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A SYSTEMIC APPROACH TO THE
DECOLONISATION OF KNOWLEDGE

Implications for scholars of development studies
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Introduction

The academic world has experienced a ‘visible resurgence of decolonisation/
decoloniality’ evident in many recent publications (Bumpus, 2020; Demeter,
2020; Doharty et al., 2021; Istratii and Lewis, 2019; Ndlovu-Gatsheni, 2019;
Pailey, 2020; Patel, 2020) that build on the work of others (Busia, 1960; Mafeje,
1978; Nkrumah, 1961; Okot p’Bitek, 1997; Said, 1979). Decolonisation of
knowledge is a group of processes and actions that intentionally dismantle the
entrenched, unequal patterns of knowledge creation and use that emanate from
our colonial past; it is a process full of ‘complexities, tensions and paradoxes’
(Oliveira Andreotti et al.,, 2015, p. 22). Given that decolonisation of knowl-
edge has been criticised as being ‘an intellectual rather than a political project’
(Broadbent, 2017), we aspire to make an important contribution to the over-
all decolonisation process by emphasising the importance of action, suggesting
how scholars of development studies can ‘walk the walk’ on the decolonisation
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of knowledge. To bring about change, we need activism and transformational
knowledge which ‘challenges each of us not to stop at the analysis, to oppose
the status quo, to devise innovative solutions, and to include reflexivity and
meta-learning.”

In this chapter, we employ a systems perspective to investigate how colonial-
ity is manifested in the current academic knowledge system and how we can
make progress toward the ‘decolonisation of knowledge.” We reflect on how
individual scholars located in Western donor countries, who benefit from the
coloniality of the current knowledge system, can undermine and contest this
coloniality with their research and activism, resonating with Pailey’s (2020, p.
742) statement that ‘Until white development workers and scholars confront how
they benefit from the racial hierarchies that underpin this field, and actively work
to upend their unearned privilege, development will always suffer from a “white
gaze” problem. As we will discuss later, although we recognise that decolonisa-
tion is an ethical issue, we contend that cognitive diversity represents progress
and improvements to our pool of knowledge.

Development studies and coloniality

The field of development studies focuses primarily on institutional and structural
changes in formerly colonised countries, including empirical and normative con-
cerns: how social change occurs, and what changes should occur (Kothari, 2019).
Numerous scholars have shown how the international development project
emerged directly out of colonialism, as a continuation of colonialist discourses
(Chandra, 1992; Cooke, 2003; Goldsmith, 1997; Kothari, 2019; Miege, 1980).
Although the ‘good intentions’ of development practitioners and researchers are
an intrinsic part of development studies, these intentions tend to conceal the
colonial roots of international development via the ‘dichotomy between a colo-
nialism that is “bad,” exploitative, extractive and oppressive and a development
that is “good,” moralistic, philanthropic and humanitarian’ (Kothari, 2019, p.
51). Against this background, ‘coloniality’ can be understood as the entrenched
power dynamics and patterns of knowledge creation and use that have emerged
from the accidental historical power relations of colonial domination. The term
‘coloniality’ was first used by Mignolo (1995) according to Torres (2007, p. 243):

Colonialism denotes a political and economic relation in which the sover-
eignty of a nation or a people rests on the power of another nation, which
makes such nation an empire. Coloniality, instead, refers to long-standing
patterns of power that emerged as a result of colonialism, but that define
culture, labour, intersubjective relations, and knowledge production well
beyond the strict limits of colonial administrations. Thus, coloniality
survives colonialism. It is maintained alive in books, in the criteria for
academic performance, in cultural patterns, in common sense, in the self-
image of peoples, in aspirations of self, and so many other aspects of our
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modern experience. In a way, as modern subjects we breathe coloniality all
the time and everyday.

