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Cracking the fortress: can we really 
decolonize psychology?

Suntosh R Pillay

It so happens that the unpreparedness of the educated classes, the lack of practical links between them 
and the mass of people, their laziness, and let it be said, their cowardice at the decisive moment of the 

struggle will give rise to tragic mishaps.

Frantz Fanon (1963, p. 147), The Wretched of the Earth

A crack is the perfectly ordinary creation of a space or moment in which we assert a  
different type of doing.

John Holloway (2010, p. 21), Crack Capitalism

Is decolonization just the latest trendy buzzword and a lofty aspiration that academics claim to do 
in their spare time? Why is Western psychology innocently labeled “psychology” but African psy-
chology geographically located? Are the Black Consciousness theories of Frantz Fanon and Steve 
Biko routinely taught to students? These were some of the questions I posed at a plenary debate at 
the 22nd annual South African Psychology Congress held by the Psychological Society of South 
Africa (PsySSA) in Johannesburg in September 2016. I wondered aloud whether our research dis-
sertations ever actually create real change for the populations studied, or merely provide us a ticket 
into the profession. The audience laughed as I cracked this self-reflective “joke” but, as I paused 
for silent spaces, I hoped that by turning the mirror on ourselves, my peers realized that the joke 
was sadly on us. My intention in asking these questions was to enhance “the revolutionary poten-
tial of small-scale resistances” (Cornish, Haaken, Moskovitz, & Jackson, 2016, p. 116).

How did it come to be that a field of inquiry, whose primary purposes are to understand and 
benefit people, fails so miserably at both? Psychologists directly and indirectly facilitated the 
oppression of Black people and colluded with the illegitimate apartheid regime (Nicholas & 
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Cooper, 1993). That Hendrik Verwoerd, the chief architect of apartheid, was a psychologist, does 
not help the reputation of our profession. Despite noteworthy progress (Cooper, 2014; Hayes, 
2003; Painter, Kiguwa & Böhmke, 2013; Suffla & Seedat, 2004), the haunting ghosts of our dark 
history were never properly exorcised, replaced instead with postcolonial voices that firmly dis-
ciplined psychology into its place in the capitalist, global order. This new fortress—post-1994 
psychology—was rebranded but still highly inaccessible and largely irrelevant to the majority 
despite endless pleas for relevance (de la Rey & Ipser, 2004; Kessi, 2016; Long, 2013, 2014, 
2016a, 2016b; MacLeod, 2004; Pillay, 2016; Pillay, Ahmed, & Bawa, 2013; Rock & Hamber, 
1994; Strümpfer, 1981).

So it is with a strange, perhaps awkward, ambivalence that I write this editorial. On the one 
hand, I am eager to put thoughts to paper to enhance a social justice orientation and critical psycho-
logical lens in how we approach our work. On the other hand, the term “decolonization” is both an 
evocative and provocative term that leads us into murky waters that very few psychologists authen-
tically engage in. As such, my eagerness is tempered by trepidation, because this debate is a com-
plex mix of historical, epistemological, methodological, theoretical, ideological, philosophical, 
pedagogical, discursive, ethical, and practical concerns; all of which are far too vast to engage 
seriously within a short editorial. As such, I have decided to frame my response as a brief reflection 
and review of recent noteworthy attempts to “crack the fortress” of psychology and start laying the 
foundation for a new enterprise altogether, one not complicit in varieties of violence. At best, this 
editorial is an attempt at practical agenda-setting; at worst, it swells the rhetoric.

“Cracking” the status quo

No doubt as psychologists we know that change is usually met with resistance and defense by those 
who benefit from the status quo. Given Western-oriented psychology’s comfortable position in the 
global marketplace, and South African psychology’s co-option into it, calls for decolonization may 
seem like futile attempts to crack through an impenetrable fortress. After all, “psychology” as we 
know it is embedded in private and public healthcare, academia, popular culture, and international 
consciousness. The question of decolonizing psychology seems a sub-section of the more depress-
ing question of whether or not we can decolonize society.

However, drawing on Holloway’s (2010) metaphor of “cracks” in a vulnerable, problematic 
system, Cornish et al. (2016) note that “[the] metaphor serves as signifier of small spaces and 
everyday acts of resistance . . . the small cracks that cumulatively produce the crumbling of 
seemingly impenetrable edifices of power” (p. 116). This is a pragmatic theory of change, rely-
ing on our willingness and ability to amplify short-term resistances and do things differently—
widen the cracks—so that the fortress, held up by people, places, and practices, can no longer 
be sustained.

Fortunately, even if psychology is resistant to change, the zeitgeist has necessitated decoloniza-
tion onto the national agenda. The student-led Rhodes Must Fall and Fees Must Fall movements 
were the tipping points for this conversation, critiquing the “rainbow nation” and “transformation” 
discourse and replacing a politics of hope and reconciliation with a politics of radical dissent and 
anger (Pillay, 2016). This redirected the “transformation” agenda in South African politics and citi-
zenship with a more specific focus: decolonization.

