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Foreword

The Importance of Continuing to Decolonize the Curriculum in British Universities

The University of Bristol has been a key player in the broader movement to decolonize higher education in the UK. The work presented in this book, by members of the collective, on decolonizing the curriculum has had significant impacts both within the institution and beyond, reflecting a deep commitment to addressing the legacies of colonialism in academic knowledge, pedagogy and student experience. By engaging in this complex and ongoing process, the authors have contributed to a wider reimagining of what a truly inclusive, equitable and globally engaged university should look like. It is also important to acknowledge some of the difficulties that have been experienced by members of the University in addressing some of these issues, and this book seeks to highlight these difficulties as well as the successes, so that others can find solidarity in their own struggles.

One of the most visible impacts of the University of Bristol’s efforts has been the transformation of its curriculum. In recent years, many departments have undertaken comprehensive reviews to ensure that their courses reflect a more diverse range of perspectives and include scholars and intellectual traditions from the Global South. This has enriched the academic experience for students by exposing them to a plurality of worldviews, histories and critical approaches that are often neglected in Eurocentric frameworks. The University’s Faculties of Arts and Social Sciences, Science and Engineering have been particularly active in integrating decolonial perspectives into their syllabi, reshaping the content of units in literature, history, sociology, politics, engineering, medicine and the physical sciences. Other interventions have also included the FutureLearn (‘Decolonising Education: From Theory to Practice’) provision, which focused on upskilling stakeholders on the broad tenets of decolonial theory, but also tackled decolonization across a wide range of disciplines.

Across the sector, the call to decolonize the curriculum within British universities is not merely a demand for curricular revision but a profound movement aimed at redefining the fundamental values and structures of higher education. The book seeks to address this, but also to point out that those structures themselves often prevent decolonization from being effective. In an era where inclusivity, diversity and the rectification of historical wrongs continue to gain momentum, decolonizing the curriculum has emerged as an essential pursuit to create a more equitable and reflective educational system. This movement seeks to challenge the deeply rooted colonial legacies that continue to shape academic knowledge, pedagogical practices and institutional policies in British universities. It also strives to amplify marginalized voices, recognize the plurality of perspectives and acknowledge the Global South’s contributions to knowledge production, which have long been overshadowed by Eurocentric narratives.

Historically, British universities have been at the forefront of producing and disseminating knowledge. However, much of this knowledge has been framed within a Eurocentric paradigm, which prioritizes Western ways of knowing and marginalizes or completely ignores non-Western epistemologies. This academic structure is a vestige of the British Empire, which, through its expansion, imposed its values, histories and worldviews on colonized nations. This colonial inheritance is still visible today in many curricula, where the works of white, male, Western scholars continue to dominate reading lists, and where histories, philosophies and sciences from non-European contexts are often relegated to elective courses, if taught at all.

The impact of this exclusionary approach is far-reaching. It reinforces racial hierarchies, perpetuates stereotypes and alienates students from diverse backgrounds who do not see themselves or their histories reflected in their studies. For many students of African, Asian or Indigenous descent, the current curricula can serve as a painful reminder of colonial domination and erasure. Meanwhile, students from the majority population are deprived of a well-rounded, global education that reflects the interconnectedness of today’s world. In this context, decolonizing the curriculum is not simply a matter of diversifying reading lists but rather a transformative project aimed at dismantling the intellectual legacy of colonialism and fostering a more inclusive and critical academic environment.

Decolonization of the curriculum begins by questioning the assumptions that underpin knowledge production. It requires us to ask: whose knowledge are we privileging, and whose are we excluding? It also involves rethinking the power structures within academia that determine which voices are heard and which are silenced. The book seeks to bring forth those voices, but also how power structures have limited the extent to which decolonization can truly be achieved. The process of decolonization includes not only revising course content but also addressing broader issues such as the demographics of the academic staff, the inclusivity of teaching methods and the accessibility of higher education to underrepresented groups. One area that is not often covered or considered is research, and the context of that within the University of Bristol makes for an interesting and challenging read.

Moreover, decolonizing the curriculum acknowledges that education, both teaching and research, is not a neutral or apolitical endeavour. Universities are powerful institutions that play a significant role in shaping societal values, norms and power relations. By perpetuating Eurocentric curricula and research programmes, universities implicitly endorse a worldview that upholds the cultural and intellectual supremacy of the West, while disregarding the richness of other cultures and knowledge systems. This, in turn, contributes to wider social inequalities and reinforces the dominance of the Global North over the Global South. Some of these issues are addressed in the case studies presented in the book and should have resonance with others engaged in this work.

Beyond the content of the curriculum, Bristol’s work on decolonization has also involved fostering critical discussions around the legacy of colonialism in the city itself. Bristol, as a port city, is inextricably linked to the transatlantic slave trade, holding a simultaneously troubled and unique place in the Britain’s colonial history. The university has embraced this context by engaging students and staff in critical reflections on the institution’s own historical ties to slavery and colonialism, exemplified by the University’s public acknowledgment of its historical benefactors and their connections to the slave trade. This self-reflection has led to tangible outcomes, with a public recognition of those links, work towards what is being termed ‘Reparative Futures’ and a long-term programme addressing some of the issues in the city with the University. However, the book does not shy away from addressing the problematic relationships that the University has had with the city, and underrepresented communities, particularly those of African descent.

However, the process of decolonizing institutions and the curriculum is not without challenges. One of the main obstacles is the resistance from some quarters, who argue that the current curriculum reflects the best of human knowledge and that attempts to alter it amount to ‘political correctness’ or an undermining of academic standards. Some of this resistance is highlighted in the book. Others believe that decolonization involves the outright rejection of Western knowledge. Yet, decolonization does not advocate the removal of Western thought but calls for its decentring with other knowledge systems. It is about broadening the intellectual landscape, making it more inclusive, and fostering dialogue between different ways of knowing. It is against this backdrop of resistance, and the so-called culture-wars that the work at Bristol has been taking place. The chronicled experiences of a wide range of academics, students and professional service staff across the University need to be heard.

Furthermore, decolonizing the curriculum is not a one-size-fits-all solution. Different disciplines will need to approach the issue in unique ways across the sector and global academy generally. In the humanities and social sciences for example, this might involve incorporating African, Asian and Indigenous scholars into the curriculum and critically examining the colonial histories of these fields. In the natural sciences, it may require acknowledging the contributions of non-European civilizations to fields such as mathematics, astronomy and medicine, and interrogating the ways in which science was used to justify colonial exploitation. These approaches are exemplified in the many case studies presented in the book.

The University of Bristol’s work on decolonization has thus had a profound impact on how knowledge is produced, shared and experienced. It serves as a model for other institutions seeking to meaningfully engage with their colonial legacies and foster more inclusive academic communities, while also recognizing that by no means does this entail that the University and the sector more broadly has always struck the correct chord with decolonizing endeavours. To this end, humility and contrition must be exercised in acknowledging the systemic and institutional harm that the academy continues to cause. All phases of this work require continued commitment to engage in cyclical reflection and evaluation in attempting to ensure meaningful engagement.

In conclusion, decolonizing the curriculum in British universities is an urgent and necessary endeavour. It is a step towards creating a more just and equitable academic environment, wherein the diversity of human knowledge is acknowledged and valued. Importantly, the University has made it a core objective to provide interventions that prioritize and support students from underrepresented (Black, Asian and Minority Ethnic) and marginalized backgrounds. Through scholarships, mentoring programs, and initiatives to diversify its staff, Bristol continues to address structural inequalities that have long excluded certain groups from higher education. This holistic approach ensures that decolonizing the curriculum is not just about changing course content but about transforming the environment to be more inclusive at all levels. By challenging the dominance of Eurocentrism, we can begin to build a curriculum and a set of institutions that reflect the pluralistic, interconnected world we live in, reflecting a curriculum that is not only relevant to all stakeholders but also equips them to think critically about the world and their place in it.

Professor Jason Arday, University of Cambridge, UK
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1

Critical Introduction

Background to the book

In 2019, the University of Bristol appointed Professor Olivette Otele as the first Black female professor of history in the UK to explore the historical links between Bristol and the transatlantic trafficking of enslaved persons. The appointment had followed sustained campaigns on the part of staff, students and Bristol’s wider communities to have this past recognized and for the University to put in place measures that would lead to reparative justice for the ancestors of enslaved peoples from whose immiseration the University had profited. Although the antecedent to the University was founded in 1876, almost seventy years after the British government banned the slave trade in 1807, Professor Otele’s research, along with that of other colleagues, showed how many of the merchant families who had donated to the University in its early years had historically benefitted from the trade (University of Bristol, 2022; see also Chapter 2). In September 2022, however, some three years after her appointment, Professor Otele left Bristol to take up a Research Professorship at the School of African and Oriental Studies (SOAS). As was reported in the Times Higher Education at the time (THES, 2022), Professor Otele had accused the University of Bristol of using her as a ‘human shield’ to deflect criticism from the University’s lack of action with regard to the legacy of slavery. She also cited exhaustion, micro-aggressions and back-stabbing by colleagues. For many of her Black colleagues, these accusations resonated with their own experiences of working at the University. On the back of Professor Otele’s experiences, as well as those of other Black female colleagues, in 2023 and 2024 multiple staff groups self-organized as spaces of empowerment and shared struggle.

The story of Professor Otele’s appointment and resignation highlights some of the tensions and contradictions that go to the heart of this book. On the one hand, her initial appointment, along with the adoption of other flagship initiatives such as the recently unveiled ‘Reparative Futures’ programme (Chapter 6), can be seen as genuine efforts on the part of the University to address its past. Many of the contributors to this book have been involved in ongoing efforts to decolonize the University and have, at least at a rhetorical level, been supported by University senior management in so doing. On the other hand, however, Professor Otele’s experiences highlight the deep systemic nature of institutionalized racism in British institutions, including the University of Bristol. This is reflected in Professor Otele’s lived experiences as a Black woman. As a collective of anti-racist scholars, committed to decolonizing the University, we assert that this raises the fundamental question that the book seeks to address, namely how and to what extent is it possible to decolonize a university such as Bristol that is so steeped in the legacy of its colonial past and that continues to be experienced as institutionally racist by many of its Black staff and students and by the Black community in Bristol? Further, to what extent is it possible to decolonize a globalized, modern, Western university situated, not only within the Global North, but imbricated within liberal political – and neoliberal economic – frameworks of research, education and knowledge production, most, if not all, of which reproduce contemporary conceptualizations and practices of subject formation, nation-states and world-orders, all also a product of modern colonialism and coloniality? If higher education (HE), as it is normatively conceived and practised, is in the service to reproducing epistemic and political frameworks of modernity, and these frameworks are themselves products of long colonial histories (see below and Chapters 4 and 5), to what extent can HE be decolonized and still be recognizable in the forms modern universities take? This book explores the emergent and constitutive tensions such questions evoke in our efforts to decolonize our university, together with detailing our institution’s successes, many of its ambivalences, and some of its, perhaps inevitable, failures.

Two events have been particularly significant in the development of the book. Both events were important landmarks in global campaigns for reparative justice, and both involved the toppling of statues. The first were the historic events at the University of Cape Town on 9 March 2015, when a student activist, Chumani Maxwele, threw human faeces onto the statue of the English colonialist Cecil Rhodes and toyi-toyi’d with other protesters at the statue. These events gave rise to the #RhodesMustFall Movement that demanded that the University of Cape Town be decolonized and subsequently to the #FeesMustFall movement that focused on overcoming material barriers faced by Black students in accessing HE. They also gave impetus to fledgling movements in the Global North such as ‘Why Isn’t My Professor Black?’ and ‘Why Is My Curriculum White?’ (see below and Chapter 2). Since these events, demands to ‘decolonize the university’ have grown in intensity and have inspired considerable critical scholarship and fierce political debate. The University of Bristol was no exception as many students and staff across the University got involved in activities aimed at decolonizing the University. Early examples included Folúkẹ́ Adébísí’s work on decolonizing law captured in her blog ‘African Skies’.1 In 2019, the decolonial scholar Boaventura de Sousa Santos was invited to give a series of public talks at the University. The Centre for Black Humanities, established in 2017, explicitly sought to foreground the work of Black intellectuals from Africa and its diasporas and championed from the outset ways of working with communities in decolonizing ways (see the case study in Chapter 4).

The second event occurred on 7 June 2020, when the statue of slave trader Edward Colston, which had stood on the same spot looking out over the centre of Bristol since 1895, was pulled down by activists and thrown into the harbour. As with the #RhodesMustFall movement, the event was influenced by global struggles for racial justice, in this case during a Black Lives Matter protest in Bristol following the murder by police of George Floyd in Minneapolis, Minnesota, just over a month before. Following the toppling of the statue, Jen Reid mounted the recently vacated plinth and gave a Black Power salute whilst other protesters knelt on the statue’s neck for eight minutes to replicate the police action that had killed George Floyd. The toppling of the statue and the events of that day reverberated through the city and around the world (https://www.wasafiri.org/content/its-not-behind-us-its-not-in-the-past/). The protests also had an immediate effect on galvanizing debate and action around anti-racism and decolonization amongst students and staff, many of whom had attended the protests. In the immediate aftermath of the protests, a DecoloniseUOB network was formed to which more than 400 members of staff signed up at inception. From the School of Sociology, Politics and International Studies (SPAIS) to Medicine to Chemistry, students across the University were active from the outset in efforts to decolonize their departments. These efforts are captured in case studies in the chapters that follow, particularly those written by students who were deeply involved in these activities. It is for this reason that we have mostly retained the use of the first-person in these student testimonials, so as to capture their deeply personal, lived experiences.

