learning about sustainability 



Student activists reaffirm the social dimension of sustainability in South African universities	   4

Southern African Journal of Environmental Education, Vol. 40 Issue 1, 2024	 

in Africa (Wa Thiong’o, 2004). This not only leads to indigenous worldviews and local 
knowledges being undermined, but it perpetuates the dominance of Eurocentric thinking 
in debates about sustainability (Grosfoguel, 2013). As Ramose (2007) suggests, the realities 
of individuals and groups should not be overshadowed by ontological denial masquerading 
as universal truths, and so Eurocentric perspectives should not be used to uncritically 
construct sustainability narratives for the rest of the world. 

As the discussion of our findings will show, the participatory videos produced by 
student activists reflect a sustainability narrative that strongly foregrounds arguments that 
are at the core of literature on the social dimension of sustainability, or social sustainability. 
At a macro level, literature on social sustainability frequently makes causal links between 
historical events and processes – such as colonisation and chronic injustice – with present 
conditions like poverty, and environmental decay (Barron et al., 2023; Basiago, 1999). 
It thus explains how large-scale environmental degradation and climate injustice are 
rooted in colonialism, and perpetuated through “mundane and institutionalized ways of 
subalternization of non-Eurocentric, non-masculinist, and non-capitalist understandings 
of climate, ecology, and nature-society relations” (Sultana, 2024, p. 9). At a micro level, 
literature on social sustainability is concerned with values and practices that make 
communities thrive and that promote well-being, as defined by the individuals who live and 
work within those communities (Woodcraft et al., 2011). Therefore, social cohesion, social 
networks, and norms of reciprocity feature as important components of this dimension 
of sustainability (Barron et al., 2023). From this perspective, sustainable communities 
constitute spaces for long-term human engagement that is equitable, inclusive, connected 
although diverse (Bramley & Power, 2009) and sustainable in the broad sense of the term 
(across all three dimensions). 

It is therefore important to emphasise that: 1) At its core, social sustainability is concerned 
with mitigating the effects of the relationship between sustained colonisation, sustained 
poverty, and sustained natural resource exploitation (Basiago, 1999); 2) Highlighting social 
sustainability in this article does not imply that African views on sustainability neglect 
environmental concerns or are only concerned with societal dynamics, but it does provide 
an example of how some university students in Africa are thinking about approaches 
to sustainability in the context of higher education; 3) We draw on Sen’s (2009, p. 249) 
argument that “the environment is not only a matter of passive preservation, but also 
one of active pursuit”. We therefore think of ‘the environment’ as including the results of 
human creation and see environmental sustainability as more than just conserving pre-
existing natural conditions (Sen, 2009). In other words, we believe that steps can be taken 
not only to stop environmental destruction, but also to support environmental flourishing 
through constructive human intervention across any dimension of sustainability. 
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Supporting students’ agency freedom through  
participatory research
Agency freedom refers to the effective opportunity to “achieve whatever the person, 
as a responsible agent, decides that they should achieve” (Sen, 1985, p. 204). Agency 
achievement, on the other hand, is the realisation of one’s choices and capabilities, or 
the attainment of goals pursued by people – individually and collectively (Sen, 1985). As 
such, agency achievement is contingent on agency freedom, or the effective opportunity to 
pursue one’s goals, aspirations, and interests (Sen, 1995; also see Alkire & Deneulin, 2009) 
in a social context. When it comes to sustainability in higher education, agency freedom is 
crucial for students to engage in activism, to express their concerns, to advocate for change, 
and to initiate solutions but also contribute to debates about the meaning of sustainability. 
Agency freedom is also crucial for enabling students to decide what they want to advocate 
for, and what they aspire to achieve for themselves and for others through higher education. 
Therefore, supporting students’ agency freedom entails recognising them as epistemic 
contributors (Fricker, 2015) who as evidenced in our project, can make valuable input to 
our thinking about sustainability in higher education; so that instead of seeing them as 
passive bystanders, we learn from how they think about sustainability and how they might 
use this understanding to initiate change (Murray, 2018). 

However, for agency freedom to be supported, an inclusive environment that allows 
a broad range of voices from diverse backgrounds and perspectives to contribute to 
knowledge and action on sustainability is needed. Such an environment should make room 
for African worldviews that students have reason to value (Mathebula & Martinez-Vargas, 
2023) to better understand how students learn about and promote sustainability in an 
African higher education context. For these reasons, we used participatory research in our 
project ‘Universities as Sustainable Communities’. We foregrounded the views of student 
activists because we were interested in unearthing what we can learn about sustainability 
from their own local and African perspectives, especially when they are free to imagine 
alternative educational futures, articulate their own understanding of sustainability, to 
voice their concerns, criticise policies and engage in activism – including through protest – 
without fear of reprisal.