Kessi (2015) further critiques the hidden agenda of “transformation” talk:

The reality is that the transformation discourse serves to sanitise, normalise, or conceal oppressive 
practices. When we speak of decolonisation, it becomes obvious why Rhodes must fall, whereas 
“transformation” inserts doubt or the possibility of “dialogue” into what are clearly cultural symbolisms of 
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oppression and violence. By talking of a decolonised university, we highlight the historical legacies of 
capitalism, racism and patriarchy.

Ratele (2014) also laments the lackluster progress thus far:

I am against so-called transformation because the transformation we have settled for in PsySSA and other 
spaces and institutions in society is in large measure not what some of us dreamt about [where] middle-
class, white, heteropatriarchal privilege and power is alive and well in our society. This power and privilege 
informs the teaching and education of psychology students and the practice of psychology. (p. 30)

Long (2016a) has further argued we move beyond the rhetoric of “Africanizing” psychology:

it is not the “whiteness” of psychology that leaves most South Africans cold, but its customary indifference 
to the question of class. The “decolonization” of the discipline cannot be achieved through the heady, 
though ultimately empty, rhetoric of “Africanization,” but only through a searching examination of the 
material conditions of oppression—and their disastrous psychological sequelae—that most of our fellow 
citizens continue to endure. (p. 431)

These diverse views show a recognition by psychologists in South Africa that we are not 
immune to calls for the decolonization of society, and we must engage seriously in this evolving 
conversation. Decolonization, despite being an extension of the ongoing relevance debate (Long, 
2016b), is useful in that it introduces far more specificity into what a “relevant” psychology ought 
to look like by historically locating the debate as the dismantling, or cracking, of oppressive post-
colonial relations of power. It calls for a specific psychopolitical orientation of the profession. As 
Kessi and Kiguwa (2015) similarly argue, “Psychology’s intersection with politics remains a core 
entry point for engaging a decolonisation project for a more relevant discipline” (p. 4).

Recent advances
There is a crack in everything. That’s how the light gets in. (Leonard Cohen, Anthem)

Optimistically, the Journal of Social and Political Psychology began a special thematic sec-
tion on “Decolonizing Psychological Science” in 2015. This is a global, open access, ongoing 
academic effort to publish a series of articles exploring the provisional theories and practices of 
decolonization. Series editors Adams, Dobles, Gómez, Kurtiş, and Molina (2015) argue that “a 
responsible psychology requires decolonisation of its hegemonic forms of knowing and being” 
and describe three emerging approaches to decolonization—indigenization, accompaniment, 
and denaturalization; along with two existing conceptual approaches—cultural psychology and 
liberation psychology.

Glen Adams was then invited to present a paper at the 22nd South African Psychology Congress 
in September 2016 to elaborate on the above. It is worth quoting the abstract here:

In the accompaniment approach to decolonisation, “global expert” researchers from centres of hegemonic 
knowledge production travel to marginalised communities to lend expertise and work alongside local 
inhabitants in struggles for social justice. In the indigenisation approach to decolonisation, locally 
grounded researchers draw upon local knowledge to modify “standard” practice and produce psychologies 
that are more responsive to local realities. In the denaturalisation approach to decolonisation, researchers 
draw upon local knowledge and experience of marginalised communities as an epistemic resource to 
reveal and dismantle the coloniality of knowledge and being in hegemonic psychology.
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The above framework provides a useful way of thinking about existing and future work. This 
foregrounding of decolonization at the national Psychology Congress may be an indication of 
PsySSA’s commitment (rhetorically and aesthetically, at least) to appear relevant. These included 
a keynote address “Is South African Psychology Serving Humanity?” by Professor Saths Cooper, 
President of the International Union of Psychological Science and inaugural PsySSA president; an 
interdisciplinary plenary debate “Mapping the terrain: Decoloniality in South Africa”; a plenary 
debate that included representatives from each Psychology registration category, “Psychology’s 
response/ability: Crisis or catharsis?”; and the second annual Siphiwe Ngcobo memorial lecture, 
“Engaging the psychology of decolonization” by Professor Norman Duncan, in which he offered a 
useful framework for decolonizing the curricula.

The scientific program itself included four specific items that referred to decolonization in their 
abstracts: “Decoloniality and the liberatory potential of African-centered psychology” (Mkhize N); 
“From psychology in Africa to African psychology: Going nowhere slowly” (Makhubela M); and 
two roundtable debates “What does Equity and Transformation in PsySSA mean?” (Pillay SR) and 
“Transforming the curricula” (Maree D, Pule N, Ndala-Magoro N, Blokland L, Fynn A, Barnes B, 
Mkhize N).

This cursory review of the program shows promising emerging narratives within PsySSA and 
may omit presentations that contributed to the decolonization debate but was not foregrounded in 
its title or abstract, such as the symposia hosted by the Association of Black Psychologists (ABPsi), 
a USA-based grouping invited by PsySSA; the Student Division, who focused on Fees Must Fall 
and student protests; and symposia hosted by Divisions for community and social psychology, 
gender and sexuality, trauma and violence, and African psychology.