As we discuss in Chapter 6, in the period immediately following the toppling of the Colston statue, the deputy vice-chancellor and provost of the University established a Race Equality Steering Group that was renamed the Anti-Racist Steering Group soon after. Initially linked to Bristol’s application for the Race Equality Charter bronze award, the group was organized around workstreams focusing on different strands of the charter application, from human resources to governance, to teaching and learning, to research and community engagement. The steering group included senior academic and professional services staff with significant experience of working in the area of equality, diversity and inclusion in the University, along with several members who had a track record of campaigning against racism in diverse institutional settings. The workstreams allowed colleagues to raise issues of racism in the University and for lively debate about how different areas of university policy and practice might tackle systemic racism and implement change. In the case of the teaching and learning strand, the focus became one of galvanizing Schools across the University to decolonize the curriculum. Despite the successes of the group, however, several Black colleagues chose to step down based on a feeling that it was being used as a band aid rather than a sincere commitment from the University to address problems regarding race. Many colleagues were subsequently asked to rejoin on the basis of a new vision for the group.

At the heart of the teaching and learning workstream was a community of practice comprising staff and students who were already actively engaged in decolonizing activities. The workstream has facilitated and provided funding for efforts at a school level to decolonize the curriculum, supporting many of the initiatives already underway and led by students and staff. The group has also organized an annual event in which Schools have been encouraged to showcase their decolonizing work and to share successful practice. The group has engaged external experts in decolonization and anti-racism such as Professor Jason Arday, who wrote the Foreword to this book, at the University of Cambridge to act as a critical friend at these events, offering feedback and advice on future directions. One of the first activities that the group undertook was to develop a FutureLearn Course on Decolonising Education, From Theory to Practice
2 which to date has more than 5,500 people enrolled on it. Developing the course in an intense way over a period of just two months in November and December 2020 allowed the group to critically engage with the most up-to-date theoretical and practical materials relating to decolonizing education curated from across the arts, humanities, engineering, social and natural sciences. It is from this collective effort that the germ of the idea for this book emerged.3

It is important to note that our book’s title is in the form of a question: can higher education be decolonized? Our book’s exploration of the question remains in the interrogative register: can it? We do not aim to answer this question either with an emphatic ‘Yes! Here’s how!’ or ‘No, it’s impossible’. Not only are such responses to our titular question reductive and perhaps too simplistic, but they do not reflect our collective and individual experiences across the university of seeking to decolonize (whatever that means, and it can mean many things) our research and teaching. This book is not a how-to guide on what we can do to decolonize HE. Rather, our book explores the constitutive tensions, problematics, ambivalences, failures and successes encountered in the effort to take decolonization seriously, something committed to by our collective, its members and many staff and students across the University. Nor is this to say that all of our collective agree, or should agree, on what decolonizing HE means, how it should happen, or whether or not it is possible, let alone successful. We disagree on some things. We agree on others. We are ambivalent and nonchalant on still other aspects of what it might mean to decolonize HE. What is important, however, is that despite its limitations, amongst its strengths, the modern university, and the wider discourses of which it is a part, is a space, still largely publicly funded, where such questions, debates and divergences can be upheld, fostered and respected as a part of contemporary knowledge formation and responsible political engagement.

Some argue that decolonization ‘cannot fully take place within the globalized modern Western liberal university’ (Maldonado-Torres, 2024: 11; see also Radebe and Maldonado-Torres, 2024). This is because the work of decolonization requires, the argument goes, ‘… counter[ing] the coloniality of the dominant liberal paradigm of knowledge production in the academy’ and ‘… advancing … collaborations that include, but exceed, the limited space of the academy’ (Radebe and Maldonado-Torres, 2024: 285). Universities and scientific research are understood to be, in the now-famous words of the Māori scholar Linda Tuhiwai Smith, which open her book on decolonizing methodologies, ‘… implicated in the worst excesses of colonialism’ (2021: 1). If decolonization becomes normalized as part of a liberal HE framework, commodified, or confined to a project of diversity, inclusion and civic engagement, it loses the potential of its radical edge to transform consciousness and bring about actual liberation in newly emergent forms of subjectivity and collective life and praxis. Decolonization cannot be a metaphor (Tuck and Yang, 2012); it must, in the words of one of our collective, disrupt the reproduction of colonial logics (Adébísí, 2023).

Members of our collective certainly would not disagree with strong interpretations and arguments as to the transformative necessity of a decolonized HE. Nor would we see the struggle or impossibility of achieving a ‘fully’ decolonized university as reason to cease trying, or indeed to value the many transformative gains possible in working to decolonize our institution. It is precisely in confronting the decolonizing demand and the strength of its claims to liberation and changed consciousness that we engage with the question as a question, as an ethics, in fact, of research, pedagogy and communitas. Our book narrates how we, across the collective’s different situations, sites, and spaces of research and education, engage the question and thus seek to put into messy, limited and sometimes liberatory practice the work of decolonizing HE.

The book as a situated case study

From the outset, the book was conceived as a ‘situated case study’ of our efforts in Bristol to put decolonization into practice. It is important to be clear what we mean when we describe the book as a ‘situated case study’. This is a term that has been exclusively developed by us as a collective to describe our book. There are several ways in which we consider our book to be ‘situated’. First, we situate our writing in relation to a recognition of the historical legacy of Bristol as an institution, including its historical links to colonialism and slavery. We then situate our book in relation to wider struggles for reparative justice and decolonization that we argue have often emanated from the Global South. This then leads to a consideration of how the immediate political context from which the book has emerged, that of the British ‘culture wars’, in which debates about decolonizing education have often been at the centre. Finally, we seek to situate ourselves as scholar-activists. This has two interrelated dimensions. The first of these concerns our efforts to situate our work at the border of theory and of practice. The second is to critically reflect on our own positionality as authors in relation to our institution and to what Quijano and others have described as the ‘colonial matrix of power’, or coloniality (Moldonado-Torres, 2007; Quijano, 2000; 2007), i.e. the long-lasting system of social, economic, political, and epistemological domination established by European colonialism in the formerly colonized world and then extended globally. As Vásquez reminds us, for universities, ‘to participate in the task of humbling modernity requires that they engage their positionality’ (nd, np). Again: this is not a handbook or how-to guide. Many books exist that trace the history of decolonization in the context of HE; we do not seek to reinvent the wheel nor appropriate the work of these scholars. Rather, we seek to set out, reflect upon and use our own experiences to think about decolonization as situated praxis in one institution in the UK, with the hope that this might have wider ramifications in the larger struggle to decolonize HE.

Situating the University of Bristol as an institution

The University of Bristol was founded in 1909 with a Royal Charter, necessary in those days to form a fully fledged University. It can, however, trace its roots back to the sixteenth century, to a Merchant Venturers’ School, and the University College, Bristol, which was founded in 1876. The initial founding of the University was predicated on the donation of endowment funds by some key individuals, most notable the Fry family, but also significantly the Wills family (overall £130,000 in total – equivalent to roughly £18m in today’s money). Both Fry and Wills were traders, the former in chocolate (and thereby cocoa), and Wills in tobacco. It’s not difficult to understand that both these commodities relied on slave labour, and that this continues beyond abolition of slavery – in fact it is well-documented that some cocoa plantations continue to use slave child labour even in the present day (The Guardian, 3 April 2022). The University was also supported by the Society of Merchant Venturers, whose members (about a quarter of the total number) were engaged in the transatlantic slave trade. It has been said that it is hard to conceive that any members of the Society did not in some way benefit from the trade, and so that money invested into the University would have come ultimately from the trafficking of enslaved persons (Society of Merchant Venturers, 2024). It is noticeable that the University’s current crest contains emblems that represent the Fry, Wills and Colston families, with a recent announcement that the emblem representing Colston will be removed since Colston did not directly contribute financially to the institution (The Voice, 2023). As of the time of writing, the updated University crest now features, instead, a stylized image of a book to signify learning. However, the names of various buildings, such as Merchant Venturers (one of the Engineering buildings), Fry Building and Wills Memorial Building, will not have their names changed. Whatever the rationale for that, those tangible links to the trafficking of enslaved peoples then remain, both metaphorically and materially, as part of the University’s built environment.

Situating decolonization efforts at Bristol within global struggles for reparative justice

At the heart of our efforts, both as a collective and as individuals, over the last several years, has been the project of reparative justice and structural transformation. We will discuss both terms in more detail below, but here, it is worth reiterating that we view these efforts as operating across the many and multiple facets of HE. These include, but are not limited to, efforts to transform the curriculum towards more inclusive and liberatory ends, decentring what is an often-unexamined Northern bias in the way in which we organize and enact our teaching and research. Equally, while we recognize that it is not always entirely cognate with decolonization efforts, we have emphasized the need to democratize the University, including its structural limitations, such as bureaucratic requirements around teaching and assessment, funding bids and ethics protocols, but also in terms of its leadership structures and processes. All too often, these remain opaque and, frankly, mysterious for academics, students and external collaborators alike, leading to a sense of disenfranchisement from the work of the daily operations of the University.

At the University of Bristol, since 2020 this has been complicated by the University’s ‘global civic’ mission, one which seeks to ‘[c]o-create a more equitable, sustainable, and prosperous future, working in partnership with a wide range of organizations across a breadth of local, national and global communities’ in order to ‘make a positive impact locally, nationally and globally by convening conversations and driving action to address the challenges ahead’ (UoB, 2024). In the chapters that follow, we will highlight some of our attempts to engage in this aim, both highlighting the possibilities and the pitfalls that we have encountered along the way. We hope that the case studies that accompany each chapter will shed some light on the ways in which even such laudable language can perpetuate an ‘insider–outsider’ dichotomy of knowledge production and transformational possibility, despite all best attempts to dismantle these in favour of holistic, horizontal and mutually co-productive relationships of care and intellectual engagement. More broadly, our work has led us to critically interrogate our own positionality and the tensions that arise from our larger identity as a Global North institution that has significantly benefitted from actual colonialism and its offshoots, which nonetheless attempts to ‘decolonize’ itself. To what extent is this possible? To what extent do we remain implicated in colonialist models and the larger workings of coloniality? How can we, as individuals embedded in an institution that has profited from enslavement and its legacies, or as a collective seeking to work within, against and around institutional structures, conceive of our place in the wider global debates?

Situating ourselves in relation to wider debates about decolonizing higher education

It is critical that we contextualize our own work within the larger, global and historical contexts of decolonizing HE. To put it bluntly: despite the increased emphasis on the term in the years since 2020, and, particularly, its institutionalization across HE institutions in the UK and North America, we did not invent decolonization and our work is part of a far longer multifarious history. In recent history, looking just at former colonies of the UK, for instance, we might consider the brave struggles faced by organizers and activists in contexts such as South Africa (for instance, the #RhodesMustFall movement at the University of Cape Town or the national #FeesMustFall movements), India (student mobilization at Jawaharlal Nehru University and its violent suppression), North America (student mobilization around Black Lives Matter at the University of California-Berkeley) and the UK (the Oxford University #RhodesMustFall movement and efforts at the University of Cambridge to decolonize the English curriculum). Should we expand our purview to consider the ways in which various groups have mobilized towards a decolonial education in the former French, Portuguese and Spanish colonies, scores more instances of popular and self-organized efforts to decentre the meaning of education and knowledge production, as well as dismantle the violent structures of the neocolonial university, are apparent.

As these examples might demonstrate, many, indeed much, of the most groundbreaking, trailblazing and path-defining work around decolonizing HE has taken place in the Global South and, often, outside formalized university structures. In 2006 the Oaxaca Commune, for instance, in response to the Mexican political crisis at the time, produced an astonishing assembly of self-organization and communal life which, though rooted in a particular context, demonstrates the wider positive ramifications of thinking beyond official structures. Describing the barriers of the Commune as ‘sites of […] insurgent social reproduction’, M. E. O’Brien outlines the utopian possibilities that arose when insurgent women, teachers and workers came together to produce another way of learning and living: ‘Women on the barricades redistributed seized goods, conducted educational workshops, gathered supplies, socialized together, and shared life’ (O’Brien, 2023: 1–2). Indeed, as one participant in the Commune succinctly states, ‘[s]ince all of this, we will not be the same at all as before; we can’t be and we don’t want to be’ (La batalla por Oaxaca, 2007). Across the twentieth century, groups as diverse as the Black Panthers, Combahee River Collective, the Confederation of Indigenous Nationalities of Ecuador, the Zapatista education movement, Abya Yala, along with innumerable smaller-scale popular education groups in Latin America, Asia and Africa, demonstrate the ways in which there has always been a drive to liberate education towards emancipatory and more just futures. What we see in each case is the development of context-specific, self-organized systems for education, empowerment and collective action. Again, these are not contemporary innovations. We might consider, for example, the role of community-based education in Ngũgĩ wa Thiong’o’s Kamĩrĩĩthũ Popular Theater Experiment, an integral part of his efforts to ‘decolonize the mind’ through a shift in both language practice and audience orientation.

The middle of the twentieth century was a key era in which the debates and theoretical underpinnings that inform contemporary efforts to decolonize HE, including our own, developed and flourished. This was a period in which pan-Africanist, student-led movements proliferated, both on the African continent and in its diasporas. In the first half of the twentieth century, for example, the Négritude movement arose out of meetings between African and Caribbean students studying in Paris, a meeting that led to, amongst other things, the foundation of pan-African periodicals such as Présence Africaine and the formation of what we can think of, in Michael Warner’s terms, as counter-publics (Warner, 2002) which traversed geographical boundaries, spanning continents and linguistic groupings. By the 1960s, the role of education was being strongly debated by African and Asian student societies, particularly the role of the intellectual or évolué in the constitution of the nation-state. Anti-colonial activists in the mid-twentieth century, figures such as Fanon and Cabral, moreover, noted the centrality of education and culture in the perpetuation of colonial violence and epistemic injustice. Elsewhere, in the United States, the rise of the Black Consciousness movement and example of self-organized mutual aid and autonomous education in the locality by the Black Panthers marks another way in which questions around coloniality, liberation and education proliferated in this period.

Efforts towards decolonization, along with anti-colonial mobilization, led to significant gains in terms of access to HE in the former colonies. Yet, it cannot be forgotten that these gains were not without their own perils. In particular, the expansion of access for the formerly colonized came hand in hand with a refusal to decentre or shift the colonialist episteme of HE. The purpose of this education can be summed up in the now-famous Minute on Indian Education written by Thomas Macaulay. In this document, Macaulay writes:

We must at present do our best to form a class who may be interpreters between us and the millions whom we govern; a class of persons, Indian in blood and colour, but English in taste, in opinions, in morals, and in intellect.

