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Background and Purpose of Project
The SARChI Chair in Identities and Social Cohesion in Africa (ISCIA) was formed on the understanding that an ethos of social cohesion and a stimulating environment for educational experimentation are both required to “...promote equitable, sustainable, and inclusive growth in South Africa” (NMU, 2023:1). In 2019, the ‘Tributaries Project’ was initiated by ISCIA in conjunction with the Nelson Mandela University Visual Arts Department. The Tributaries Project, which forms the contextual backdrop to the current proposal, linked social and ecological issues in collaboration with Visual Arts to: 1) configure a weekly seminar series where art and philosophy met; and 2) complete the third year of an existing multi-disciplinary art-meets-science engagement project. In social conditions of extreme diversity that meet with major environmental pressures, this engagement project was configured on the assumption that cohesive communities would form if members worked together to understand and deal with shared pressing social and environmental concerns (which must be understood together). 

Following on from the success of “Tributaries” as an engagement project, which supported the above assumption and was formally recognised by the 2020 Engagement Excellence Award (Humanities), “Horizon 2055: philosophically exploring the present, creatively imagining the future”, is proposed as a more formal research project which builds on learnings from “Tributaries”. The purpose of “Horizon 2055” is to form a community of diverse participant-researchers, all pursuing in their own way, the same research question related to a pressing social/environmental concern. “Tributaries” taught that research work is transformative, and it builds social cohesion in a research community, when the approach is transdisciplinary, participant active and designed to include cooperative, experiential learning activities and stimulate creative expression. This kind of research work falls within the scope of the ISCIA chair because it contributes towards fulfilling the chair’s mandate to foster social cohesion in the context of a global environmental crisis. 

Research Problem and Question
It is true that the earth’s slow state of incremental evolutionary change has, at times, suddenly been upended in monumental and devastating crises of extinction. But, as paleobiologist, Thomas Halliday, remarks in the epilogue to Otherlands: A world in the Making (2023): “Life recovers, and extinction is followed by diversification.” Significantly, he adds, “recovery cannot replace what has been lost,” Instead: “Recovery brings radical change, and often startlingly different worlds, into being.” At this point in earth’s history, the word “anthropocene” is used by many in recognition that the human species has a planetary-wide influence unlike any other biological force, and we have brought our world to the edge of this “extinction, recovery and radical change” dynamic. As Ripple et al. (2023) also make clear, the crisis faced by the world today is human induced. Unlike other occasions when a species has brought the earth to this point, Halliday notes:

We know that change is occurring, we know that we are responsible, we know what will happen if it continues, we know that we can stop it, and we know how. The question is whether we will try.”

In light of the crisis situation brought about by humans, the philosophical research question underlying the Horizon 55 project is threefold. We must ask: “Can we remedy the crisis?” Alternatively, do we accept, as suggested by the title of Slavoj Zizek’s (2023) new book, that it is too late to awaken. Should we be asking, with Zizek: “What lies ahead when there is no future?” Assuming we believe that we still have a chance to remedy the crisis, we must ask the philosophical and ethical question: “Should we try to remedy it?” Any affirmative answer to this question requires us to change the way we think, act and live – radically and immediately. If we should try to remedy the crisis, will we? 
Research Aim
Horizon 2055 aims to catalyse creative ways in which to respond to shared pressing philosophical questions and concerns regarding current and future sustainability, through both philosophical research that explores what we as South African educators are doing right now in our own present context, and by fostering experiential, aesthetic wisdom that may trigger our powers of imagination to project the kind of future into which we are headed, or to project something different. Further, the project aims to achieve this through forming an egalitarian research community of participant-researchers who follow a research process designed to foster cohesion in a diverse community of educators and emerging educators.