All of us, Western scholars and marginalised groups alike, internalise or ‘breathe’
dominant knowledge structures via the learning and utilisation of categories that
act as the elementary building blocks of cognition (Arce and Long, 1987). Some
scholars argue that the categories that we currently use in development studies
(such as the Global North and South, modern and traditional knowledge, formal
and informal institutions, etc.) emerged from disempowering or ‘othering’ dis-
tinctions made by the colonial discourse (for example, McEwan, 2009).

The coloniality of knowledge is exemplified by specific knowledge being pri-
oritised over other knowledges (Heleta, 2018). The publication and distribution
of development studies research takes place in a scientific context dominated by
a small group of top institutions in developed countries because of complex sys-
temic processes which affect all academic fields (Cummings and Hoebink, 2017,
Dahdouh-Gubas et al., 2003). In this respect, the domain of international devel-
opment studies advances perspectives on participation and bridging inequalities
while the knowledge production and use mechanisms in the domain often fail to
consider and apply these perspectives in their own knowledge-related practices.

A systemic approach to the decolonisation of knowledge

Decolonisation of knowledge aims to challenge the hegemonic Eurocentric,
Western knowledge system in which “Western knowledge is considered uni-
versal and it is widely accepted that assumptions rooted in European modernity
are applicable in different contexts’ (Schoneberg, 2019, p. 97). According to
Heleta (2018, p. 48), ‘Decolonisation of knowledge implies the end of reliance
on imposed knowledge, theories and interpretations, and Theorising based on
one’s own past and present experiences and interpretation of the world.” If the
current knowledge system is fundamentally subject to coloniality, the ability to
bring about systems change is limited by the way we ‘breathe’ coloniality—in
the sense that much of it will be tacit and implicit—but also by the fact that
the knowledge system itself represents a complex system, and that complex sys-
tems are characterized by many embedded interests which are not conducive
to change (Leeuwis et al., 2020). As Istratii and Lewis (2019, p. 4) remark,
‘colonial continuities that reflect in ways of knowing and theoretical thinking
are underpinned by structural and normative factors and are perpetuated by a
matrix of actors and processes simultaneously and in complex ways, not always
intentional.’

In an effort to shed light on the entrenched patterns of knowledge colonial-
ity and outline a roadmap toward more inclusive, representative, useful, and
empowering constructions for development studies, we employ the multi-level
perspective (MLP) to innovation systems, originating from the work of Geels
(2002, 2005) and others. The MLP approach can reveal how sociotechnical
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FIGURE 4.1 Multi-Level Perspective (MLP) (adapted from Schot and Geels 2008)

systems change over time by modelling the interaction of three analytical lev-
els: first, the macro-level sociotechnical landscape which is beyond the direct
influence of change agents (Grin et al., 2010), but includes societal trends that
can put pressure on regimes and make them more liable to change; second, the
meso-level sociotechnical regime which includes the dominant approach and is
resistant to change because it is conditional on the landscape, including colonial-
ity and the modern institutions of the university and academic publishing; and
third, micro-level niches which are protected spaces where new ways of work-
ing are developed (see Figure 4.1). Within this model, system change is driven
by change agents, in combination with landscape pressures, regime destabilisa-
tion processes, and ‘upscaling’ of innovations developed in niches (Wieczorek,
2018). This framework provides a useful perspective for efforts to understand
and potentially change the current knowledge system because it recognises the
power of actors to bring about change, while implicitly acknowledging the dif-
ficulties of changing this complex system.

At the sociotechnical regime level, there are enormous numbers of different,
interlinked inequalities in the knowledge system, strongly linked to coloniality.
We describe some of the most important of these below. There is no hierarchy in
this description because they are strongly interlinked.

Neo-liberal publishing

At the landscape level, the prevailing neo-liberal economic system has an
enormous impact at the regime level on university, research, and scientific
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publishing. As the journalist Monbiot (2011) explains, scientific publishers are
‘the most ruthless capitalists in the Western world.” Given that journals are pub-
lished behind paywalls that limit access, many scholars in formerly colonised
countries are not able to legally access them. In addition, despite the fact that
academic research could legitimately be viewed as a global public good, devel-
opment practitioners are also not able to easily access these journals, leading
to a situation where ‘we have the development practitioners, who can’t afford
£2,000 for a journal [subscription] and academics, who are working separately’

(Jha, 2012).