(Thomas Macaulay, Indian Education: Minute of the 2nd of February, 1835)

To take the example of literary studies, it is now well-documented that the rise of a formalized discipline of English literature cannot be decoupled from the larger machinations of coloniality. Gauri Viswanathan, for instance, writes in her study Masks of Conquest: Literary Study and British Rule in India:

the discipline of English came into its own in an age of colonialism […] no serious account of [the discipline of English’s] growth and development can afford to ignore the imperial mission of educating and civilizing colonial subjects in the literature and thought of England, a mission that in the long run served to strengthen Western cultural hegemony [or domination] in enormously complex ways.

(Viswanathan, 1989: 2)

Here, Viswanathan refers to the ways in which the institution of literary studies was deployed as a tool for the administration and control of colonized peoples by British imperial power. Literary studies was conceived of as one way in which, through education, certain conceptions of knowledge, certain traditions and understandings could be inculcated in colonized populations, especially the middle classes, as a way of producing the ‘ideal’ subject of Empire. This produced certain epistemic hierarchies that privileged the cultural, traditions and norms of the colonizing society, Britain, to the detriment of those of the colonized. Viswanathan uses the example of India in her work, but similar principles operated in Britain’s African and Caribbean colonies.

In his 1984 book History of the Voice, the Caribbean poet and critic Kamau Brathwaite describes this as resulting in a situation in which:

We are more excited by their literary models, by the concept of, say, Sherwood Forest and Robin Hood than we are by Nanny of the Maroons, a name some of us didn’t even know until a few years ago. And in terms of what we write, our perceptual models, we are more conscious (in terms of sensibility) of the falling snow, for instance […] than of the force of the hurricanes which take place every year. In other words, we haven’t got the syllables, the syllabic intelligence, to describe the hurricane, which is our own experience, whereas we can describe the imported alien experience of the snowfall.

(1993: 263)

Implicit in Brathwaite’s statement are the ways in which questions of pedagogy intersect with questions of epistemic justice and representation. Nationally, in 2013 a group of academics and students met in Birmingham, and in March 2014 the first #Why Isn’t My Professor Black? campaign was launched at University College London. By 2015 this had been revised to #Why Is My Curriculum White?, a shift in name that indicates the necessity that efforts to decolonize function at the systemic, rather than individual, level, and resist institutionalization. Indeed, it is safe to say that ‘decolonization’ has become something of a buzzword in UK HE today, the use of which has become ubiquitous. It is hard to name a university that doesn’t have or hasn’t had some sort of working group, workshop, campaign, panel discussion or similar at some level of the institution that explores how to decolonize the curriculum, decolonize the university or, in one unfortunate example, decolonize the cafeteria.

In historical terms, we might position the 1955 Bandung Conference as a key reference point for decolonial thought and praxis. Yet, from the perspective of intellectual history and critical thought, the concept of decoloniality is often related back to what is often referred to as the Latin American school comprised of scholars including Walter Mignolo, Anibal Quijano, Arturo Escobar and many others. It has been described as consisting of analytic and practical ‘options confronting and delinking from […] the colonial matrix of power’ (Mignolo, 2011: xxvii) or from a ‘matrix of modernity’ in which coloniality and colonialism constitute the basis of a fourfold vector of power that is made up of colonialism/imperialism, capitalism, nationalism and modernity, not as givens or a priori concepts, but rather as shifting discursive processes. It has also been referred to as a kind of ‘thinking in radical exteriority’ (Vallega, 2014: x). As such it can be contrasted with coloniality which is ‘the underlying logic of the foundation and unfolding of Western civilization from the Renaissance to today’, a logic that was the basis of historical colonialisms, although this foundational interconnectedness is often downplayed (Mignolo, 2011: 2). This logic is commonly referred to as the colonial matrix of power or coloniality of power. Crucially, decoloniality is not just about theory; rather, it styles itself as transcending or troubling the theory/praxis border, viewing one as and through the other and therefore necessitating both an analytic and programmatic component as co-constitutive elements. The lofty goals of decoloniality, in both its analytic and programmatic function, are succinctly stated by Quijano: to recognize that the instrumentalization of reason by the colonial matrix of power produced distorted paradigms of knowledge and spoiled the liberating promises of modernity, and by that recognition, realize the destruction of global coloniality of power (Mignolo, 2007: 452). At the same time, we must emphasize the ambivalence of borderlands thinking in this vein. Mignolo, for instance, has been a professor at Duke University since 1993, with a PhD from Paris in 1973; Escobar, a professor of anthropology at the University of North Carolina, received his PhD from the University of California, Berkeley in 1989; Quijano spent thirty years at the University of San Marcos and held positions at institutions ranging from Binghamton University in New York to the Maison des Sciences de l’Homme (Paris), George Washington University, the Free University of Berlin and countless others. This is not to discount any of the theoretical insights derived from the work of these scholars and their peers. Rather, we hope by explicitly noting these academic pedigrees that we call attention to the ways in which Northern institutions continue to hold an outsized proportion of intellectual and financial capital and resources. We, too, remain positioned within an elite institution located in England and, as such, must be transparent about our own positionalities as privileged members of the academy.

It is equally important to emphasize here two things that decoloniality is not: it is not ‘anti-colonialism’, in that it is not intended to serve as a mere reaction to or push back against colonialism or coloniality. Instead, decoloniality and decolonial thinking seek to engage in the recognition and implementation of a border gnosis or subaltern reason (Anzaldúa, 2012; Spivak, 1988). This can be expressed by Escobar and Mignolo’s concept of ‘thinking otherwise’ as alternative to binaries, rejecting both Marxism and neoliberalism, for instance, as totalizing modes. ‘Otherwise’ is to provide a new framework that has learned from older ones, one that relocates selective features of older ones within a cognitive, ethical, cultural, economic and political framework that centres relevant local values and interests. It is to create a world in which other worlds exist. Thus, it poses a ‘third way’ through or between prevailing binaries. Thinking otherwise also foregrounds the ways in which a decolonial approach decentres the mythos of universality, particularly how a certain European, Enlightenment episteme was able to position itself as the universal, at the expense of the visibility and validity of other epistemological worldviews (Dabashi, 2022). Rather than set itself against the universal, then, decoloniality enables a recognition of the pluriverse of knowledges and the epistemic plurality that function together, often operating at the borderlands (Mignolo, 2000).

An important point of reference for the collective in developing the book was recent scholarship from South Africa that has focused attention on the institutional dynamics, barriers and affordances involved in decolonizing HE. For example, in their recent book The Decolonization of Knowledge, Jansen and Walters (2022) report on a study of decolonization efforts at 10 South African universities that explored how radical curriculum ideas, such as decolonization, are processed and managed within university institutions. The book argues that universities’ responses to the decolonization demands sparked by the 2015–16 student protests in South Africa were largely shaped by institutional interests, leading to bureaucratic containment of radical ideas. While some initial steps were taken, efforts to decolonize curricula were often diluted and contained within established regulatory frameworks. Rather than fostering deep, systemic changes, universities tended to manage the decolonization process through superficial adjustments or by marginalizing radical ideas within specialized ‘enclave curricula’. These efforts allowed universities to maintain the status quo and avoid significant disruptions to traditional power dynamics. The regulatory systems governing HE, characterized by rigid accreditation standards and performance metrics, further impeded any radical changes, making meaningful curriculum reform difficult to achieve. Institutions exhibited political agility, responding to external pressures like student protests but quickly reverting to their traditional operations once the political momentum faded.

The book emphasizes the critical role of university leadership in driving genuine reform. Without long-term commitment and institutional support from leadership, attempts at radical curriculum change are often fragmented and short-lived. Although there are examples of gradual reforms, such as in the engineering curriculum at Wits University, these changes took years to implement, underscoring the slow, incremental nature of institutional reform. Whilst broadly sympathetic to the radical demands to decolonize the curriculum, the text critiques the reliance on decolonization rhetoric and nostalgia for past anti-colonial struggles, arguing that a new approach is needed – one that acknowledges and addresses the complexities of modern institutional structures. There are clearly important parallels and lessons to be learned from this and similar studies (e.g. Soudien, 2019) and we return to a consideration of these ideas in our concluding chapter.

Situating our book in the so-called culture wars

It is also important to situate our book in relation to recent developments in political culture of the UK and the so-called culture wars. The term ‘culture wars’ has its origins in the United States in debates between conservatives and progressives but has risen to prominence in the United Kingdom since 2015. While the US culture wars often centre on issues like gun control and abortion, the UK’s has focused on identity politics, free speech on campuses, and on issues of race and national identity. It is perhaps most often associated with right-wing attacks on what is considered ‘woke’ ideology. The term ‘woke’ has its origins in the Civil Rights Movement where it was used by Civil Rights activists to signify an awakening of consciousness against racism and was taken up most recently by the Black Lives Matter movement. In this regard, the culture wars can be perceived as part of a global backlash by right-wing politicians and activists against the gains made by anti-racist activists, a reactionary response to attempts to construct emancipatory futures for the many, not the few.

Home Office Minister Kemi Badenoch’s speech in parliament in October 2020 against the teaching in schools of critical race theory and decolonizing the curriculum placed the issue of decolonizing education at the centre of the culture wars. The speech also needs to be seen in the context of the Sewell Report and other government efforts to deny the effects of racism in our institutions (Tikly, 2022).

This is despite evidence of a persistent attainment gap in outcomes. At the University of Bristol 31 per cent of white students in 2015/16 graduated with a first-class degree, compared to 20 per cent of Black and Minority Ethnic (BME) students. BME students were also more likely to graduate with a 2:2 classification (14 per cent compared to 7 per cent of white students). A study on the attainment gap at the University found that BME students often experienced feelings of isolation, and a majority felt that BME representation within the student and staff body was poor. Fifty-five per cent of survey respondents felt that BME representation in the student body was extremely or relatively bad and 67 per cent felt that BME representation in the academic staff body was extremely or relatively bad. Eighteen per cent reported feeling that the teaching and learning environment was cliquey and isolating and only 5 per cent of students described their teaching and learning environment as diverse. Awareness of equality policies was low, with 50 per cent of respondents unaware of the Unacceptable Behaviour policy, through which students could make a complaint of racism or discrimination (BSU, 2017). Recent evidence has also highlighted the extent of racial harassment and bullying experienced by Black and Asian students in UK universities. In a recent national study, around a quarter of students from an ethnic minority background (24 per cent), and 9 per cent of white students, said they had experienced racial harassment since starting their course. This equates to 13 per cent of all students. Twenty per cent of students had been physically attacked. Fifty-six per cent of students who had been racially harassed had experienced racist name-calling, insults and jokes. Other common experiences included subtle and nuanced acts, often known as micro-aggressions, being ignored, or excluded from conversations or group activities, and being exposed to racist material or displays. In most cases students said their harasser was another student, but a large number said it was their tutor or another academic (Equality and Human Rights Commission, 2019; see also Universities UK, 2023).

Described as ‘Britain’s Wokest University’ by the right-wing Daily Mail (2022), the University of Bristol along with other UK universities has often been the focus of media debates about HE in relation to the culture wars. Examples include the termination of the contract of a professor who expressed anti-Zionist views in a lecture; the harassment of trans* students and activists; and controversies around external speakers invited to the University, some of whom have expressed positive sentiments around eugenics and fears of a ‘white minority’. The upshot of this media attention has been that efforts to decolonize the University of Bristol have taken place within an increasingly polarized and hostile environment. This is reflected, for example, in high-profile criticisms of attempts to decolonize the curriculum, including by a former law professor at Bristol (THES, 2020). This environment makes it more difficult to advance a decolonizing agenda. Whilst as a collective we do not feel the need to justify our decolonizing efforts in response to right-wing criticisms, we argue that the current climate does make it more important and urgent than ever to make a positive case for decolonizing education as part of our duty of care to our students and to each other.

Situating decolonization at the border between theory and practice

As noted, decoloniality and confronting the colonial matrix of power consist of both analytic and practical dimensions. In an institutional context such as the University of Bristol, this involves, simultaneously, seeking to understand how coloniality permeates the very fabric of the institution whilst seeking to challenge its effects and to transform the institution so as to realize reparative justice. As a group of scholar-activists, we have been keen from the outset to not only situate ourselves within the wider theoretical literature on decolonization but as practitioners involved in daily struggles to decolonize our university. In this regard, we are collectively situated at the border between theory and practice. Here, the Brazilian educator Paulo Freire’s idea of praxis, by which he refers to the dialectical nature of the relationship between theory and practice, has been important in shaping how we see our work as a collective (Freire, 1970). Freire emphasized that praxis is a cyclical and deeply reflective process involving moments of reflection, action and ongoing evaluation. The idea of praxis thus rejects the artificial separation between thinking and doing. For Freire, true understanding of the world emerges through engaging with it, and action without critical reflection is blind. Praxis is not neutral. It’s a tool for liberation – the process of individuals and communities becoming conscious of oppressive structures and working to dismantle them in pursuit of social justice. The idea of praxis has been highly influential in shaping the work of scholars such as bell hooks, who, as a feminist, anti-racist educator, saw education and teaching as critical areas for praxis. She emphasized engaged pedagogy, which encourages teachers and students to both learn critically and take that understanding into action (hooks, 1994). In keeping with the view of decolonization outlined above, praxis isn’t a one-time event. It represents a continuous commitment to critical reflection, transformative action and a willingness to re-evaluate as situations evolve.