We thus situate our research under a participatory paradigm (Heron & Reason, 1997) 
aimed at unsettling positionalities between researchers and participants. This approach 
fosters agency freedom (Sen, 1985) in a way that could enhance the political capabilities 
of the student activists (Cin & Süleymanoğlu-Kürüm, 2020; Mkwananzi et al., 2023), but 
also their intersecting narrative and epistemic capabilities (Walker & Mathebula, 2020). 
According to Masungo (2024), political capabilities involve the freedom to express political 
ideas, and engage in protest. These capabilities include opportunities for participation, 
dialogue, practical reasoning, voice, emotional expression, contextual knowledge and 
physical wellbeing (Masungo, 2024). With this freedom, individuals are often able to tell 
their stories or deploy their narrative capital to be heard and acknowledged, which Watts 
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(2008) refers to as narrative capabilities. Epistemic capabilities encompass effective 
freedoms to be both a receiver and a giver in spaces of knowledge creation and dissemination 
(Fricker, 2015). As such, our aspiration was to support students’ agency to learn about, but 
also express their worldviews, tell their stories and politically mobilise their knowledge on 
sustainability. 

Over a 16-month period starting in December 2021 and concluding in April 2023, we 
collaborated with 12 co-researchers (student activists) from different student organisations 
at the University of the Free State. Our research team comprised of 16 people: four 
facilitators and twelve student activists. There was diversity in terms of our geographic 
origin and cultural backgrounds (Eswatini, Nigeria, South Africa, Spain, Tanzania, and 
Zimbabwe). Gender representation was equal.

Ethics clearance to conduct this study was granted by the General/Human Research 
Ethics Committee of the University of the Free State (Ethical Clearance number: UFS-
HSD2021/1635/21).

Framing the research questions
Our project had three sets of research questions. The first set of ‘internal’ or conceptual 
research questions were aimed at stimulating our collective imagination around co-creating 
and co-promoting our university as a sustainable educational community, drawing from 
the ontologies and lifestyles valued by young people who see themselves as black/African 
student activists. These research questions therefore delved into the values, beliefs, and 
perspectives of these activists regarding what constitutes sustainability in educational 
spaces and what it would take for universities to be sustainable communities. For example, 
during the workshops we had various activities (reflective writing, group discussion, 
debates) to unpack how they understood and experienced the notions of community, 
transformation, decolonisation, and sustainability at university, but also what it meant to be 
black/African and what holding this identity can bring to discussions about sustainability. 
The second set of questions were the ‘external’ empirical questions, where we explored 
the integration of diverse knowledge systems in mapping out the practical challenges 
of moving from idealised conceptions of universities as sustainable communities to the 
action that needs to be taken to achieve this aspiration. The third set of questions, our 
methodological questions, considered how decolonial thinking and participatory research 
can work together to enhance students’ abilities to promote sustainability at the university. 
Furthermore, our study intended to identify limitations, challenges, and lessons learned 
during the research process. Altogether, the research questions considered a range of 
valued human capabilities necessary for building universities as sustainable communities 
(see Martinez-Vargas, Mathebula, Mkwananzi et al., 2024).
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Co-creating and analysing the data
We started off by addressing the internal research questions through workshops (individual 
reflections, group discussions, and debate) which broadly informed the thematic direction 
that the individual digital stories and the collective participatory videos would take. All 
workshop discussions were recorded and transcribed. We employed various analysis 
procedures at different stages of the project. For instance, to analyse workshop discussions, 
we applied a combination of reflexive thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2019) alongside 
the capability approach (Sen, 1999) as a conceptual map. This process was collective and 
iterative, and we see it as a reflection of our joint interpretation of the data.

As project facilitators, we reviewed the transcripts first and then presented our analysis 
to the co-researchers for their input during workshops. We asked them if we had understood 
their views correctly, if they had any objections to the terminology and concepts we were 
using to summarise and retell their opinions, or if there was anything they would like to 
change. Based on their feedback, questions, and suggestions, we edited what we presented 
to them during the workshops. If co-editing was not possible, we consolidated transcripts 
that captured responses to the research questions and sent the first drafts to the whole group 
and asked them to send their contributions or edits after the workshop. All the drafting of 
responses to the internal research questions was done on a shared online document open 
to everyone on the team throughout the project’s duration.