Disconnects between research and communities

The gap between development research and development practice (Edwards,
1989; Kothari, 2019, p. 4) is also amplified by disconnects between theory and
communities, reflecting a ‘fundamental perversity underpinning Western episte-
mology’ (Istratii and Lewis, 2019, p. 2). Disconnects between research and com-
munities are also evident in extractive research practices in which ‘marginalised
peoples frequently have no voice in the research or education that impacts them,
while privileged others co-opt the right to define and describe their lives, their
learning, and their identities’ (Kouritzin and Nakagawa, 2018, p. 676).

English language

Some 75-90% of the research literature from the social sciences/humanities and
natural sciences is published in English to the detriment of other international
languages (Hamel, 2007, p. 53). Not only does this trend towards monolingual-
ism benefit research institutions and individuals in English-speaking countries,
as reflected in the authors and editorial boards in journals in the field of develop-
ment studies (Cummings and Hoebink, 2017), it is also part of a process begun
during colonialism in which African writers and intellectuals were also com-
pelled to write in English. Ngtgi wa Thiong'o (1986, p. 286), a Kenyan thinker
and writer, considers that ‘language was the most important vehicle through
which [colonial] power fascinated and held the soul prisoner.” This situation
contributes to ‘neglecting non-Western conceptual repertoires and understand-
ings of the world and humanity’ (Istratii and Lewis, 2019, p. 2) which is strongly
linked to a series of epistemic injustices.

Epistemic injustices

A wide range of epistemic injustices have been identified by scholars, based on
the perspective that ‘far from being the apolitical study of truth, epistemology
points to the ways in which power relations shape who is believed and why’
(Collins, 2000, p. 252). Fricker (2007) is credited as distinguishing between two
kinds of epistemic injustice: testimonial injustice and hermeneutical injustice.
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Testimonial injustice comprises attributing too little or too much credibility to
a testimony due to identity prejudice on the hearer’s part, often related to inter-
sectional racial, class, and gender identity; for example, testimonial injustice is
a ‘candidate explanation for some of the existing forms of racial disparity found
in financial services’ (de Bruin, 2019, p. 1). Hermeneutical injustice is ‘where
a socially disadvantaged group is blocked—whether intentionally or uninten-
tionally—from access to knowledge, or access to communicating knowledge
(to those in more socially privileged locations) due to a gap in hermeneutical
resources, especially when these resources would help people understand the
very existence and nature of the marginalisation’ (McKinnon, 2016, p. 441).
However, according to McKinnon (2016), attributing these concepts to Fricker
also represents a form of epistemic injustice because ‘in a deep irony, while
Fricker’s work is extremely important in detailing the concept and structure of
epistemic injustice, this topic finally achieved wider uptake with Fricker’s work
[...] but the large body of, primarily, black feminist thought isn’t acknowledged’
(McKinnon, 2016, p. 439).

There are different types of ignorance or ‘unknowing’ associated with her-
meneutical ignorance. When this unknowing is intentional, it is known as ‘wil-
ful hermeneutical ignorance’ in which ‘dominantly situated knowers refuse to
acknowledge epistemic tools developed from the experienced world of those
situated marginally. Such refusals allow dominantly situated knowers to misun-
derstand, misinterpret, and/or ignore whole parts of the world’ (Pohlhaus Jr.,

2012, p. 715).