There are two main ways in which the idea of praxis has informed our work. The first concerns how we have worked as a collective, which has involved, on the one hand, seeking to engage with the literature emerging from a rapidly changing field through reading groups and seminars whilst seeking to draw out and share practical insights on decolonizing practice. The latter has involved workshops where we have showcased examples of practice from around the university. It has also taken the form of creating practical resources for educators, including the FutureLearn Course mentioned above. We intend this book to demonstrate our commitment to decolonization as praxis, reflecting James Ferguson’s assertion that thinking is as real a practice as anything else and that practice is, in its own way, a form of theorization (1990: xv). In this respect, the arguments we develop in each chapter emerge from a critical dialogue between theory and practical insights developed through the case study material we have included. We further take inspiration from Mignolo and Vásquez, who, in their work on decolonial aesthesis, argue that a decolonial method involves three key stages: first to show how our epistemic concepts have ‘a genealogy in western modernity that allows us to transform the universal validity claims of western concepts and turn them into concepts historically situated’; second, with respect to these concepts, ‘to show their coloniality, that is how they have functioned to erase, silence, denigrate other ways of understanding and relating to the world’; and third, ‘to build on this grounds the decolonial option, as a non-normative space, as a space open to the plurality of alternatives’ (Mignolo and Vásquez, 2013: np.). Building on this, how we have worked together as a group has been important for us in realizing transformative change. It has also been important as a means for modelling the second way we conceive of our work as praxis in a pedagogical sense. In Chapter 3, we discuss how our efforts to decolonize the curriculum, pedagogy and assessment have invariably been underpinned by a commitment to active learning on the part of our students. We argue that a pedagogy that does not afford learners agency merely repeats a colonial education by silencing the voices and experiences of learners, rendering them passive through what bell hooks following Freire has described as a ‘banking model’ of education (hooks, 1994). Rather, we emphasize the importance of agency in pedagogy because it involves an active encouragement to disrupt or critique the dominant narrative in teaching, which we argue is central to the decolonizing project in education. Here Freire’s ideas about critical pedagogy and the dialogic method have been important in shaping our thinking (see Chapter 2).

Situating ourselves as a collective

The book was written as a collective rather than by individuals, although each chapter was initially assigned to a smaller writing team. A smaller subset of the collective carried out the book’s final editing. Case studies and their writing were outsourced, although we include these people in the collective. In drafting the proposal for the book, we were keen to present ourselves as a collective, as it is through our collective efforts that we have managed to effect the changes described in this book. It is important, however, to be explicit about our identity as a collective so that our readership can be clear about our positionality in relation to the complex issues and power dynamics involved in decolonizing a university such as Bristol. The names of individual members of the collective are listed in the book’s front matter, and our names appear in the discussion of some of the case studies we present.

We recognize that many of us are privileged in ways that enable us to write freely about the decolonization of our institution, without the struggles of those undergoing other forms of decolonization, such as the struggles for independence, often including real physical conflict, and the deleterious economic burden of ongoing colonialism. We also recognize that some of the writing group are not of the colonized, nor were some of our ancestors, and that our positioning and identity are framed within a Western neoliberal and ‘democratic’ system of HE. Nevertheless, some of the collective’s lived experiences of anti-colonial struggles and heritage have informed our approach. We also acknowledge the struggles of our colleagues in Global South institutions and their scholarship and the difference in perspectives of those looking from the outside inwardly to those from the inside outwards. Even here in the City of Bristol, some are marginalized and not included within the created boundaries and barriers of the academy or the institution of the University of Bristol. Yet because of these boundaries and barriers, their own scholarship is not often recognized or acknowledged. We wish to acknowledge their work, and we seek to do this in this book where possible.

We are also positioned differently in relation to our own institution. We are a diverse group. We represent academics at different stages in our academic careers (from early-career academics to senior professors), as well as postgraduate students and members of the university professional services staff. Many but not all of us are people of colour who have direct experience of racism in society and our own institution. In this, however, we recognize that different kinds of racism, whether it be anti-Black racism or anti-Asian racism, manifest themselves in different ways with different consequences. At the University of Bristol, for example, although learners from Asian backgrounds, like those from Black backgrounds, experience racism in their interactions with white staff and students, they are statistically more likely to succeed at the University than learners of Black heritage. Indeed, staff from Asian backgrounds are also more likely to reach positions of seniority than their Black colleagues, mirroring trends across the HE sector. Important here is the idea of intersectionality (Crenshaw, 2014) in that our individual positions as a collective are further influenced by our respective class and gender positions and identifications. Thus, although we all engage in anti-racism at the University, we do so from different positions of power and authority. This is important for us to acknowledge as a collective and demands that we are self-reflexive in our working, ensuring that the lived experiences of those most at risk of the effects of institutionalized racism are taken into account in our interactions and ways of working.

Our positionality is also shaped, however, by our disciplinary orientations, which give rise to related but different understandings of what decolonization might entail across diverse disciplinary contexts. At the most general level, we share a view of decolonization, in line with the discussion above, namely as involving two related aspects or moments. One is the recognition and analysis of the effects of the colonial legacy in education. The other is an effort to decentre the Eurocentric nature of the curriculum and to generate new ways of thinking about the social and natural worlds that draw on a pluriverse of knowledge systems. These aspects take on different forms in different disciplinary contexts, however. In economics, for example, the emphasis might be on challenging Western assumptions about homo economicus, the model of the autonomous, rational individual (read white, middle-class man) that much economic theory rests upon. In law, on the other hand, decolonization might focus on deconstructing the links between colonialism and law and the norm of the white property-owning man, whereas in sociology the perceived challenge may be more in terms of generating what Bhambra (2018) describes as ‘connected sociologies’. In subjects such as engineering decolonization might entail a critique of ‘industrial colonization’, the erasure of Black and brown engineers from the history of engineering and deficit models of non-Western engineering. In medicine struggles at Bristol have often focused on challenging the norm of whiteness in clinical medicine, and highlighting the history of race and medicine, and in challenging health inequalities. In mathematics, debates have centred on challenging Eurocentric assumptions about the origins of mathematics as well as on the misuse of big data and/or algorithms in the production of racialized identities. In literary studies a concern has been around understanding the imperial origins of the field but also on deconstructing the canon. In history efforts have sometimes focused on developing a reparative history of race, whilst in modern languages a concern has been to interrogate from a Southern gaze what might count as a ‘modern’ language. It is considering this diversity that we defer from outlining an all-encompassing definition of ‘decolonization’, preferring instead to see our understanding as emergent and shifting from our interactions as a group as well as from a rapidly changing discursive and material context that we discuss in more depth in Chapter 2.

Our aims and objectives in writing the book

As Tuck and Yang (2012) remind us, decolonization is not a metaphor. In this book, we aim to set out the situated case study of the University of Bristol and our own work as a collective committed to Reparative Futures who have, both as individuals and as a group, variously attempted to decolonize the University. By so doing, we attempt to elucidate the ways in which theory and praxis operate not as a binary or either/or, but through a complex intertwinement. It is important, however, to stress that this is not a how-to guide. What we lay out in the chapters that follow is based upon our own experiences; yet, we also attempt to set these within the wider historical and geographical context of decoloniality, particularly as relevant to the field of HE. We are acutely aware that any effort to decolonize or liberate a large and complex institution embedded within an even larger and more complex sector will always be mediated by the particularities of local contexts. Further, we would not suggest that our own experiences of engaging in decolonizing work have been entirely or uniformly successful. Rather, we use the pages that follow to reflect on our own practice, connecting this to larger regional, national and global systemic histories. We do not seek, here, to produce a polished stone; rather, we aim to learn from the rough edges that will become apparent as we proceed.

We do not necessarily have an answer to the question of whether HE can be decolonized, nor do we seek to provide a definitive response. Our ambivalence here stems directly from our own experiences as academics working in an elite English institution. As the case studies contained in each chapter will demonstrate, despite our best efforts, institutional barriers remain at all levels. At the same time, they also show the ways in which decolonization, even as we might question whether it is possible within the structures of the contemporary university, nonetheless remains a utopian horizon for us. Indeed, despite the challenges which we have faced, we also believe that positive change has been effected and that decolonization, by definition, continues as a process, not an endpoint. Our interest in this book, then, is to map out our own journeys as individuals and as a collective in order to demonstrate the plurality and diversity of possible answers to that question. In the conclusion to this book, however, we attempt to lay out some of the various rationale and justifications for both the statement that higher education can be decolonized and the statement that it cannot.

Each chapter that follows features reflections on a particular area of HE. Here we argue that it is important to conceive of decolonization in relation to not only the curriculum, pedagogy and assessment but also related areas including the role of the university in research, as well as in terms of its relationship with the wider city of Bristol and in the way the university is governed. Such an approach is necessary to develop a holistic understanding of the challenges of decolonizing an institution such as the University of Bristol. In relation to each of these areas we trace wider theoretical and practical contexts, outlining key issues and tensions that arise, before moving into case studies from our own work to illustrate the challenges and rewards of decolonization in an elite institution based in the UK. Each case study illuminates one way in which individuals and groups both within and beyond the University have sought to work within, around, and beyond its structures in the effort to decentre the coloniality of knowledge production and liberate intellectual production. We are particularly aware of the ethical issues that might arise when working with collaborators and co-labourers outside of the University, some of which we discuss in Chapter 4, and we hope that the case studies we outline will justly capture our attempts to circumvent extractivist approaches to our work. Following the example of Vásquez, we aim, here, to engage in a practice of decolonial listening4 and to gesture towards the forging of ‘a space open to the plurality of alternatives’.5 At the same time, we take inspiration from bell hooks and her vision of ‘education as the practice of freedom’ (hooks, 1994: 207).

Structure and overview of the book

Chapter 2 situates efforts to decolonize the University within an analysis of the wider socio-historical, political and discursive context, building on elements of what has been discussed here but looking at it through different scales. The chapter introduces case studies of decolonizing practice across the university that respond to this context. Chapter 3 focuses discussion on decolonizing the interrelated areas of curriculum, assessment and pedagogy. The authors argue that each of these areas must be understood as inseparable from the wider context of colonialism through which they have emerged. It considers ongoing reform efforts against the backdrop of coloniality. Case studies seek to identify both the related and the unique nature of the challenges involved in decolonizing the curriculum, pedagogy and assessment across diverse disciplinary contexts. Chapter 4 extends the discussion to consider the university’s role in research. The chapter adopts a novel decolonial framework to consider how Eurocentric bias is evident in every aspect and at every stage of the research cycle, from the way that research is conceived and framed to the often extractivist ways in which it is undertaken, to the exclusionary ways that it is often disseminated and the instrumentalist manner in which research impact is conceived. Chapter 5 explores how decolonization unsettles, problematizes and potentially disrupts the multiple boundaries inherent in the practices of modern universities. The authors argue that universities, as institutions, not only establish but also validate the structures of modernity. The chapter illustrates its main arguments through a critical analysis of how the University has historically engaged with the wider city of Bristol. It explores how these institutions construct and seek to legitimize while simultaneously interrogating the boundaries that underpin the reproduction of modern social relations. Chapter 6 focuses on the way that the university has sought at an institutional level to engage with the legacy of colonialism and the slave trade. Through a detailed discussion of how the university has sought to tackle racism to the recently launched Reparative Futures programme, the authors situate efforts to decolonize the university within the tensions inherent in a neoliberal institution. In the concluding chapter, we will pull together the various threads developed in the preceding chapters so as to answer the original question posed by the book: can a university like Bristol be decolonized?
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The Changing Contexts of the Decolonization Debate

Introduction

This chapter seeks to situate efforts to decolonize in the University of Bristol within an analysis of the wider socio-historical, political and discursive context. This analysis considers three interrelated scales of the global, national and local, while also troubling this lens of scalation. The reflections in this chapter are from academics, students and librarians and thus reflect a number of positions from which work on decolonization has been undertaken at the University. Work on decolonization within the University of Bristol has often been simultaneously enriching and frustrating. Some of those frustrations lie in the paucity of academic knowledge in the area, both on the part of the authors as well as interlocutors (supportive and otherwise) within the University. Very often, the aims of decolonization feel like they are at cross purposes with the aims of the University as an institution and aims of individual academics’ career progression. Nevertheless, this work keeps moving forward, often through the drive of marginalized students and staff at the university, enabling cross- and multidisciplinary collectives such as ours to be built. This is exemplified through this chapter, which brings together reflections on the place of the University in the project of decolonization, as well as individual case studies that examine how this project has been navigated within the University.

One of the main difficulties that academic practitioners in Bristol have faced in implementing decolonization in their work is agreeing on a definition of decolonization. For example, within this chapter, decolonization is understood by the librarians from an information and digital literacy point of view, and involves questioning Western-centric assumptions lying at the heart of research as it is currently practised in the Global North. In this guise, decolonization entails re-examining what counts as a valid and reliable source of information, to encompass knowledge that has hitherto been unjustly excluded from the canon, and, in addition, re-examining what how validity and reliability is judged in the first place, to ensure that these criteria do not unconsciously embed Western biases. From a more academic perspective, decolonization can be understood as a world-remaking device that entails the continuous and evolving refusal to accept colonial conditions of life, which were introduced and globalized through the capitalist-colonial-enslavement project via legal, political, social and epistemic structures of power.

To situate efforts at decolonization at the University of Bristol within a wider context, this chapter will first examine the many ripples of the decolonization movement that find themselves expressed within the University through its spatial location within the city and country, but also through the populations and ideas that move through the University. For example, it is understood that the distinction between the global, national and local is created through the structure of colonialism itself. As such, this chapter recognizes the entanglements within the potential spatial and temporal scalations that may otherwise be used. The second half of this chapter contains case studies that examine in different registers how some sections of the university have grappled with those questions in their quest to embed decolonization in their work.