Research Objective
The main objective of the project is to combine relevant and critical scholarship with practical engagement through three research activities that cut across teaching, learning and research scholarship in multiple ways. The proposed research activities include: 

1. A series of weekly seminars, exploring the three-fold research question (can, should and will). Seminars will be held weekly on Wednesday or Friday afternoons (depending on the academic schedule for 2024), 14:30 to 16:00 from 1 March 2024 to 30 October 2024.
2. Three immersive tours, conceived, following philosopher Michel Foucault, as “heterotopia"; as extra-curricular sites of knowledge production that offer temporary sanction and a space for “otherness” (See Appendix 1: Proposed Immersive Tour Itinerary).
3. An end-of-year multimedia/multidimensional exhibition event to be held at the end of November (depending on the Gallery’s 2024 schedule) at the Nelson Mandela University Bird Street Gallery. 
Research Rationale 
The rationale for including this project within the scope of the ISCIA Chair is that it forms part of the ISCIA mandate to meet the needs of society by fostering social cohesion. Moreover, the engagement with philosophy both on the immersive tours, in the seminar series, and during the exhibition will additionally contribute to the discipline of philosophy, helping to rebuild philosophy’s institutional identity as critical, practical, contextualised, and intersectional. The project contributes to the advancement of the discipline of philosophy, insofar as it is a philosophy-driven project and puts into practice the vision and mission of the philosophy discipline at Nelson Mandela University. Philosophy is understood differently by different philosophers. At Mandela University, philosophy is understood to have two essential aspects. It is a theoretical discipline that includes concept creation. It is equally a practical (ethical) discipline, understood in terms of Hadot’s conception of philosophy as “a way of life”. These aspects are reflected in the philosophy curriculum, where philosophy aims to develop students' ability to foster an ethos (self, society, and environment) for contemporary contexts characterised by complexity.

The rationale for focusing on the philosophical theme of exploring the present and imagining future sustainability (2055) is based on the acknowledgement that we are approaching, at, or perhaps past, the tipping point of a monumental and devastating crisis of extinction on earth, caused by the human species. The call upon us to respond to this uncertain condition is urgent and yet it remains underplayed. 

The rationale for configuring the research project as a group of diverse participant-researchers who are educators in some form is that educators have a significant role to play in understanding the way we think, which in turn, determines the way we act and live. The project, is based on the belief that universities and educational institutions must play a significant role in increasing awareness of and reflection on the causes and consequences of the environmental crisis. Building capacities amongst actual and potential educators will, in turn, enable them to inspire and lead others in responsibly and creatively dealing with the related challenges. Further, educators, in various ways are able to convey transferable insights gained from the research process to students and others, e.g., the value of cohesion and inclusivity in research, and the value of different forms of knowledge co-production.

The rationale for designing the proposed research as a combination of three activities (seminar, experiential journey and exhibition of works) is complex since it advocates the pursuit of a holistic approach to sustainability. Firstly, this combination draws draw out multiple forms of refection and of lived experience that connect and foster the sharing of perspectives in response to mounting shared challenges that are nonetheless experienced and perceived in vastly different ways. Secondly, it creates a non-hierarchical space for community interaction. Given that issues surrounding sustainable development involve societal problem-solving based on research, the knowledge held by both expert and non-expert actors is highly valued as having an essential role to play throughout the process of knowledge co-production (Hadorn et al., 2008). It is suggested that research is enriched through collaborative engagement, both within academia (interdisciplinary collaboration) and beyond the confines of the university. It is recognised that experts in the university do not have all the expertise to ‘hand down’ to a non-expert community within and beyond its borders in a hierarchical manner. Instead, the co-production of knowledge is valued, which may lead to emergent (novel, unknown) research outcomes. Thirdly, the research activities catalyse novel and non-traditional forms of knowledge co-production, in that participants are encouraged to produce creative and/or academic responses to their experiences, which are to be showcased during a culminating week of public events at year-end. Finally, the three proposed activities, which are combined to foster both cohesion and experimentation through creative and practical expression, are relatively low-cost, sustainable, and repeatable community development activities.
In sum, while it is extremely difficult to predict and assess the direct benefit of the research project to the participant-researchers, the aim of the project is to offer an enabling, transformative experience that will modify thinking (and hopefully lifestyles) in a way that can be taken back to more formal teaching situations. The belief is that self-transformation is the first step in aligning oneself with the Nelson Mandela University motto "change the world". 
The direct benefit to the participant-researchers described above is aligned with the project's endeavour to promote social and ethical value. The benefit to the community of educators from which the target sample is drawn is again hard to predict, but the research assumption is that insights gained from the shared, interactive and transdicsiplinary process of participant-research about a difficult, pressing philosophical, ethical and practical problem will promote social cohesion amongst this group. Further it is hoped that insights gained will lead to greater awareness of, firstly, our responsibility for Earth Stewardship, and secondly, of the value of egalitarian, collaborative, experiential, experimental humanities research in a heterotopic learning space, which will be taken back to the larger academic community.
	