Categories of difference

In this section, we consider two categories of difference that exist at the land-
scape level—namely, race and gender—while recognising the importance of
intersectionality which we will discuss further below. According to Patel (2020),
the issue of race has largely been ignored in development studies, despite con-
siderable literature on its historical and contemporary effects, numerous move-
ments to decolonise the university, and recognition that race is directly relevant
to both decolonisation and development. Kothari (2006, p. 9) also considers
that ‘understanding development in terms of “race” can spotlight inadequacies,
contradictions and misrepresentations in development ideologies, policies and
practices, as well as relations of power.” Indeed, it appears that widespread calls
to decolonise universities may have ‘further embedded rather than dismantled
whiteness’ (Doharty et al., 2021, p. 1). Doherty and colleagues take a Critical
Race Theory method of counter-storytelling to identify institutional racism,
racial ‘microaggression,” racial battle fatigue, and steadfast fugitive resistance in
British higher education. Other commentators use a wider brush and argue that
the development sector is ‘reluctant—make that adamantly opposed—to placing
a focus on race and racism in the aid sector [...] allowing larger systemic prob-
lems to go unchallenged’ (Bruce-Raeburn, 2017). Race and gender as categories
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of difference are interlinked. For example, a study of 20 British and US public
health universities demonstrated that ‘clear gender and ethnic disparities remain
at the most senior academic positions, despite numerous diversity policies and
action plans reported’ (Khan et al., 2019, p. 594).

Dominance of the English language, a variety of epistemic injustices, the
neo-liberal economic system, racism, and other inequalities interact to create a
knowledge system that is unequal, subject to coloniality, and resistant to change.
In the next section, we consider what scholars from Western donor countries can
do to ‘walk the walk’ and be part of the solution.

What can scholars from Western donor countries do?

3

‘How are you [our emphasis| de-centring the
ment?’ (Pailey, 2020, p.742).

‘white gaze” of develop-

‘I call on over-represented people in science who are expressing outrage
about racism in broader society to focus the same level of energy on look-
ing inwards, to wake up to how the culture in academic science is exclu-
sionary’ (Bumpus, 2020, p. 661).

In this final part of the chapter, we look at ways in which scholars from Western
donor countries can work in niches to engage with the decolonisation of knowl-
edge in order to avoid acting with ‘wilful hermeneutical ignorance.” Although
we recognise that the current status of the knowledge system is the result of
embedded systemic issues which are subject to historical, landscape issues beyond
the control of individuals, scholars represent an important group of actors in
this field: together, they can make a difference. This means that academics need
to become activists, so that the decolonisation of knowledge moves away from
becoming a theoretical project, to becoming an activist one. This involves work-
ing in transformative niches, developing new epistemologies and new ways of
working.

Working in niches

“Why not also commit to speak only at scientific conferences and on pan-
els that feature Black voices or those from other historically marginalized
groups?’ (Bumpus, 2020, p. 661).

Changes to sociotechnical regimes—such as the current colonial knowledge
system—are assumed to take place in two ways: through action in niches, and
through changes due to external forces. There are currently a number of niches
where academics are trying to work in new ways to create decolonial narratives.
These include an open group of scholars known as the Convivial Thinkers,?
an initiative of four European women scholars with links to the European
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Association for Development Research and Training Institutes (EADI), work-
ing and writing on issues related to post- and decolonial approaches. Another
decolonial project comprises the new journal Decolonial Subversions, an open
access, multilingual platform committed to decentring Western epistemology in
the humanities and social sciences, based at the School of Oriental and African
Studies (SOAS), University of London, UK. But there are many others, such as
the Global Tapestry of Alternatives®, which focuses on radical or transformative
alternatives that are attempting to break with the dominant system and take paths
towards direct and radical forms of political and economic democracy, local-
ised self-reliance, social justice and equity, cultural and knowledge diversity, and
ecological resilience. It represents a network of networks, while seeking to con-
nect with other networks. It is also linked to PeDAGoG: the Post-Development
Academic-Activist Global Group*, a global network of academics and academic-
activists interested in post-development, radical alternatives, and related themes,
initiated in early 2020. Other networks, such as the Knowledge Management
for Development (KM4Dev) community® and the Knowledge for Development
Partnership (K4DP)®, are also attempting with others to ‘decolonise’ knowledge
management. There are many more of these sorts of spaces but decolonisation will
only be achieved if these niches are activist in nature and if they work together.