This Congress built on the earlier International Conference on Community Psychology (ICCP) 
that took place in Durban in May 2016, a first for Africa, with the theme of Global dialogues on 
critical knowledges, liberation and community. Decolonization featured strongly, both in content 
and creative forms of delivery, aptly described as “creative undisciplining” by Professor Nelson 
Maldonado-Torres during his keynote address (Malherbe, Helman, & Cornell, 2016).

Numerous other dialogue events on decolonization—applicable but not specific to psychology—
took place across universities in 2016, such as the College of Human Sciences International 
Decoloniality Conference hosted by the University of South Africa (UNISA) in August 2016.

Additionally, the recent special edition on anti-apartheid activist Robert Sobukwe, in the local 
journal Psychology in Society (PINS) (Hayes & Hook, 2016), continues to offer an independent, 
psychopolitical, sustained critique of oppressive power relations and PINS is filled with diverse 
theoretical resources needed for a decolonization project (Hayes, 2003; Painter, 2014).

Toward a decolonial agenda
The crack is simply a push towards self-determination. (Holloway, 2010, p. 38)

Against the backdrop of this decolonial turn in psychology, fundamental cracks expose a weak-
ening fortress. Holloway (2010) says “the method of the crack” views dominant systems “from the 
perspective of its crisis, its contradictions, its weaknesses, and . . . to understand how we ourselves 
are those contradictions” (p. 9). Are we therefore willing to continue scrutinizing and cracking our 
modes of being and doing psychology?

Admittedly, it would be naïve to suggest that a burst of agency and motivation among us will 
automatically lead to a vague utopian future that has yet to be clearly articulated. Instead, there 
needs to be dramatic interplay between agency and structure, that is, between psychologists delib-
erately disrupting their spheres of influence, and the active dismantling of the oppressive, violent 
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structures that sustain mainstream, hegemonic, Western-oriented psychology (and its global mar-
ketplace function). This interplay between the individual and the system involves what Ascion 
(2016) calls unthinking modernity—an ambitious agenda of re-creating a society not dominated by 
the conditions of modernity, the very conditions that gave rise to the development of Western psy-
chology as we know it (Pickren & Rutherford, 2010).

I would therefore argue that if we want to find ourselves on the right side of history this time 
around, and sustain this decolonial turn, we actively widen these cracks by creating ways of bridg-
ing rhetoric and reality, evolving from the virtuous aesthetics of socially relevant conferences and 
papers into the messy pragmatics of being socially responsive organizations and individuals. This 
is in fact the challenge of South African psychology, incessantly questioning its real-world rele-
vance for decades (Long, 2016b).

In continuing to crack this edifice, I propose an initial agenda of five areas that require an urgent 
decolonial orientation with new forms of practice—Curriculum, Research, Selections, Interventions, 
and Attitudes:

•• First, the curriculum must be cracked and the contents and processes laid bare: What is 
being taught? Why is it being taught? How it is being taught? Who is teaching it? What is 
the purpose of teaching it? How is competence being examined? Is there is a hidden curricu-
lum? This includes continuous professional development activities. If the symbol of a post-
colonial fortress is taken literally, it is a university.

•• Second, our research agendas must be cracked to challenge the relevance of our research 
topics, methods, assumptions, analyses, and dissemination methods. If the contents of this 
postcolonial fortress are raided, we will find unapplied and irrelevant dissertations and 
journal articles.

•• Third, selection processes must be cracked to determine whether the selection of students 
into psychology courses—especially the key Honours and Master’s degrees—and the hiring 
of psychologists in all settings is fair and equitable, in line with broader national plans of 
demographic and ideological redress. If the vanguard of this fortress is seen, they will typi-
cally come bearing long titles and wielding substantial power to remain beneficiaries of the 
status quo.

•• Fourth, the interventions that makes up psychological practice must be cracked—psycho-
therapies, counseling, assessment and testing techniques, public health programs, policies, 
and media. If the activities inside this fortress are observed, they are ahistorical, depoliti-
cized, and contextually distant.

•• Fifth, attitudes, however they manifest, must be routinely documented so that we have some 
measure of whether the cracks in the systems are translating into discursive and material 
shifts among all of us as a body of professionals. Interventions to transform attitudes and 
foster a critical consciousness within the discipline may be needed. If the conversations 
inside the fortress are heard, they are currently anxious, angry, defensive, and confused.

It is our moral and intellectual imperative that decolonization does not just remain a buzzword 
and that we creatively and carefully rebel toward forms of psychological practices that truly benefit 
all South Africans. In this rebellion, we will meet resistance and take risks, but as Holloway (2010) 
reminds us, “cracks exist on the edge of impossibility, but they do exist” (p. 71). A luta continua.
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