Co-producing and analysing the digital stories and  
participatory videos
To address the external empirical questions, we combined individual stories (through 
digital storytelling) and collective narratives (produced through participatory videos). 
Although we facilitated the production of the videos by giving feedback on the scripts, 
images/footage, music, and identified themes, the student activists took creative lead, 
directed, and produced the videos themselves.

We followed a step-by-step procedure of watching the draft videos together, having 
discussions in between the revisions and editing process, and then watching the final 
videos together, followed by further discussions. These discussions were also recorded and 
transcribed, as were the discussions we had during the public exhibition that concluded our 
project in April 2022.

We initiated a more comprehensive reflexive thematic analysis across all transcripts in 
December 2022, and we continue this analysis as an ongoing process using a collaborative 
online platform to thematically code and expand our interpretation of the data. As this 
process unfolds, we may revise or remove codes or themes to stimulate the most meaningful 
interpretation of the data (Byrne, 2022). As such, it may be necessary to repeat some 
of the activities undertaken during the previous phases, e.g. re-reading the transcripts, 
rewriting summaries, rethinking our application of the capability approach, having more 
rounds of discussion for feedback from the student activists etc. This means that our 
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interpretation of the data is happening at the intersection of: 1) our reading of various 
datasets; 2) a conceptual map informed by the capability approach; 3) the worldviews and 
experiences of the student activists; 4) the analytical skills/resources of the whole research 
team (facilitators and student activists). This was important for us to ensure reflective 
engagement with the data and with the analytic process (Braun & Clarke, 2019) but also 
with each other.

Understanding our project as protest methodology
In addressing the methodological research question, we drew on Davis’s (2021, p. 115) 
understanding that participatory research processes can “assist the oppressed in accessing 
liberation as well as protesting injustice”. In addition, our previous experiences with using 
participatory research in other projects with young people (see Marovah & Mkwananzi, 
2020; Martinez-Vargas, 2020; Martinez-Vargas, Mathebula, Cin, et al., 2024; Mathebula, 
2019) meant that we had an awareness of the potential for participatory methods to unlock 
various epistemic capabilities (Walker & Boni, 2020) and to instill a sense of solidarity and 
collective voice to engage in epistemic resistance at a grassroots level (Cin et al., 2023). 
It was therefore important that we follow an approach that would allow activism to exist 
alongside but also to find expression through the research process. Most participatory 
methodologies are aimed at inspiring participants to take action, so it was also intuitive 
that a participatory approach would appeal to activists but allow them to tell their stories 
and advocate for change in a new way.

We therefore combined individual stories using digital storytelling and collective 
narratives produced through participatory videos to understand how the students came to 
be activists in the first place, and why despite advocating for different causes, that align with 
various social movements in South Africa, they found some common ground at university. 
We then aimed to build on this common ground and bring it to bear on action that can be 
taken to achieve the aspiration for universities to be more sustainable.

The digital stories were a channel through which the student activists could articulate 
their individual, ontologically rooted stories, as reclamation of narrative and epistemic 
capabilities that are undermined by more conventional methods in higher education 
research. Altogether, producing the digital stories and participatory videos, and sharing 
them with the public, became a way to spread awareness about issues that are important 
to student activists more collectively, and a way to contribute to debates on sustainability 
while advocating for change. From this perspective, we see our participatory research 
project as a kind of proxy for participation in protest, and therefore a ‘protest methodology’ 
with decolonial character. 



Student activists reaffirm the social dimension of sustainability in South African universities	   9

Southern African Journal of Environmental Education, Vol. 40 Issue 1, 2024	 

Unpacking the participatory videos
T﻿he student activists produced two participatory videos that were filmed on site and 
feature interviews with various students at the University of the Free State. The prompt for 
producing the participatory videos was that we were interested in their views on the idea 
of making universities more sustainable. The student activists selected and interviewed 
participants, and they filmed and edited the videos themselves, thus producing: ‘Activism 
as a tool for university as a sustainable community’ and ‘Together, we move’. The first video 
highlights the importance of activism and collective action for transforming universities 
into sustainable communities while the second video underscores the role of togetherness 
and unity for progressing change.