Methodology & research design (970)
Horizon 2055 borrows, in part, from social-ecological systems research (SES, henceforth), which provides an epistemology for engaging with complexity. A key feature of complex systems is that they are involved in dynamic processes of exchange (open) and are adaptive (responsive). Social-ecological systems research specifically deals with interrelational interaction, where, for instance, natural ecosystems interact with human social systems, with each affecting the other in processes of co-production (Berkes et al., 2003, Norberg and Cumming, 2008). SES generally seeks to offer an understanding of how social-ecological systems function (interact) and how sustainability goals are developed and implemented (Partelow, 2018). This is fitting in regard to Horizon 2055 because the project theme concerns the issue of examining the present in order to imagine the future through engaged experiential learning, philosophical reflection, and shared creative expression. Therefore, SES provides the framework that accommodates the complexity of conjoined issues that unite social cohesion with environmental sustainability. To meet the aims of Horizon 2055, the project employs transdisciplinary research methods (TDR, henceforth). It is recognised that TDR projects lack a “blueprint” in terms of the approach taken (Lang et al. 2012). However, Robinson (2008) outlines the central characteristics of TDR as problem-focused, integrative, reflexive, and interactive. Methods central to TDR typically include experiential learning through field work and reflection, leading to analysis, critical thinking, and synthesis (Schon, 1983; Boud, Cohen, & Walker, 1993). Such an approach to research contributes to knowledge co-production by “building joint visions of the issue of concern, by finding a common language, by jointly discussing the trade-offs that result from particular choices, and above all through collaborative learning” (Hadorn, et al., 2008:viii). With this in mind, the four TDR methods chosen include:

1. Engaged, interactive processes for co-producing knowledge

This is operationalised in multiple ways through all three proposed research activities. The weekly seminar, which provides a regular meeting place to share ideas, is conceived as an open, egalitarian and “heterotopic” space where all views are given respectful consideration. There will be an open call for presentations by both participant-researchers and others, and the seminars will be open to participation from all interested. On the immersive tours, informal fireside discussions will be prompted in the evening, which allows for shared stories or reflections. Again, freedom of expression and attempts to foster full inclusivity will be emphasised. While the pilgrims are to be guided in terms of the planned activities—some passive, others immersive—the atmosphere and approach are non-hierarchical, offering not formal instruction, but guidance with complex thinking in terms of social-ecological systems. This is based on another aspect of “aesthetic wisdom”, which involves the softening of ego-boundaries due to the insistence on “the other” as a site of always-elliptical truth.

2. Enabling the sharing of knowledge and views which allows each member to shape the research
Horizon 2055 will provide participant-researchers with opportunities for applied and experiential learning through the immersive tours. This will provide opportunities for experiential learning that take members out of their ordinary comfort zones. Participant-researchers will be committed to a full three-day journey, relinquishing work and domestic responsibilities for the duration. The three 3-day immersive tours are designed to foster deep immersion in the issues at hand through visits to multiple juxtaposed locations with a range of speakers from both inside and outside of the academic community as well as activities such as walks and beach clean ups. The collaboration between academia and other societal actors meets the objective of enriching research and offers the opportunity to lead research into unexplored, emergent (unplanned, unknown, novel) territories. Participant-researchers will proceed according to their own momentum and are not directed or driven in a specific direction from above or outside.