Promising epistemologies

At the niche level, intersectionality is another approach to dismantle racism
and other inequalities in development studies. Intersectionality is ‘a critical
theoretical idea and an approach to research that aims to redress inequality by
revealing and responding to the oppressions and privileges that result when
peoples’ identities or positions intersect with each other, and with social struc-
tures’ (Levac et al., 2018, p. 8). It is based on the understanding that ‘categories
of difference’ (Sosa, 2017, p. 16) such as gender, race, class, sexual orientation,
age, ableness, and location, interact and cannot be seen as single entities. For
example, ‘women of colour are not “doubly oppressed” based on a race-gender
addition; they experience a new and different form of discrimination and are
often not covered by the combination of policies and laws addressing single
categories of subordination’ (Sosa, 2017, p. 18). The origins of intersectional-
ity can be found in ‘black feminist scholarship, queer and postcolonial theory,
Indigenous feminism, and other academic work addressing issues of race, class,
gender and power’ (Institute for Intersectionality Research and Policy, 2012, p.
11). Debates around intersectionality highlight ‘epistemological questions about
the relationship between the identity and interests of the individual knower and
her contribution to scholarship at a micro-level, and how the composition of
the scholarly community at a macro-level shapes which and whose questions,
dimensions and contributions are prioritised’ (Miigge et al., 2018, p. 18).
While the injustices of the dominant epistemic system are described above,
framing this as an ethical issue potentially inadvertently reflects North—South
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relations of domination. Decolonisation of knowledge is not only about aca-
demics from Western donor countries realising that they should be more inclu-
sive to other academics. Instead, decolonization is about all academics realising
that knowledge production emanating from the Western donor countries rests
on accidental, historical power relations of domination that legitimise them-
selves via unsound claims of universal reason. At the niche level, decolonisation
of knowledge calls for a radical openness and vulnerability to disempowered
constructions, in order to offset the ‘distorting and exclusionary effects of
domination’ (Allen, 2016, p. 224). This change represents progress toward
more inclusive, representative, useful, and empowering constructions. It is in
the spirit of this progress that we

enter into intercultural dialogue with subaltern subjects without presum-
ing that we already know what the outcome of that dialogue should be,
that is to say, with an openness to the very real possibility of unlearning.
Indeed, both Foucault and Adorno see a kind of unlearning—a critical
problematization of our own, historically sedimented point of view that
frees us up in relation to it—as the very point of critique.

(Allen, 2016, p. 203-204)

There is no doubt that new epistemologies are needed to replace the ‘pater-
nalistic and patronising undercurrents of an earlier period’ (Melber, 2015).
Based on an analysis of the debate ‘Can the subaltern speak?’ (Spivak, 1988),
Schoneberg considers that development knowledge needs to be retheorised to
involve varied epistemological frameworks and further consideration of indig-
enous and non-Western knowledges. There are many scholars taking up this
challenge—for example, Brown’s conception of multiple knowledge (Brown,
2011)—but an overview of these different approaches is probably needed in
order to understand how these niche innovations can impact the sociotechni-
cal regime.