The first video starts off with interviewees narrating various definitions of activism, 
alluding to ideas that activism is about “servitude, and constantly surrendering your needs 
to serve the needs of others”. This is “the action you take when you are no longer comfortable 
with the status quo” and “about transforming systems, policies, and traditions” as well as 
speaking “through the arts, debate and dialogue”, but also through “writing and social 
media” to make sure that “the people who cannot speak, are still heard”. The video goes on to 
mention “ethical codes and legal statutes that favour universities and criminalise activism” 
which deters many students from participating in protest action. Instead, the students 
argue that universities should be more supportive of student activists, and less punitive 
towards them. They argue that universities should create opportunities for meaningful 
two-way dialogue between management and activists. And that “activism should exist in 
every corner of campus, from student residences to boardrooms where management sits” 
because “to stay silent will never be an option”. The video concludes with an aspiration 
for the future of universities: “We aspire for a different future, a university that builds 
community, centred around students’ lived experiences”. 

The second video begins with descriptions by various interviewees about their hopes for 
the future of universities. One interviewee says: “My dream is for all of us to reclaim our 
dignity as African students” while another explains: “I want to leave the institution knowing 
that I helped create a safe space, for people like myself, queer people”. The narrative in the 
video soon moves to reflections on why students are pursuing higher education, and one 
student says: “I’m also here as a tribute to my family, to my single mother who could not 
come to university. To my grandmother who could not go to school. I’m here as a tribute 
to my friends who are victims of alcohol and drug abuse, and of course I’m here to obtain 
a qualification”. Interviewees in the video also talk about belonging and how important it 
was for them to feel connected to, or to be treated as a member of a learning community. 
One interviewee said: “Forming part of an organisation means that you become part of 
a Sisterhood and Brotherhood, a fraternity in a sense, so then forming part of that you 
have a lot of people who are able to assist you in many spaces; certain spaces you only get 
to because of knowing those individuals so in a sense they provide this family”. Another 
expressed her gratitude: “To the University of the Free State, I am very grateful for the 
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love and support that I received from SASCO members. During registration I had so much 
difficulty because NSFAS1 hadn’t replied to me, I didn’t even have funding [and] I met a 
lot of people that were not paying attention to what we go through as first-year students. 
So I’m grateful to that organisation, even to this day”. Another explained: “I have received 
a lot of affection from comrades, they’ve given me the necessary political exposure that 
I was looking for. I can now express myself freely, politically”. And another interviewee 
spoke of residences providing a sense of community. About half-way through the video, 
reflections turn to what the university is doing well: “It has at least been able to give us 
this family that we are at least able to hold each other with, and assist, and also rely on 
assistance”. The video also captures discussions on care; one example provided is that of 
improving the accessibility of student counselling services on campus. The video concludes 
with reflections on the idea that everyone who has a stake in the university has a role to 
play to make universities more sustainable because “to move fast we can move alone, but to 
move far, we must move together”.

What the participatory videos say about sustainability
Two things stand out from our analysis of the participatory videos and their motifs around 
the roles of activism and togetherness for transforming universities into sustainable 
communities. The first thing is the omission of discussions on environmental concerns. We 
expected more engagement on this dimension of sustainability, given its centrality in ESD 
literature and discussions on climate change. But only one student activist was involved in 
initiatives that are explicitly related to addressing environmental challenges. The second 
thing that stands out is the salience of discussions on the social dimension of sustainability, 
which are laced with Afrocentric ideals. 

As alluded to earlier, the social dimension cautions against economic growth that is 
unconstrained by the requirements of social equity, including optimal and equitable 
resource use, allocation, distribution (Basiago, 1999). More specifically, as a theory of 
social organisation, it foregrounds the principles of equity, empowerment, accessibility, 
participation, sharing, and institutional stability (Basiago, 1999). These principles stand 
out in both videos, where student activists emphasise the importance of expressing 
compassionate empathy, and of developing one’s humanity by building mutually beneficial 
and reciprocal communities of learning (Mathebula & Martinez-Vargas, 2023). Both videos 
allude to the importance of forming relationships through ‘brotherhood’, ‘sisterhood’, 
‘family’ and ‘community’ in order to capacitate themselves and others to achieve valued 
learning outcomes in a fully-fledged way (Walker et al. (2022). Both videos imply that 
the solutions to any concerns about sustainability can, and should be generated from 
the ground up, and that the equitable distribution of funding and learning resources is 
especially important. The videos also imply that the sustainability of educational futures is 
contingent on connecting institutional resources and implicit normative frameworks with 
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local ways of living, being and fighting inequalities as communities of learning (Martinez-
Vargas, Mathebula, Mkwananzi et al., 2024). 