Locating the University of Bristol’s journey into decolonization

The question of what decolonization is as both a practice and a theory has come to the University of Bristol (a higher education institution in the Global North) through a long temporal and spatial voyage. In essence, we come to know decolonization because of its origins as a long-standing political project in and of the Global South, as noted in Chapter 1. Therefore, decolonization is always simultaneously context-dependent and global. It is context-dependent in the sense that the mechanics and manifestations of colonialism differ depending on its geographical location. As such, the refusal of it utilizes tools that are relevant to the way in which colonialism is experienced in those contexts. Both the institution and the city, through different waves of human movement, are home to a diverse set of people with different current and generational experiences of the colonial project – including descendants of enslaved Africans, peoples with backgrounds from colonized and/or settler countries, and migrants from Europe. Therefore, within the University of Bristol and the city, the practices that amount to decolonization often respond to the different ways colonialism has been and is being experienced by different sets of people. It is also useful to note that the project of decolonization was instituted as a varied but specific response to and refusal of a particular structure of living, thinking, doing and being imposed by powers that were and are mainly from the Global North. In that sense, decolonization has taken the long road home. However, for it to come home completely (in other words, to unseat what it seeks to unseat, in the place where the thing sits), the breadth of this temporal and spatial journey must be appreciated.

So, decolonization, as this unsettling project, emerges initially in response to supposed ‘discovery’ of land, resources and people that were not missing. Thus, Christopher Columbus’s 1492 ‘discovery’ of the Americas runs parallel to similar prior and later ‘discoveries’ of Africa, Asia and Oceania that open up these regions for unequal and often brutal exploitation of human labour and resources. These discoveries then begin a rupture for the ‘discovered’, and humanity’s means of relating to each other and the earth. This includes the hierarchization of human bodies in ways that, among other things, produce vastly disparate lines of accumulation and dispossession, as well as the beginnings of racialization as we understand it today. In addition to this, the inauguration of the colonial project also entails the investiture of the ideas and practices that later result in the commodification of land and other resources through praxes of enclosure. This process likewise includes the use of knowledge to normalize the hierarchization of bodies and the commodification of land. Educational institutions and figures are therefore implicated in these processes. Like many educational facilities, libraries were also used to both indoctrinate and exclude colonized people. In Indonesia, the Dutch system of Reading Gardens, which consisted of both a publishing house and a library, held the explicit aim of preparing people for their role as manufacturing workers and consumers, instilling in them the virtues that would be required in this new role: literacy, punctuality and a desire for consumer goods. The British replicated this model across territories they controlled in the 1940s and 1950s (Fitzpatrick, 2008). There were also facilities created for the use of Europeans settlers, such as the McMillan Library in Nairobi, which excluded the local population until independence in 1957 (Mutonga and Okune, 2022: 189–212). This leads us to the critical importance of delinking as decolonial method. As Vásquez, Mignolo and others assert, ‘identities, identification and de-linking are crucial because they assist constructed Others in unveiling the hegemonic legitimacy of “knowledge” intrinsic to modernity, which denies agency and validation to the identities it constructed in the first place’.1 It is for this reason that we cannot think about education without thinking about institutions and their implication in the colonial matrix of power.

In addition to political and economic institutions, among others, it was to these structures that the multifaceted project of decolonization immediately responded and continues to respond. This multifacetedness is exemplified by the variety of activity that is marked as ‘decolonization’. This includes anti-colonial and anti-slavery struggles across the colonialized world. For example, rebellions by enslaved peoples in the Americas, mostly notably the Haitian Revolution (1789–1804). The Haitian Revolution is significant, as not only was it an uprising led by enslaved people, but the revolution managed to unseat both the administrative and political power in Haiti (Knight, 2000). It should be noted that the Haitian Revolution predates the French Revolution and the parallelism of both movements’ ideals of liberty and humanity is often left out of education and scholarship. The Haitian Revolution also came at an economic cost historically and contemporarily. To preserve her independence, Haiti had to pay France 112 million francs (approximately $560 million in today’s money, according to Méheut, 2022). This debt, paid over a period of seventy years, preserves rather than disrupts colonial orders of power, by, among other things, severely limiting Haitian prospects for self-advancement. Other actions labelled as decolonization include labour strikes against colonial powers, such as the 1897 Lagos strike (Hopkins, 1966; Thomas, 2012) and the 1930s–1960s Kenyan general strikes (Zeleza, 1993). Furthermore, there were a number of demonstrations against colonial taxation, for example the Sierra Leone Hut Tax War of 1898 (Frankema, 2010: 467) and the Aba Women’s Protests of 1929 (Uchendu and Okonkwo, 2021). There have also been anti-colonial sovereignty struggles that included wars of independence as well as Indigenous resistances in which colonized peoples sought to gain independence or control of their own administration within a settler state. For example, between 1963 and 1973, Amílcar Cabral led the PAIGC’s (Partido Africano a Independência da Guiné e Cabo Verde) armed guerrilla movement against Portuguese colonization of Guinea Bissau and Cape Verde. Similarly, since 1994 the Zapatista Army of National Liberation has used military means to make their demands for land autonomy for Indigenous people within Mexico.

These refusals of structures, when embarked upon vehemently, almost always yield results. The results, however, may be variable. In the case of the colonial structures, the outcomes often acceded to decolonial demands while preserving existing lines of political and economic power. Thus, the enslavement of kidnapped Africans was ended by granting the enslaved conditional liberty and compensating enslavers. Territorial and administrative colonization ended with flag-independence within the borders of the pre-existing colonial boundaries, with independent countries subject to political, economic and social structures that placed them in perpetual crushing debt. As such, it would be wrong to say that the ways of living, thinking and doing imposed by the colonial project have ended. They have changed, in some ways a great deal, but they have not ended. The techniques of controlling land and resources and the hierarchies of humanity have not ended, and so, the project of decolonization has not ended either. Rather, it has adapted to the ways in which the colonial project has evolved. Thus, we see, into the twenty-first century, uprisings by and for racialized people and women. Examples of these include protests from environmentalist groups for an end to environmental destruction, and for justice and recognition of Indigenous autonomy. We continue to see campaigns around the use of knowledge to preserve these lines of power. Most notable of these are the Rhodes Must Fall and Fees Must Fall movements at the University of Cape Town in South Africa (see Chapter 1). The foregoing is a very short potted version of the history of decolonization and the colonial project that it responds to. There are various complexities and divergences within this that cannot be covered within this chapter. However, it is important to note that the various strands of this history inform the practice of decolonization in the country and in the University that is the subject of this volume.

Consequently, we must acknowledge that the UK, especially England, within which the University of Bristol is located, occupies a specific place in the context of the global decolonization conversation. This specific role also affects the way in which decolonization is practised within the University. As a key player in both the enslavement of kidnapped Africans and colonization of most of the known world, the UK serves as an incubation ground for many of the conceptual praxes that underpin colonial ideas, as the discussion of the origins of literary studies in Chapter 1 traced. British colonies also provided a petri dish in which some of these ideas were tested before being dispatched back to the metropole. In addition to, and because of this history, many formerly colonized people and their descendants call the UK and Bristol home. As such, both the country and the city are also breeding places for many ideas that have sought and continuously seek to both entrench and simultaneously overturn the outcomes of those colonial ideas. The seeds for the abolition movement against the enslavement of African peoples and their descendants found fertile ground in the UK. An abolition committee was set up in Bristol in 1788, making it one of the first cities to have such a committee in the UK. In the aftermath of this, equality protests parallel with the US Civil Rights Movement occurred in the UK, for example the Bristol Bus Boycott, which contributed to the passing of the 1965 Race Relations Act, the first piece of legislation in the UK prohibiting racial discrimination. Many students at the university were involved in the Boycott. In the 1970s, the global anti-apartheid struggle to end institutionalized, racialized discrimination in South Africa had key offices in the UK. Oliver Tambo, President of the African National Congress (ANC) from 1967 to 1991, lived in the UK from 1960 to 1990 during his political exile from South Africa. During his residence in London, he received support for the struggle against apartheid, from many organizations and people in and outside the UK. The Bristol Anti-Apartheid Movement set up in 1964 was one of the largest British campaigns against apartheid. Furthermore, many protests and civil actions against companies that invested in apartheid South Africa were organized in the UK. For example, the disinvestment campaign saw many people refusing to buy South African produce sold in the UK or to use service providers that had branches in that country.

This connectedness between the local and global is, unsurprisingly, continued through the British legacy of the Rhodes Must Fall University of Cape Town (UCT) movement that inspired Rhodes Must Fall Oxford. On 9 March 2015, at the UCT in South Africa, a protest began that demanded the removal of a statute of Cecil Rhodes from the University. This demand was symbolic and the protests were fuelled by continuing disparities in education as well as the continued superiorization of colonial knowledge in higher education post-apartheid. Taking inspiration from the UCT movement, a similar movement with similar demands was set up at the University of Oxford in the UK. As with the UCT movement, the demands to remove a statute of Cecil Rhodes were symbolic. The movement, which was explicitly labelled a decolonization movement, sought ‘to slay the racist ideologies that still held sway in various disciplines, to bring more Black people into academia at every level, and to end the glorification of the men who had dedicated their lives to advancing the colonial project’ (Chigudu, 2021).

The Oxford movement quickly led to a seemingly unending ripple of student and activist movements across educational and cultural institutions in the UK, including at the University of Bristol. This ripple seemed to come to a head with the Black Lives Matter protests in the summer of 2020. The protests were ignited by the video of the killing of George Floyd and led to a global outcry that highlighted continuing structural and direct racism as a significant harm to racialized, colonized and Indigenous people. Reactions to this wave included many universities adopting the language (if not the spirit) of decolonization and many institutions sought to diversify their staff and content. For example, heritage institutions sought to acknowledge institutional complicity in racialized enslavement and exploitative colonization, and museums made noises about returning looted colonial artefacts. At the University of Bristol, various activities across different departments sprang up, including an official decolonization committee, various activities supported by the Bristol Institute for Learning and Teaching (BILT), action undertaken by student and staff groups, as well as commissioning the Legacies of Slavery Report.

However, this long national and local history of action has happened against the background of the changing face of imperial power, supported by its agents, lieutenants and quislings. These are those who made sure that the abolition of slavery was a long and arduous process, with minimal gain for those who were reluctantly granted their liberty. This force enabled the decolonization of colonies to be overtaken by neocolonialism. Consequently, in the present day, decolonization movements operate and make demands against a wilfully unhearing and unseeing edifice focused on insular and parochial concerns, trying to hold on to an empire that is both dead and increasing. This is evident in the tensions around immigration, refugees and Brexit, as well as austerity and related policies that have led to a cost-of-living crisis. Wealthy and influential media houses complain loudly and endlessly to millions about restrictions on their ‘free speech’. Manufactured ‘culture wars’, as noted in Chapter 1, seek to repair the dents made in the imperial machine. This discourse is present in the University itself; a recent minister for education encouraged universities to withdraw from equality charters. The University of Bristol’s attempts to engage with its own and the country’s legacy has often opened it and its staff and students to attack.2 Additionally, it is felt by many that the portrayal of British universities as bastions of left-wing academics, as the media often suggests, is inaccurate.3 This is evident in the presence of several highly placed, influential and very vocal pro-Empire academics. As always, colonial power protects itself. Any accession to decolonial demands by colonial powers (if they happen at all) has always occurred while preserving the lines of political and economic power already amassed.

Thus, within this history and in the present moment, the University of Bristol and the City of Bristol have found themselves involved in the decolonization movement in both the push for it and the push against it. Bristolian slave ships transported at least half a million kidnapped Africans to the Americas, bound for racialized enslavement (Otele, 2012). Several institutions in Bristol were set up with funds derived from the trade in enslaved people and/or profits from goods produced by enslaved labour. These include the predecessor institution of the University of Bristol, the University College, which was established in 1876. As stated above, this happened concurrently with abolition movements. From the 1930s, the influx of the Windrush generation led to increased diversity in the city. Both the city and the University of Bristol have a history of grassroots activism, including involvement in the aforementioned Bus Boycott. As such, both have been at the forefront of a push and pull between anti-colonial movements and movements seeking to reify the gains of the colonial project. For example, there has been staunch resistance in both the University of Bristol and the City of Bristol to demands to remove signs of Edward Colston (1636–1721). As deputy governor of the Royal African Company, which oversaw the shipping of 84,500 enslaved Africans, Colston is considered a key player in the trade of enslaved persons. Yet, in 2020, with a touch of karmic justice, a statue that the City of Bristol had erected in 1895 to deify him was toppled and thrown into the river where ships involved in the triangle trade had often moored (Nasar, 2020). It is significant that a British jury cleared the BLM protestors of criminal damage, perhaps reflecting the demand to analyse the UK’s imperial legacy with a more critical eye. Clive Lewis, a Labour MP, certainly agreed with this jury when he discussed the supposed criminality of the act: ‘A British jury has confirmed the toppling of Edward Colston’s statue was not a criminal act. The real crime was the fact that the statue was still there when protesters pulled it down.’4 Against this backdrop, the University has committed to a ten-year, £10 million Reparative Futures investment programme, which features a Black Bristol Scholarship Programme, funded through the generosity of alumni and friends.5 It has also addressed the dolphin, a personal emblem of Edward Colston that forms part of the University’s logo, and stated that this will be replaced.6

This push and pull also plays out against a backdrop of deep racial divisions in the city and the University. Research released by the Runnymede Trust in 2017 found that Bristol was one of the most racially unequal cities in the UK.7 In the same year, a University of Bristol Student Union Report found that students of colour at the university experienced racism regularly, suffered from a significant awarding gap, and had to study a white curriculum in an undiverse institution.8

These, as these first two chapters have been recounting, have been some of the background triggers for and backdrops against which the University’s involvement with decolonization plays out – at least on a structural level. On a personal and departmental level, the reasons are often more complicated, including personal research interests as well as personal experiences and backgrounds. Nevertheless, a number of departments and sections have tried to bring the foregoing context into their work. This chapter now examines a few to illustrate the innovations possible within the university, as well as the challenges that remain.

Case study: School of Education and School of Sociology, Politics and International Studies (Nicole Jean-Louis)

In 2020, 2021 and 2022, three reports reflected on the need to assess current efforts towards decolonizing practices at the School of Politics and International Studies (SPAIS), produced by both students and staff at the University. In 2020, Lauren Hutfield, a final year Politics and International Relations student within SPAIS, with the support of the Decolonizing SPAIS volunteers and fellow students, produced a preliminary report called Decolonising the SPAIS Curriculum: Evaluating mandatory units, and a subsequent evaluation in 2021. These reports sought to evaluate SPAIS’s mandatory units across the undergraduate and postgraduate levels through a metric used to assess the diversity of its content as well as its engagement with and positioning of ideas about race and coloniality. Although some progress was made evident in the re-evaluation of reading lists, student and staff roundtables and the introduction of widening participation internships, there was still a lack of engagement with race, coloniality and diversity in the delivery of the required elements of the SPAIS curriculum.