3. Opportunities for creative expression 

In response to the notion of aesthetics as “wisdom of the senses”, affirming sensation, emotion, inspiration, materiality and embodiment, aesthetic learning (stimulating the imagination through close attention to our full sensory relationship with the material world) is central to the immersive tours. Aesthetic learning requires a person to be “out there”, open to concrete encounters that transcend egotism and attune the senses to the material world. To foster such aesthetic learning, participants will be requested to produce and share responses to their experiences, and creative outputs will be encouraged across the disciplines. All participants will be requested to produce creative or academic responses to their experiences, to be showcased during a culminating week of public events at year-end. This will include an exhibition opening where works may be performed, an art exhibition at the university’s Bird Street Gallery, a one-day colloquium of academic presentations (to be worked into journal articles), and a narratives event where poetry may be read, and stories told.

4. An examination of difficult and complex issues

Based on “insight” as knowledge that not only informs but also ethically changes a person, Horizon 2055 activities are both passive and interactive—a combination designed to create a range of experiential learning opportunities that both inform and challenge normative assumptions. Therefore, the project is designed to offer applied learning that deepens student and staff civic responsiveness to complex sustainability issues. The immersive tours are functionally and practically external to traditional sites of learning (classrooms, lecture halls, examinations, tests, political entities, departments, faculties, disciplines, modules, qualifications, and curricula) and allow for the kind of experimentation with alternative knowledge production and its “strategic performance” that ideally effects some form of change, although this is not predictable or enforceable, which can then be taken back into more conventional institutional sites of traditional teaching and research.