As such, for the student activists, environmental sustainability is obscured by the 
urgency of palliating historical socio-economic inequalities and injustices that threaten the 
achievement of equitable learning outcomes for university students, now and in the future.

Interpreting the motifs of the participatory videos
The emphasis on community, interconnection, and sharing alongside the idea that 
everything that we can do for sustainability is interconnected with and dependent on the 
existence of others, aligns with the teachings of the African moral philosophy of Ubuntu. 
Ubuntu teaches that it is necessarily reciprocal interactions of mutual development between 
individuals, which render us human (Tutu, 1999) and that an individual’s humanity is best 
expressed in relationship with other people (Battle, 1997). As such, the quality or essence 
of being a person is measured by how harmonious one’s relationships are with others. 
Because Ubuntu also serves as a social ethic (Molefe, 2016; Rapatsa, 2016) it has normative 
implications for how people should relate to each other or what our moral obligation is 
towards others (Le Grange, 2012; Rapatsa, 2016). 

The idea that ‘to move far, we must move together’ which is stated as a conclusion 
to the second video, speaks to the values espoused in the African political philosophy of 
Ujamaa (Nyerere, 1967). Ujamaa philosophy encourages community, cooperation, and 
social justice, which together serve as a cultural foundation to counter competitiveness and 
individualism as features of capitalist ideology that dominate higher education systems 
(Kibona & Woldegiorgis, 2023).

The principles that underpin the moral and political ideals of Ubuntu and Ujamaa are 
noticeable in both videos, suggesting that for the student activists (and for the students 
they interviewed in the videos) the social dimension is a more intuitive starting point, than 
the environmental and economic dimensions of sustainability. As Kumalo (2017) argues, 
our thinking about ESD necessitates a conceptual shift to understanding it through an 
African ethic. Together, Ubuntu and Ujamaa could form the foundation for a kind of ethno-
philosophy and ethic that is rooted in Afrocentric ideals but has potential resonance with 
approaches to sustainability in other global South higher education contexts. Importantly, 
although such an ethic may foreground the social dimension, this does not imply neglecting 
the environmental and economic dimensions of sustainability. In contrast, any improvement 
on the social dimension should impact the environmental and economic positively. 



Student activists reaffirm the social dimension of sustainability in South African universities	   12

Southern African Journal of Environmental Education, Vol. 40 Issue 1, 2024	 

Conclusion
In this article, we described student activists’ views of universities as sustainable 
communities, which were captured in two participatory videos. 

We discussed the dimensions of sustainability and highlighted that a holistic 
understanding incorporates environmental, economic and social sustainability. In 
describing how we approached our participatory research project, we explained why we 
see it as protest methodology and in the discussion of the findings, we described what 
can be learnt from the two participatory videos produced by the student activists. It was 
important to us that we do research in ways that enhance both agency freedom and valued 
capabilities, to encourage students to see themselves as active participants in changing 
universities rather than seeing themselves as docile recipients of sustainability initiatives 
that are detached from their valued ways of being and learning. In our interpretation of the 
data, we paid particular attention to the motifs of the participatory videos, which in subtle 
ways suggest incorporating African worldviews, philosophies and values in the ethos of how 
universities function. The videos also tell us that students value being in community, and 
that they value learning in community. Finally, the videos reaffirm and foreground social 
sustainability, suggesting that addressing sustainability should start with repairing social 
decay caused by poverty and systemic inequalities. Again, foregrounding social sustainability 
does not meanneglecting other related dimensions as these issues are integrally related 
(e.g. poverty is caused by economic exploitation and is exacerbated by environmental decay, 
extractivism and degradation). However,  a focus on social sustainability is an important 
entry point that can be expanded with more co-engagement over time into the related 
dynamics of the concerns foregrounded by the students in this project).  

Further exploration of this perspective could expand how we approach and operationally 
define sustainability in higher education – in ways that are sensitive to context, instead of 
ways that perpetuate European memory as the basis for defining valued ways of being, doing 
and learning in Africa. This can make a valuable contribution to literature on sustainability 
in higher education, by addressing some of the limits which we outlined in the review of 
literature or by explaining why social sustainability can justifiably be foregrounded as a 
starting point, depending on the context. 
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Endnotes
1	 The South African National Student Financial Aid Scheme (NSFAS) is a government entity that 

provides financial support to students who come from a household that earns less than R350 000 
per annum.