Following on from Hutfield’s earlier research, in 2021 and 2022, as part of the University of Bristol’s Summer Internship scheme administered by the Student Inclusion Team and with the support of research from Hari Balasingham, contributions from Charlotte Clarke and under the guidance of Dr Elspeth van Veeran, I wrote a report entitled The core tenets of a Decolonial Higher Education: Nine Principles SPAIS should commit to in renewing its curriculum. This report sought to build on feedback and suggestions by Hutfield to reimagine not only how an ‘ideal’ decolonial SPAIS education might look, but also reflect on the wider purpose of HE and its role in efforts to move towards a more socially just SPAIS community. Although I outlined some overlapping concepts/ideals of elements of a decolonial education, it was important to acknowledge that the report did not argue there is a distinctive model for decolonial education. Rather, it outlined core tenets vital in dismantling knowledge and practices tailored and developed through a Western lens (Zavala, 2016: 1) specific to SPAIS and the University of Bristol.

Summary of core tenets

1.A diverse curriculum.

2.The need to deconstruct the domination of white spaces in HE.

3.An inclusive curriculum should explore issues surrounding race, social justice and colonialism and place these at the centre.

4.Critically reflexive pedagogy.

5.More reflexive, multimodal assessments.

6.The creation of bridges between learner, scholarship and the community.

7.Including students, listening to and supporting the ‘student voice’.

8.A decolonial education should be intersectional: it also must be feminist, green, anti-capitalist and inclusive.

9.Reparations, which could include bursaries for students and curricular and research content directly linked to reparative ideals.

Tenets such as critically reflexive pedagogy highlight the need for a ‘critical and constructive’ approach to decolonizing the classroom and content material through an opportunity to examine links between lived experiences of a particular social group and the ‘historical roots of oppression’ that have contributed to social injustice (Picower, 2012). Other tenets such as bridging the relationship between ‘learner, scholarship and community’ invited situating learning and the material within a Bristol context where greater analysis of Bristol’s place at the centre of the transatlantic slave trade and the influence this has had on the establishment of the University is essential to support the decolonial process. In both reports it was apparent that promoting active partnerships with organizations from the Bristol community as well as scholars working on the contexts being taught were important aspects of learning. Ultimately, the reports reflected on decolonization as a process of being critical of the hegemonic ideas that guide the production of knowledge, how this might look in practice and the collective approach that would need to be taken by staff and students (Mignolo, 2014).

Decolonization in the School of Education

In writing the report about decolonizing efforts across SPAIS, I was able to reflect and draw on some of the work I had been a part of at the School of Education. I highlighted the School of Education’s support of the Education, Justice and Memory Network (EdJAM), which is dedicated to teaching and learning about the violent past as a necessary way to build on Reparative Futures and allow students to learn from a network of researchers, educators and civil society organizations working in the arts, education and heritage. Some discussions throughout the year centred on reparative practices, ecology and climate justice, offering an opportunity for students, teachers and guest speakers to reflect on and challenge these ideas.

Furthermore, to explore creative practices that are restorative and reparative and acknowledge the necessity to teach about conflict, violence, colonialism, imperialism, and racism, in April 2023, the School of Education set up a ‘decarbonizing and decolonizing’ education reading group. This became an intergenerational student–staff approach in addressing decolonizing and decarbonizing education efforts across the school and was helpful in exploring how climate justice and decolonizing work were inextricability linked.

The group reflected on three texts across both sessions, the first being ‘Indigenous climate change studies: Indigenizing futures, decolonising the Anthropocene’ (Whyte, 2017), which focused on the ecological and social crises arising as a result of current environmental changes that originated from settler colonialism. The article also highlighted how Indigenous knowledge could both offer more sustainable ways of living and suggest the nature of adaption the world would require. The second article focused on ‘Critical Climate Justice’ (Sultana, 2022), reflecting on how collaboration, reparative policies, practices, and a critical understanding of climate justice issues could illuminate the limitations of ‘institutionalized knowledges’ and the importance of subaltern perspectives in climate justice discussions (Picard and Oldfield, 2023). Finally, discussing Foluke Adébísí’s blog post on ‘Global University Rankings and Toilets’9 stimulated debate on yardsticks of success and how these strongly limit the role of education in decarbonizing and decolonizing agendas.

Some reflections on decolonizing within SPAIS and Education

Students, such as Hutfield and I, involved in both the organization of the reading group and part of the discussion with lecturers, felt empowered by the opportunity to learn and share thoughts in an egalitarian space. However, I believe more could be done in improving engagement strategies, because if individuals were not already present in these spaces it was difficult to become involved with the generative process, particularly at undergraduate level. Equally, in reflecting on the SPAIS report, I feel that the work was difficult to continue after the reports, as most of the evaluation process relied on decolSPAIS volunteers and was unpaid labour for both students and staff, leading to staff and student burnout. This resonates with the experiences of student volunteers in other departments and universities. Boateng and colleagues (2024) assert that colonial institutions like universities use student fervour to promote the fact that decolonization work is being encouraged without the institution paying staff and students for the relevant labour.

Case study: Reflections on a personal and professional Odyssey, from Bristol medical student to physician (Chanelle Smith)

This section engages with my reflections as an alumna of the University, now a physician. It explores how medical education in Bristol, especially its absences around race and empire, has profoundly influenced my practice as a physician, where the echoes of the past are a constant reminder of the importance in establishing a decolonized approach to healthcare. As a medical student in Bristol, I began to recognize the profound implications of colonial legacies on healthcare, which had allowed unethical practices to occur unchecked. Innovations in gynaecology were discovered at the expense of Black slaves without consent and often without anaesthesia (Lokugamage et al., 2020). J. Marion Sims, known as the ‘father of gynaecology’, worked on the development of the speculum and surgical techniques for the repair of vaginal fistulas in order to allow slaves to return to work (Cronin, 2020). In 1932, the US Public Health Service worked with the Tuskegee Institute to follow the natural history of untreated syphilis in a case originally called the ‘Tuskegee Study of Untreated Syphilis in the Negro Male’ (Brandt, 1978). The study involved 600 Black men, 399 with syphilis and 201 who did not have the disease. However, the participants’ informed consent was not sought or collected and even when penicillin (the treatment of choice for syphilis) became available, the participants in the study were not offered it. For me, decolonization of the curriculum first involves acknowledging these wrongs inflicted on marginalized groups in the name of advancements. In the case of the Tuskegee study, initial steps have been taken to repair the damage of the past. In 1973, a class-action lawsuit was filed on behalf of the study participants, resulting in a US$10 million out-of-court settlement in 1974. This case also became a matter of national significance when President Bill Clinton issued a formal Presidential Apology in 1997.

Colonialism has also meant that medical literature has traditionally been biased towards European perspectives. This imbalance stems from the period of slavery where pseudoscientific theories were used to justify the inferiority of Black slaves. For instance, Arthur de Gobineau, a French anthropologist in the nineteenth century, wrote An Essay on the Inequality of the Human Races, in which he judged that whites are the only race that we can call ‘civilized’ (Nale, 2014). Given the background against which contemporary medicine has developed, it is not surprising that anatomy textbooks have described white males as the ‘universal model’.10 Until the 1990s, male Caucasians were considered to be at the forefront of evolution and their images were almost universally used to represent the anatomy of the body, with female images only used in order to illustrate the sexual organs.

There is growing recognition of the need for diverse representation in medical education materials, textbooks, research and also the ethnicities of practising physicians. Acknowledging the essential contributions of Black physicians who have faced adversity while contributing to healthcare may help inspire aspirational young students from ethnic minority backgrounds who currently do not see themselves represented in the profession. In recent years, this idea has started to gain momentum, with more women, Black and minority ethnicity groups being accepted into medical school, with women now outnumbering men.11

There is also lack of representation in clinical research, which has played a part in creating health inequalities. Randomized controlled trials (RCTs) have gained recognition as the gold standard in evidence-based medicine for evaluating the safety and efficiency of medical treatment.12 Results from these trials are often broadly applied to all patient populations. However, recent evidence has challenged this practice, as the majority of studies of genetic association with disease have been performed on people racialized as white (Sirugo, 2019).13 This has important implications for risk prediction of diseases across global populations and there is a need for more research in more diverse populations. Those excluded from or underrepresented in clinical trials will differ in presentations or health circumstances and this may influence their response to treatments. For example, research has suggested gender-based differences in response to antidepressants, with men showing a higher likelihood of responding to tricyclic antidepressants and women to selective serotonin re-uptake inhibitors. There are significant disparities in prostate cancer incidence and outcomes, with Black men 1.5 times more likely to develop prostate cancer and 2.2 times more likely to die from the disease than white men. Despite this, Black men make up less than 3 per cent of the participants in clinical trials. Studies have also shown a significant underrepresentation of dark skin tones in textbooks (Ullah and Vishrolia, 2021). A British study involving 287 GPs showed that, in primary care, malignant melanomas were significantly under-diagnosed in patients with darker skin compared with lighter skin types. Additionally, a study of general medical textbooks showed only 4.5 per cent of images showed people with darker skin and limited skin type diversity (Adelekun et al., 2021). If medical students and doctors are not educated on the different presentations of skin cancers in different skin types, these conditions will be missed or treatment delayed, leading to higher mortality in these groups and increasing health inequalities. This growing awareness underscores the importance of a nuanced approach to clinical research and drug development that considers the diverse characteristics and needs of patient populations.

There has already been progress with the development of medical textbooks such as Mind the Gap, a clinical handbook of signs and symptoms in Black and brown skins.14 There are also guidelines for hypertension that give tailored recommendations for women and those of African-Caribbean origin.15 While these small steps are empowering, we are reminded that the process of decolonization is ongoing. It requires continuous introspection, a commitment to unlearning ingrained biases, and an openness to embrace perspectives that challenge the status quo.

In conclusion, I recognize that engaging with decolonization within healthcare systems is not a mission that can be confined to clinics but rather a process requiring not only individual commitment but collective societal efforts to transform healthcare into a more equitable and inclusive space. Advocacy within the medical community and institutions is essential for systemic change, including pushing for policies that actively challenge systemic biases. The lessons of the past act not as constraints but as opportunities to unravel, learn and build a more equitable and inclusive future. Due to gaps in the curriculum, students (especially students of colour) often grapple with uncomfortable truths and blatant inconsistencies. Now a physician, I acknowledge that the echoes of Bristol’s past continue to reverberate. As such, learning about the truth of those echoes should be a guide to both academics and clinicians as they navigate the delicate intersection of medicine, history and the ongoing quest for a decolonized future.

Case study of University of Bristol Libraries: Supporting students and academics to understand the historical role of libraries in colonialism (Rosey Crow, subject librarian and Lewis Coyne, teaching and learning librarian)

The University of Bristol Library Service is responsible for eight libraries, serving approximately 30,000 students and researchers across twenty-five schools. Access is provided to around 2 million physical and electronic resources, including unique and historic cultural collections. In addition to collection development and curation, which pertain to questions of which voices are represented in the libraries’ collections and how they are described, we also have a teaching remit to train students, researchers and academics across subject areas on a range of information literacy topics, such as finding resources, systematic searching, referencing, evaluating resources and creating reading lists. The format varies: one-to-one support is offered for individuals, bespoke sessions delivered to cohorts embedded in their timetable and ‘generic’ workshops are also offered across subjects.

These sessions provide us with an opportunity to highlight the legacy of colonialism for libraries and the discipline of information management. By exploring the systemic reasons behind why it is harder to find resources by authors from the Global South, or by marginalized voices within the Global North, we can help library users to unearth these voices and thereby enrich their reading and writing. This is a process of co-discovery, where we learn from the ongoing dialogue driven by our library users and their research needs.

For example, a student in a one-to-one session might ask why they cannot find research to support them exploring a topic relevant to Chile, prompting a conversation about the amount of research from that county indexed in major databases, and how Open Access tools can be used to find it. This might involve asking the student questions such as: how much Chilean research will you find when searching in English? Is research that is published in English likely to be in the interest of Chilean projects and people, or authored with an international audience in mind? Why is there less infrastructure supporting the digital distribution of research in the Global South? What are best practices that we can learn from the Global South? For example, Memoria Chilena, a free Chilean cultural website, is a virtual library that provides digitized access to cultural archives in Chile.16 Its existence can help to shift some of the assumptions we have about knowledge production in the Global South.

Unfortunately, these meetings happen with a relatively small number of self-selecting students. As such, we try to reach a broader number of students via embedded teaching during timetabled sessions where we are invited to teach as guest lecturers. Here, decolonization can be woven into the information literacy curriculum: in a class on finding resources, for instance, awareness can be raised about the limitations of popular databases and ways to overcome them; if discussing referencing, we might look at citing materials in languages other than English or from oral traditions, creating the possibility and expectation that these resources can be used in research; when teaching how to critically evaluate resources, we can discuss citation counts and the systemic factors that influence this metric. These embedded opportunities are limited, however, both in scope and time: we are not invited to teach on every course, and the sessions that we deliver focus on imparting clear instructions for using tools or performing tasks rather than critiques of information management as a discipline. For this reason, we have also created workshops for students and staff that focus on decolonizing research, drawing on our research into critical librarianship and the legacy of colonialism, as well as ongoing discussions with students and staff.