New ways of working

New Information and Communication Technologies (ICTs) could play a role
in decolonising knowledge-related practices in the development studies field.
These technologies have revolutionised how people connect and interact, and
therefore present opportunities to influence or improve communication aspects
of service delivery (Martin and Hall, 2011). These technologies’ capabilities
are especially of issue in the Covid-19 era in which online engagement is tak-
ing precedence over face-to-face engagement. Mentorship and networking are
knowledge-related practices that new ICTs may also impact. Through online
skills development, lectures, talks, and networking events, academics from
Western donor countries can connect with scholars in formerly colonised coun-
tries to provide mutual support and perspectives. Alternatively, such fora may
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be used by African scholars to provide their perspectives on global development
issues. Furthermore, these forays can also serve as contextual review events that
can also enable scholars from Western donor countries to broaden their engage-
ment with scholars outside their context, and to identify possible partners for
inclusion on editorial boards, joint publications, or to engage as guest lecturers
in courses. As Acosta-Cazares et al. (2000) note, with ‘[tlhe possibility of easier
communication that the internet brings about, it would also have a favourable
impact in developing countries because researchers and health care personnel
could be in direct contact before and after starting a study.” At the same time,
scholars in the field of development studies need to understand more of the
knowledge practices which are excluding their colleagues from scientific jour-
nals, university appointments, and other academic spaces (Khan et al., 2019), and
agitate for change through working with like-minded colleagues and through
their own actions.

New discourses

Recent studies have also emphasised that the discourse in development studies
is characterised by ‘separating, distancing, dominating, extracting and hoarding
riches, and justifying actions by “othering”” mindsets, influenced by a ‘colonial,
imperial, unequal, patriarchal’ legacy (Hendrix-Jenkins 2020). In an online dis-
cussion with colleagues in the KM4Dev network, Kishor Pradhan argues that
‘the discomfort with the racial and colonial supremacy of language is not about
processes or results but if anything then it is about dignity and equality’ (com-
munication, 28 August 2020). Many scholars, such as Pailey (2020, p. 734),
emphasise the importance of abandoning problematic binaries in development
studies, such as ‘developing vs developed, industrial vs agrarian, low income
vs high income, Third World vs First World, Global South and Global North,
core vs periphery, sub-Saharan Africa vs North Africa, etc. [...] These binaries
shackle us, they do not liberate.” In this context, some commentators consider
that the term ‘international development,” based on the North—South binary,
appears to be inappropriate for addressing the major challenges facing the world;
Horner (2020) and others consider that ‘global development’ should be the new
paradigm to replace international development, recognising that ‘we are all
developing countries now’ (Raworth, 2018), along with the need for universal
approaches to deal with, for example, climate change. Others have suggested we
use ‘formerly colonised countries’ instead of ‘the global South’” which could call
attention to the continuous impact of colonialism, and disrupt development’s
effort to conceal its colonial roots. Attempting to follow this line of argumenta-
tion, and in an effort to strive for dignity and equality, in this chapter we have
replaced the term ‘global North’ with the term “Western donor countries’ and
‘global South’ with the ‘formerly colonised countries.” We are not sure that this
has been successful but it reflects the historical nature of global development and
is a work in progress.
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Changing our practice

Against this background, scholars from Western donor countries need to recog-
nise that they are implicit in this unequal knowledge system and change their own
practices, particularly given new insights. For example, Michael Hutt, Professor
of Nepali and Himalayan Studies, speaking at the SOAS Decolonising Research
Initiative event on 18 September 2019, explained: ‘I published this book on Nepal
in the Nineties on political change, and all of the chapters were written by non-
Nepali’s and deservedly I got hammered in a review by Pratyoush Onta [...] and
24 years later Praytoush and I jointly edited [Political change and public culture in
post-1990 Nepal].” As researchers, writers, editorial board members, and editors,
we need to oppose current knowledge practices when we feel they are unequal.

Conclusions

In this chapter, we have discussed some of the key systemic issues that are respon-
sible for coloniality as it relates to knowledge, and highlighted some of the
approaches that scholars can take to disrupt coloniality and support the decolonisa-
tion of knowledge. We recognise that other actors—both groups of individuals and
institutional actors—can play an important role in decolonising knowledge but
scholars themselves also need to take action and avoid the charge of willful herme-
neutical ignorance. Although there are many different niche activities which are
challenging current knowledge practices, their apparent focus on promising epis-
temologies and new ways of working can be augmented with an activist approach.
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