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One of the sources for the idea of the walking seminars is an irritation with the white cube of the 

typical seminar room, and an awareness of all that it excludes. The discourse of the seminar room 

imposes a stringent set of rules: we sit in chairs around desks; we meet as disembodied 

intelligences, eyes that see, mouths that speak; we speak one of the imperial (“global”) languages; 

we talk about “theory”; we cite from approved canons; we mention the five of six currently 

trending keywords. Apart from a few important exceptions – discussions in Queer Theory, certain 

strands of Feminist Theory, forms of decolonial thinking and practice – we agree to leave at the 

door, as it were, many aspects of what defines us as embodied beings in the world: memory, 

experience, desire, imagination, fear, delight, the small details of daily life that saturate our 

affective selves. The discourse of the seminar room is presented here in slightly parodied form. 

Nevertheless, it is true that our principle forms of scholarly engagement are remarkably 

disembodied, and that they tend to be based on and to reinforce a set of distinctions: mind versus 

body, reason versus emotion and imagination, thinking versus feeling. I am interested in the 

political and epistemic consequences of this dominant form of scholarly engagement. What 

happens to black bodies, or to queer bodies, or to women, or to bodies that grown up speaking 

languages other than English in such a set-up? My past experience as a scholar based at the 

University of Cape Town in South Africa presented this situation to me on a daily basis as nothing 

less than a savage indictment of the coloniality of the university as institution. In the average 

seminar situation, students were required to discuss abstract knowledge in an imperial language, 

parking at the door, as it were, the things that condition their daily experience: being black, being 

a woman, being worried about personal safety, being worried about money, having to negotiate 

the long journey to and from the university each day, being denied the forms of discourse through 

which to have a meaningful discussion about any of these things. In other words, their relationship 

to knowledge begins by excluding the very thing that so profoundly conditions their experience 

under and after apartheid: embodied being in the world. 



 

I would argue that this is a form of scholarly practice which is not so much about making the 

connections between things, as it is about making and enforcing a set of disconnections: 

disarticulating knowledge from experience, and thinking from feeling. So, how do we bring the 

body into play in more embodied forms of research practice? And how do we break down some of 

the distinctions set up by the discourse of the seminar room in ways that are productive and open 

out to new research understandings? There are many ways of answering these questions, with the 

walking seminar being one modest answer. The idea of walking as a form of embodied research 

practice draws from a rich literature on the anthropology of walking, referencing the work of Tim 

Ingold, Rebecca Solnit, and others. It also draws from a rich and productive strand in Urban 

Studies on walking as a methodology through which to engage city spaces, referencing the work of 

Michel de Certeau and others. Drawing on affective and sensorial research methods, it asks 

questions about what it means to encounter emergent Anthropocene landscapes through the 

surfaces of the body. Drawing on the debate around artistic research methods and practice as 

research, it asks questions about the productive uses of imagination, creativity and desire in the 

pursuit of empirical research, and about the use of experience as a resource. 

 

Perhaps most pertinently, it draws on contemporary discussions in decolonial thinking and 

practice around challenging hegemonic modes of knowledge production. In his recent work, 

Walter Mignolo has described the forms of knowledge attendant on colonial modernity as an 

“ego-politics of knowledge”, grounded in the Cartesian dualism between mind and body. Against 

this ego-politics of knowledge he proposes a “body-politics of knowing/ sensing/ understanding”, 

grounded in an understanding of the place from which knowledge proceeds (Mignolo 2013: 132). 

In conversation, he talks of linked processes of “reasoning” and “emotioning” (Mignolo pers. 

comm. 2015). Some of Mignolo’s most engaging writing takes place in his evocation of this 

embodied other place of knowledge, imagined not as an essentialized outside of Western reason, 

but as an embodied inside/ outside: the place of “border thinking” and of things known “in the 

bones”. As a source for these various ideas, Mignolo cites the “prayer” with which Fanon so 

memorably concludes Black Skin, White Masks: 

Oh my body, make me always a man who questions. 



 

He writes: this single sentence expresses “the basic categories of border epistemology” (Mignolo 

2007: 495). 

 

One of the things that I like about the walking seminars is that they involve passages of hard work 

and are sometimes physically challenging. We become aware of our bodies in new ways as we 

sweat our way to the end of the trail: our reliance on basic things like water, good shoes, a map 

and the ability to find our way around an unfamiliar landscape. We are thrown back on ourselves, 

and on the idea that our technology will not save us. All of this seems like good training as we 

journey deeper into the Anthropocene. A real concern on the most recent Table Mountain 

Walking Seminar (March 2018) was a concern with the physical safety of the group, following a 

spate of knife attacks on hikers. In the end, we put our faith in stout walking sticks, vigilance, and 

the solidarity of the group.  

 

I like the idea that walking involves a certain kind of dwelling in the landscape, with ideas around 

duration (being in the landscape for a passage of time) and exposure (being open to, or exposed 

to, external influences). This works in both busy urban environments, and the more contemplative 

environments of the Table Mountain National Park. I also like the idea that the physical work of 

walking points towards a certain practice of respect, like a pilgrimage, as we pass through known 

and beloved or new landscapes. As climates change and beloved landscapes are transformed 

before our eyes, as is happening in Cape Town right now, perhaps the act of walking takes on an 

elegiac quality as we say goodbye to the landscapes that we know and begin our ambiguous 

journey into the future, into landscapes shaped by fire and drought and as yet unchartered social 

formations. As raced and gendered bodies, subjected to local histories of colonial modernity, our 

relationship to these landscapes will be very different and will run the spectrum from hedonism to 

bare life. Table Mountain, one of the most heavily touristed sites in Africa and a recently 

proclaimed “natural wonder of the world”, was historically a site of refuge for escaped slaves from 

the Cape colony, and is currently a refuge for migrants fleeing conflict and economic hardship on 

other parts of the continent. 

 



Partly because many discussions of the Anthropocene take on a serious and censorious tone, as 

Latour has noted, I am interested in using playfulness as a resource through which to address a 

serious topic. I am thinking of playfulness not as the opposite of seriousness, but as something 

that exists in a more complex relationship to seriousness, even as the index of a special kind of 

seriousness. That the walking seminars often turn playful is a big part of their appeal.  
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