For students, an hour-long, online workshop was developed. ‘Decolonising Research: What Is It and How Can I Do It?’ was aimed initially at both undergraduates and taught postgraduates. Its core aims were: (1) deepening attendees’ understanding of decolonization; (2) increasing their understanding of how non-Western scholarship is marginalized in academia; and (3) instructing them in how to apply practices of decolonization to their research. The workshop consists of guided discussions on the theory of decolonization, an explanation of the difficulties facing students in accessing non-Western literature and strategies for finding and using this literature regardless. Feedback gathered anonymously has been overwhelmingly positive: most notably, 100 per cent of respondents strongly agreed with the statement ‘Overall I found the workshop useful’.

There are, however, limitations to practising the decolonization of libraries in this form. First, the attendees are again fully self-selecting, likely attending due to a personal interest in the topic. This is connected to the second limitation, which is that the topic of decolonization might be seen as ‘additional’ or tokenistic rather than inherently valuable to their education. Overcoming this problem will require greater time devoted to the topic of decolonization within embedded library teaching on a wide range of modules, which would be a step towards a sustained and joined-up attempt to promote the legitimacy of decolonization practices.

We have also extended support to academics developing their skills and understanding in this area, establishing a session for teaching staff titled ‘Decolonising the Library, Decolonising the Curriculum: An Introduction’ that explores the connection between libraries, information management and colonial power, providing a space in which the development of a decolonized curriculum can be openly discussed. Academics across disciplines have attended, often sharing examples of good practice. This training was also an opportunity for us to outline how support can be offered, including finding sources of material from outside the Global North. While the audience was once again self-selecting, anonymous feedback was similarly overwhelmingly positive, indicating enthusiasm for further events that bring academics from different disciplines together to discuss this topic.

These engagements represent some initial steps in the process of engaging in decolonization of the University of Bristol Library Services, but of course much more can be done. Further actions have been initiated: staff curating Cultural Collections are actively working to embed decolonizing practice in their work, an ongoing project to review subject headings in our local catalogue has been established and – with a view to extending and consolidating work that is being undertaken across various aspects of the service – a cross-team Library working group has been established with a remit to embed the principles of decolonization within the library service in a holistic fashion.

Conclusions

This chapter has examined the contexts within which the University of Bristol has engaged with the project of decolonization as well as some of the work and reflection to which this engagement has led. From these, we learn that practitioners in this area often encounter challenges, some of which are inherent to the nature of decolonial work itself. Due to the nature of the colonial project, the knowledge needed to uncover and understand it has systematically been absented from educational institutions. As such, those who want to engage in decolonization must self-educate about the nature of decolonization while they also attempt to educate, influence and encourage others. We also proceed to put decolonization into practice through trial and error, in ways often not systematically embedded, rewarded or even supported by the institutions to which we belong. While these produce praxes that are often time-consuming and slow, they also open the door for imaginative innovation, resistances to institutional co-optation, personal reflections, strategic action, cross-sector collaboration and generative conversations. The pace at which the work is forced to go invites us to turn away from the usual accelerated rate of knowledge production in neoliberal universities and engage in co-cultivation of new strands of knowledge in ongoing dialogue with different sectors of the university, and indeed the wider local and global society. We are often in conversation with people who would normally not be a standard part of university life about issues that often do not find their way onto university agendas. This considered pace also reminds us that decolonization is not a box for the neoliberal university to tick and then move on from, to other, shiny projects, but a continuously evolving alternative way of thinking, being and doing in the world. Thus, despite the different paths that lead us into the different ways of action, we are united by a joint vision that suggests that we have the opportunity to build a better world than the one we have now, shadowed as it currently is by racial injustice, extreme inequality and impending environmental collapse. In the words of Starhawk (2008: 8), ‘[a]nother world is … necessary, for this one is unjust, unsustainable, and unsafe. It’s up to us to envision, fight for, and create that world, a world of freedom, real justice, balance, and shared abundance, a world woven in a new design.’
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Decolonizing the Curriculum, Pedagogy and Assessment

The Curriculum: What Needs Decolonizing?

Many universities worldwide have set out to decolonize. In practice, these demands have often centred on decolonization of the curriculum1 and there is a continuing literature and debate on exactly what this might entail.2 We begin by considering the curriculum as a concept and how decolonization has figured within attempts to enhance and review the curriculum, locally and institutionally, at the University of Bristol. We then consider the role within decolonization of the specific areas of pedagogy and assessment.

With its roots stemming from currere, the noun ‘curriculum’ refers to a racecourse. On a racecourse, participants commence at a designated point and race to the finish to earn an award. The etymology provides a useful framing for considering what might be entailed in decolonization of the curriculum, particularly in thinking through the broader social and historical setting in which curricula exist. For example, the sense in which the curriculum may be understood as a competition raises questions about equity, that is, whether the stakes might be skewed in favour of some participants at the expense of others. This relates to what in HE we would think of as prerequisites, or the qualifying attributes that allow one to participate in the race at all. One can stretch the metaphor to consider the explicitly social setting of competitions and their place in bestowing esteem and glory on the winners. The game clearly takes place within an interested society of friends, family and civic society as well as the economy, industry and potential employers. The respective status of the ‘winners’, the respectably performing middle and the losers continues to resonate within that society’s hierarchies long after the competition has culminated. Indeed, as Pinar and colleagues (1995) write, curriculum is a key part of how culture reproduces itself, that is, ‘what the older generation chooses to tell the younger generation […] the site on which the generations struggle to define themselves and the world’ (1995: 847). Moreover, competitions are strongly regulated, with a clear set of rules of the game and with officials ensuring compliance and possessing the authority to disqualify competitors. From time to time, the rules may be changed as the morals and conditions of the society in which they take place evolve. For example, the criteria for participation may become more or less relaxed in terms of race, gender or other characteristics.

What this discussion of curriculum suggests is that its scope is very broad, and it may not be a simple task to define what constitutes decolonization of the curriculum. It may entail critical reform of access and participation as well as the formal reorganization of the rules by which students navigate their programme, the range of courses and options available to them, and the assessments and hurdles in terms of progression and credit point accumulation. It may also involve critical reform of what is taught, who is teaching, how the teaching takes place, in which spaces and environments teaching takes place, what external partners and reference points are included, and the social and economic purposes for which the education is provided. Indeed, the literature on curriculum suggests even wider concerns. The work of Jeffs and Smith (1990), Eisner (1985) and Dewey (1959) suggests that the cultural and societal influences on a curriculum might also exist in the informal/hidden or something other than the explicit curriculum. The implicit curriculum may be thought of as what is imparted through behaviours, attitudes and expectations within the environments in which students are nurtured. The null curriculum, as its name suggests, refers to ‘the options students are not afforded; the perspectives they may never know about, much less be able to use; the concepts and skills that are not part of their intellectual repertoire’ (Eisner, 1985: 107). The null curriculum poses a significant challenge for decolonization work at the University of Bristol.

Interdisciplinarity represents a challenge to the null curriculum, allowing students to straddle or break through the barriers between faculties and disciplines. It is worth noting that Islam developed some of the very first universities in Africa, such as Sankoré in Timbuktu (Adébísí, 2017), which took an interdisciplinary approach. African universities such as these, and other Islamic institutions around a similar time, developed curricula that combined the arts and sciences. The delineations that we see today between ‘disciplines’ were not as evident then. In fact, the emergence of distinct disciplines did not occur in European institutions until the nineteenth century, although the term itself was introduced by the Romans (disciplina) (Repko, Szostak and Buchberger, 2019); its context within academic disciplines may have come later. Decolonization and interdisciplinarity are therefore inextricably linked, both historically and (perhaps) also in the present. It is notable that Bristol, like many other Russell Group Universities, has moved away from joint honours programmes that cut across faculties, often due to the particularities of structures and cross-School working ways. Courses in which students can blend the arts and the sciences are rare. Such courses were more commonplace in the past, and those that remain present an opportunity for orthodoxy to be challenged.

Decolonizing pedagogy

Pedagogy comprises the ‘how’ of a curriculum, namely the methods, locations and styles involved in carrying out teaching and learning. Typically, pedagogy is a matter of teacher choice (i.e. choosing to deploy certain practices like classroom-flipping or problem-based learning). But it could equally well be influenced by learning choices made by students (e.g. watching multimedia videos or learning in groups with peers).

It has become customary to categorize pedagogies as ‘active’ or ‘passive’ depending on the degree to which students are agents in their own learning (e.g. through problem-solving, game-playing, discussing or creating). There is ample evidence in the literature that active methods are, on balance, more effective at incentivizing deep learning than more passive or ‘transmission’-based modes of learning (see, for example, Prince, 2004).

Like many universities, Bristol, partly through the Curriculum Enhancement Programme (CEP) discussed previously, has adopted a clear strategic position that encourages (but does not mandate) active and ‘authentic’ pedagogies (by which is generally meant a pedagogy whose reference points are beyond just academia). Such pedagogies are widespread in the institution but they are probably still not the dominant mode of teaching and learning. We suggest below that this strategic nudge has provided a favourable context for academic staff within Bristol who have wanted to explore the potential for active pedagogies to support decolonial critique and understanding within their teaching (see our case study from Economics and SPAIS).

Active learning has become synonymous with good teaching in many universities. Teachers who deploy innovative active pedagogies are more likely to win teaching awards (such as Bristol’s ‘Innovative and Inspiring Teacher’ award) because the criteria for such awards typically emphasize active pedagogies. Such teachers also find it easier to make a case for excellence in teaching when applying for promotion. There is, therefore, a structural incentive for academic staff to learn and deploy these types of teaching. To the extent that these approaches to teaching can have both individual benefits for a teacher’s career and be the foundation for decolonial awareness among one’s students, pedagogy is an area in which the institutional objectives for excellence in teaching and learning may naturally align with more progressive objectives.

Though there is nothing inherently decolonial in active pedagogies, they are a primary site for the expression of student engagement with material, and potentially student agency, within a curriculum (other areas include co-creation of a curriculum and agency within assessment). As such, they provide an avenue for a particular form of student engagement that can invite students to exercise their critical abilities from a decolonial perspective, such as to critically appraise taught material in relation to colonial history, the marginalization of diverse perspectives, hidden biases and so on.

However, Jansen and Walters (2022: 102), in a survey of academics in South African universities, lament that ‘many academics understood decolonisation as nothing more than just good teaching’, by which they mean a range of improvements including but not limited to active pedagogies, for example project work on community issues, listening to students and better timing of assessments to fit in with student commitments. They report these findings somewhat dismissively, noting that equating decolonization with good teaching is a ‘confusion of meanings’ (p.102) and elsewhere in the book noting that such an understanding blunts the edge of decolonization, which should be a radical agenda but has, in this confusion, been assimilated and rendered inactive by institutional capture.

Their substantive critique here is that good teaching of the type described allows teachers to remain within their comfort zones without requiring ‘interrogation of the purposes or politics of knowledge’ (p.104). However, whilst good teaching in and by itself does not equate to decolonization, it may be said that effective active pedagogies are a necessary component of decolonial practice simply because they require students to exercise their critical faculties towards certain ends that may be marginalized by or even omitted from the taught curriculum. Indeed, a form of active teaching squarely aimed at engaging students with the omissions and implicit violences within specific taught content may ultimately provide a more effective decolonial strategy than trying to teach the politics of knowledge in a more traditional manner because of the deep learning effects that such active approaches (including research-based pedagogies) are known to incentivize (Prince, 2004). However, this will remain only part of a decolonial strategy. Interventions such as this, using the terminology of Gopal’s (2021) reflections on the idea of decolonization as a metaphor, should not be ‘conflated’ with decolonization but remain ‘commensurate’ with it. In other words, it would be problematic to suggest active pedagogies are not part of a decolonial education, or that a decolonial education would not be one replete with student activity, participation and agency. Jansen and Walters’s main complaint about these kinds of pedagogic approaches to decolonization is that they are not in and of themselves systemic and fail to work towards institutional transformation. The issue of institutional change is discussed more fully in Chapter 6.

Much of the work on decolonizing education (e.g. Connell, 2007; de Sousa Santos, 2017; Mbembe, 2016) has focused on the need to de-centre European hegemonic knowledge in order to highlight marginalized and neglected voices and perspectives. De Sousa Santos (2017), for example, draws attention to the need to incorporate into education Indigenous voices and grassroots movements to bring multiple ways of understanding the world to students, thereby disrupting the ‘abyssal’ thinking that characterizes hegemonic thinking. Similarly, Connell (2007) writes of the importance of bringing Global Southern voices into curricula and emphasizes their unique contributions.

There is, however, a somewhat smaller strand of educational thinking that emphasizes the act of teaching and the interplay between students and teachers. Most well-known is the work of Freire (1970), who argues for moving beyond the didactic, or what he termed the ‘banking’ model of teaching, towards ‘critical pedagogy’ in which the roles of teacher and student become somewhat blurred. Students become active players in their own learning developing a critical awareness and appreciation of their impact on the world around them. bell hooks (1994) extends Freire in her discussions of ‘engaged pedagogy’, in which reflection by teachers is a key input into understanding and enacting teaching scenarios in which students are empowered to contribute.

The question of student agency is recognized by Freire and hooks as challenging a mode of pedagogy that replicates the structure of hegemonic knowledge in which certain perspectives are largely silenced and not afforded the autonomy to question or offer alternative views. But agency, as Stenalt and Lassesen (2021) argue, occurs within a social and educational context and may be more or less open or restrained. In a note on what he terms the ‘ecological university’, Barnett (2022) describes well the kind of open agency that may be considered empowering in a decolonial sense.3 He writes:

If the world is turbulent, exhibits contingency, and entangles, then students should be given space so as to eke out their own autonomy. Their learning should be characterised by their being placed on the spot, where they are required to come to their own judgements; moreover, their own judgements in situations that are understood to be contentious.

(para 19)

Barnett goes further, to suggest that such learning should also be self-reflective, such that ‘one comes to know more and more the limits of one’s learning.’