Target Group, Sampling and Recruitment
The proposed target group for this project is predominantly university students, postdoctoral fellows and staff members, as well as other educators. 
The primary sampling method proposed is volunteer sampling. The nature of the research is egalitarian, non-coercive and participatory. For this reason, individuals who voluntarily choose to participate in the project are likely to be more motivated and cooperative, which can lead to highly innovative and creative responses and potentially more valid research outcomes. Further, the research is not such that it would be negatively affected by the usual challenges to volunteer sampling, such as self-selection bias, lack of generalizability, challenges regarding establishing causality and control over the sample composition. Further, it is hoped that volunteer sampling will fulfil the project’s aim for diversity and inclusiveness. Insofar as selection of participant-researchers is necessary, this will be guided by the aim to ensure a diverse range of characteristics as far as possible (i.e., a mix of both staff and students from different departments and a range of ethnicity, age and gender). If approx. 30 participant-researchers (split into three groups) are not recruited through volunteer sampling, snowball sampling will be employed as a secondary procedure. Given that the project involves a theme that is neither sensitive nor personal, it is deemed acceptable that participants, once identified through the volunteer method, may then provide contact information for additional people who might be interested in participating in the project.
Specific individuals do not need to be identified in advance for recruitment. Individuals will be approached in 2024 (once ethical clearance is obtained) for recruitment as participant researchers in the study. Recruitment will take place through an open, written call for participation, where the project aims and activities will be made clear. This call will be distributed to Nelson Mandela University Staff and students via Memo in the body of an email. University, Chair and NRF logos will appear on the invitation (see Appendix 3: Recruitment Invitation). Further, the Chair, ISCIA students and ISCIA associates will be asked to distribute an abbreviated form of the invitation via WhatsApp or communicate verbally with those educators within and beyond the university who may be interested in participating. Those expressing interest in participating in the project will meet with Prof Hurst, Dr Koekemoer, Dr Hay and Ms Riga where the project will be explained in detail and the “Informed Consent” document discussed thoroughly and signed (See Appendix 2: Informed Consent). 
Ethical considerations
This project is classified as medium risk because it aims to include students and staff members of NMU as participant-researchers. The research project is well aligned with the three basic ethical principles of the Belmont Report (1979): Respect for persons as autonomous agents (there will be no participant researchers with compromised autonomy), beneficence  (protection from harm and fostering of wellbeing) and justice (in this case the potential burdens of the research are minimal and the potential benefits are equally distributed). To address the specific ethical considerations listed below, a detailed “Informed Consent” document must be signed to become a participant-researcher in the project (See Appendix 2: Informed Consent). What constitutes a participant-researcher in the project is the following:
1) participation in the weekly seminar as presenter and/or audience 
Seminars will be recorded and, if feasible, uploaded with presentation materials to a public forum such as YouTube. In the spirit of creating a transdisciplinary, dialogical space for co-creative reflection that is publicly shareable, the seminars will be neither confidential nor anonymous. To address concerns participant-researchers may have in this regard, the recording of the seminars along with presentation materials will be clearly announced in the informed consent document, as well as the call for presentations and in the weekly seminar invitation.    
2) full participation in one 3-day immersive tour
The immersive tours are designed to foster deep immersion in the issues at hand through visits to multiple juxtaposed locations with a range of speakers from both inside and outside of the academic community as well as activities such as beach clean ups. There will be no additional risks to the safety of the participants beyond what is to be expected in the normal course of life. Safety of the participants will be addressed by detailed information about what the journey will entail in the informed consent document. Further site-specific safety measures will be implemented in accordance with the requirements of the facilitators/guides to such sites. 
3) Full participation in the year-end exhibition event
Participant-researchers will be requested to offer an academic or creative response to the immersive tours to be performed, exhibited or delivered at a year-end multi-media exhibition, as part of the effort to disseminate the results of the project. Ownership of the works will remain with the individual participant-researchers. This will be detailed in the informed consent document. 
Dissemination of results
It is widely acknowledged within the complexity paradigm that traditional methods of data collection and analysis are not always applicable to complex issues involving SES (such as sustainability research). Data in the usual scientific sense of the word is not collected in philosophical research. Philosophical research, as generalised theoretical knowledge production yields reflective material, or observations and insights about the human condition. The generation of philosophical material in this project (its equivalent of "data") will be the co-creation and development of ethical insights regarding what to think of and how to respond to the looming environmental crisis created by humans. These are generated, communicated and developed through informal discussion, seminars, colloquia, electronic exchanges, reading academic journal and book publications, taking and interpreting photographs and audiovisual recordings and producing and interpreting artworks.  Moreover, Hadorn et al. (2008) suggest that TDR outcomes are located in the space between generalised theoretical knowledge co-production and practical case solutions. As a result, this project does not aim to gather data or archive it, but rather to augment traditional approaches to data collection by stimulating knowledge co-production in order to generate research output in the form of interpretative knowledge production and creative expression. The research outputs aim to showcase and celebrate diversity and difference, embedding inclusivity into the very fabric of the research process in response to the complexity of collective social-ecological problems. In this case, and in the spirit of transdisciplinarity, a dialogue space for co-creative reflection allows for the presentation of the findings to be communicated through informal discussion, seminars, colloquia and conferences, electronic exchanges, academic journal and book publications, photographs, audiovisual recordings and a public exhibition event. All materials, where feasible, will be archived in a project/exhibition catalogue, produced as an electronic flipbook. Permission will be sought from all participant-researchers to include project materials such as photographs, audio-clips, audiovisual materials, reflections and photographs of works in a comprehensive project catalogue. All participant-researchers will be given the opportunity to review catalogue materials pertaining to them before publication. Further dissemination of results in the form of academic journal articles, further creative outputs etc. will be at the discretion of the individual participant-researchers, with due acknowledgement of the role played by the project. NRF funding and/or co-funding will be acknowledged in publications and other recognised outputs that issue from the project.  
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