Agency is therefore critical in a decolonial pedagogy because it involves an active encouragement to disrupt or critique the dominant narrative in teaching at the very point of its delivery: to bring a student’s lived experience to bear on the learning and also to reflect on the potential limitations of one’s own position through, for example, dialogue and debate. (Friere’s critical pedagogy is to a large extent based on this kind of dialogic method.) A pedagogy that does not afford learners agency merely repeats a colonial gesture of silencing potential experiences and voices.4 Indeed, agency is critical to decolonization. For example, Taiwo’s (2022) critique of the overly broad interpretation of ‘decolonization’ relies on an argument that it denies African agency, in this case, the agency to make decisions that may lead to economic failure because this is then interpreted as a legacy of colonialism.

What kinds of pedagogy provide the kind of open agency described above? Dodd and colleagues (2020, p.9) describe pedagogies for social justice as embedded within relevant contexts, distributed, dialogic and explorative. Walker (2006), following Sen’s (2002) capability approach, describes a pedagogical approach that ‘encourages students to develop maps for civic and social responsibility and democratic public life’ rather than for ‘consumerism, individualism and private gain’ (p.144). She discusses the need for a participatory and deliberative HE practice. There are many pedagogic approaches that might be thought to fall within such a categorization.

The six Bristol Futures open units (see the second case study), all based loosely around the initial three themes, are available as electives to all students with space on their programmes. They provide examples of team-based, dialogic methods of teaching and learning that invite students to actively engage with the societal themes around which they are based, with peers from various disciplines. It is not surprising that many of these units touch on issues of social and racial justice within their content. A particularly noteworthy and significant example of a disruption to the usual modes of teaching and learning at Bristol, though without an obviously racial or decolonial lens, is the teaching delivered in civil engineering as part of the ‘Office’ initiative.5

Decolonizing assessment

One of the outputs from the CEP at Bristol was the development of an assessment strategy that became a significant part of the curriculum review workshops run by the programme. A strand of this assessment strategy required that assessments would be ‘designed for all’ invoking the notion that inclusivity should be incorporated at the point of design rather than as an ex post mitigation or amendment. As noted above, decolonization of the curriculum had already become part of the CEP through the global citizenship theme, and it also became part of the underlying rationale for the ‘designed for all’ part of the assessment strategy. Discussions in workshops stressed the importance of designing assessments with in-built choice to enable student agency, but also with the flexibility and space for students to bring their own interests and lived experiences to the assessment process.

Assessment reform may present a formidable challenge to institutional cultures, processes and reputation. Jansen and Walters (2022) also note this when they oppose the ‘radical demands of the curriculum decolonisation’ with ‘the conserving requirements of the institutional curriculum, such as those for student evaluation and assessment’ (p.15). Shay (2016) also points to the special role of assessment in reproducing hierarchies within broader society: ‘the curriculum – and particularly its assessment systems – serve[s] to reproduce society’s broader inequalities.’

Assessment reform and its role in the decolonization of the curriculum are under-studied and under-practised. As well as the formal guardianship and conserving oversight of assessment processes within universities, there is another reason why assessment reform may be less evident in decolonizing discourse and practice. The idea of ‘constructive alignment’ and the SOLO taxonomy (see Biggs)6 has become a cornerstone of curriculum design in many universities. The notion involves clear design alignment between the intended learning objectives of teaching, their assessment and the learning activities that lead towards their attainment. The model of constructive alignment stresses integration of the learning and assessment process in a way that informs the entire curriculum design around predetermined and identified outcomes of the educational process.

The framework is certainly alluring and it places formative assessment, known for its strong learning effects, at the heart of the mechanisms that make it work. Formative assessment provides a low-stakes understanding for the teacher about the progress of a student towards the stated learning objectives and provides the learner with forward-looking feedback that spurs learning. But in its internally consistent mechanisms, constructive alignment may inadvertently prioritize cognitive skills and knowledge acquisition because they are often most easily identified with the attainment of learning objectives. In doing so, it may also preclude or demote the wider, even in some cases unintended, learning effects that a curriculum provides for students, such as self-management, social responsibility, intercultural competencies and active citizenship (see Kreber, 2015).

These difficulties in innovating with assessment are evident in responses to the recent Covid-19 pandemic in which institutions, including Bristol, were forced to rapidly devise alternatives to long-surviving assessment modes such as closed-book examinations or coursework essays. Symptoms of the resistance to more critical and research-based assessments can be seen in statements released by learned societies in mathematics and economics, where significant concerns were raised by a sudden shift in assessment methodology. It is unfortunate that the recent rise of generative AI tools has also provided a different rationale for traditionalists to persevere with existing methods of assessment. Because of these structural difficulties in innovating with assessment, examples are relatively few. For this reason, we explore innovative assessments both in Bristol and beyond.

It has been posited that early antecedents of the modern examination, to take one form of assessment, in Western education establishments were based on a catechetical model – that of recitation and memorization of learned texts probed through questions and exacting answers (Wilbrink, 1997). This form of assessment and examination is thought to have grown in importance to the success of students in their subsequent careers (through the Oxbridge assessment and examination procedures) and concepts such as ranking and grading developed as a consequence (Wilbrink, 1997). It is not entirely, however, if the modern examination gained its structure from non-Western influences, such as the Islamic tradition and Chinese approaches (Wilbrink, 1997). It is known that written examinations were developed in China during the Ming and Tsing dynasties, with the purpose of selecting people to be civil servants (Ho, 1962; Miyazaki, 1976; Wilbrink, 1997). Aside from these historical perspectives, it seems that some of the purposes of assessment, be it through examination or earlier oral traditions, were to test the learners, and ultimately to rank them according to their worth in society. Other forms of assessment, such as intelligence tests (known colloquially as IQ tests), first formalized on a scale by Binet who wished to identify pupils in French schools who were struggling, have their routes in eugenics, and thereby white supremacy (Reddy, 2008). These tests were founded in the work of Francis Galton in the late nineteenth century, who believed that someone’s intelligence could be gauged from a series of sensorimotor tasks (Jastrzębski, Kroczek and Chuderski, 2021). Galton also believed that ‘intelligence’ could be derived from measuring people’s head shapes, a concept deeply rooted in systemic racism (Fancher, 1983). Some of these concepts are thought to have been borne out of Galton’s belief in his own innate intelligence (Fancher, 1983).

This is interesting from the perspective of concept of university structure, given that those who become the ‘testers’ in examinations have perhaps themselves felt they have reached a certain ‘level of intelligence’ based on examination. It might be tempting to argue that such concepts do not play a role in the modern ‘testing’ of examination, but nevertheless it would be dismissive and perhaps ignorant to discount the possibility that physical and social conditioning plays a significant role in these processes. It is well-known that Galton himself possessed racial prejudices in terms of ‘innate intelligence’ based on some of his expeditions to African countries (Fancher, 1983). Without any concrete evidence except informal polling of colleagues at the University of Bristol, widespread views on the educational levels of international students are felt to be deeply embedded. Indeed, the whole system of international recruitment could be said to be rooted in the premise that an education at a British university, such as Bristol, is superior to one that could be obtained in the ‘home’ country of a student. The use of university rankings (e.g. Times Higher, QS) relies on judging the ‘quality of teaching’ in order to rate the institutions, but how might this be related to colonialism? It is worthwhile noting that many institutions, and examination systems, were adopted or used in UK colonies (e.g. the A-level system of examination was, until recently, used in both Hong Kong [HKALE] and Malaysia). British university examination systems were also originally used in former colonial countries such as Tanzania: the University of Dar Es Salaam was affiliated to the University of London until national independence in 1963. In this sense, it could be argued that the prevailing belief was that British systems of examination were superior to those that could be developed in other countries. Parity across examinations is not commonly accepted; were it the case, one might expect international students from former colonial countries to have the same access to British universities. Reliance on high-stakes examinations prior to university entry has persisted in former colonial countries (Furuta, 2021), although there have been recent calls to abandon these approaches, for instance in Ghana (Baidoo Anu and DeLuca, 2023).

Before discussing examples and approaches to the decolonization of assessment, we consider the motivations for doing this. It is clear that one very important motivation is ensuring that all students are able to thrive at university and attain their full potential. One symptom of that not happening is the attainment gap at the University of Bristol between Black, Asian and Ethnic Minority students compared to those racialized as white. These data have shown7 a steady closing of the gap between continuation rates, and attainment rates, for Black students in particular, but a noticeable gap still remains. Certain programmes have been put in place to address this, including BME For Success, but these do not focus on decolonization per se. One area that perhaps has not been addressed is the tutorial, and the pastoral care of students. Decolonial approaches to tutorials are lacking at Bristol, with a templated approach that is applied across all students, no matter what background.

Godsell describes the decolonization of assessment as ‘the unattended bone in the skeleton of [the] decolonisation of education’ (2021: 117). In that sense, it is often overlooked. At Bristol, we have tended to focus on the content of courses, somewhat less on the mode of delivery of education, and far less on the mode and form of assessment in a decolonial context. There have been many attempts to decolonize assessment, and a few are worth mentioning here. One is the decolonization of an Art History programme at Kalamazoo College as outlined by Butler and Hahn (2021). This approach to decolonization of assessment embodied self-reflection and shared reflective and oral narratives with the students. These types of assessment are rare in Bristol, we have found, with most approaches requiring written assignments. The ability of students to self-reflect is all-important in the attainment of knowledge. We have included a case study on assessment in this current chapter. Some of these types of assessments are undertaken within programmes involved in decolonization activities at the University of Bristol. This begs the question of whether decolonization necessarily lends itself to alternative forms of assessment. Our experience as so-called teachers in this field has been one of unlearning. It’s probably true to say that many of us engaged on this journey of decolonization have not received any formal education that could be considered decolonial. In that sense we haven’t followed the progressive assessment of a formal education in decolonization. For example, to enter an elite university like Bristol, one must obtain high grades in conventional examination. How, then, can we become equipped to teach and assess in a decolonial way?

Although they may work to thrive in a curriculum and system that was not designed for them, marginalized students and academic staff cannot be expected to conform to those frameworks. Lessons learned from the whole decolonization project at Bristol have exposed an institution that is essentially colonial. The curriculum has failed those students facing an attainment gap, rather than those students have failed to assimilate to a curriculum. The curriculum has failed teachers too, and if we are to be truly decolonial (some might prefer anti-colonial) we must resist temptations to conform to our rubrics, our assessment types, the power structures that frame the learner and student. We are all teachers and learners. Nevertheless, not all marginalized students fail in the system of coloniality. This is an essentialism that must also be resisted, and we should see the decolonial project as transformative for all, giving agency to marginalized students to thrive however they see fit. Thus, our forms of assessment need to find alternatives to the written examination, as has been adopted by the Faculty of Arts and Social Sciences at Bristol. Exams may be considered the most cost-effective way of assessing students, although that is debatable, but they do nothing to address different personalized learning approaches for all students, and cannot draw out the best in them in terms of expressing their understanding. Indigenous knowledge and ways of passing on that knowledge often rely on oral traditions. There are many cases of disciplines appropriating oral traditions to support their knowledge base (Fernández-Llamazares and Cabeza, 2018; Sillitoe, 2010; Whiteley, 2002). The danger is that such oral traditions are appropriated as a form of assessment when their original intent was not to assess knowledge, but to pass it on freely. The other danger is that just calling something an oral assessment does not make it decolonial. Labelling something as decolonial should only be done with reference to the origins and ethos of praxis.

Universities like Bristol are engaged in a system of alleged meritocracy. There are valid reasons to question whether meritocracy really exists in the purest sense (i.e. you work hard and you achieve). Many barriers are present in a university system, and as Regmi (2023) has recently described, meritocracy was designed into the university system specifically in order to marginalize certain groups on the basis of race, class and other protected characteristics. The university is essentially a system, Regmi argues, that is situated in the neoliberal concepts of the delivery of ‘talent’ into a capitalist system, based on a meritocratic process of the exclusion and marginalization of students of colour, women, etc. Bristol prides itself on being high in the rankings of universities, currently 55th in the world (QS Ranking), 9th in the UK (QS) and 4th for employers targeting our students (High Fliers Research, 2023). Indeed, it is part of the University strategy to be in the top 50 in the world university rankings. Rankings themselves perpetuate the myth that institutions in the Global North have a superior education system to those in the Global South, with many applications from international students made to those institutions that feature high in the rankings. Those highly ranked institutions also impose high entry requirements on any students joining courses, with typical grade offers of straight As (at Bristol). And so the cycle continues. Very few institutions within the top 100 (QS Ranking) are outside the Global North, although that number is increasing, particularly in South-East Asia. There is also a decline in the number of students undertaking Westernized education programmes, with recent developments in China, for instance, such as the ‘patriotic law’ that is reducing Western thought and Western-style teaching in Anglophone and international schools.8 These developments might be seen as a threat to the HE model in the West, but also clearly point to the fact that countries, including former colonies, that have formerly relied upon and tacitly accepted a Western-style education may be undertaking their own form of decolonization.

Bristol has a mixed intake of students. In 2022 this was publicized as 20.8 per cent of our home students being from a Black, Asian or Minority Ethnic background. The use of BAME is not particularly useful in this context, so this is further disaggregated to 9.1 per cent Asian, 2.8 per cent Black and 7.5 per cent from mixed ethnic backgrounds.9 Of the 30,000 students at Bristol, some 28 per cent are international, representing 150 countries.10 Most universities in the UK rely heavily on the fee income from international students. Since the cap on home students has been effective since 2015, this rationale has directed many universities, including those outside the Russell Group, to recruit more from international markets. Therefore, this financial model relies heavily on the assumption that students can acquire a superior education in the Global North, which is underpinned by a colonial mentality. It also relies on, and requires, English language proficiency, which also perpetuates colonialism. Moreover, failing to provide a decolonial curriculum for those students, or any means of expressing anti-colonial dissent within the curriculum, is not only failing those students but also takes a disingenuous attitude to any student wishing to work in a global context after graduation. Decolonization is for everyone, and benefits everyone. Students graduating and going out into the workplace with ‘colonized minds’, into a world where that is no longer appropriate, benefit nobody. All students, no matter their background, can therefore benefit from a decolonial approach to education. It breaks boundaries, disrupts colonial methods of delivery and, pertinent to this chapter on assessment, allows students to seek new possibilities and conceive of a different world. Assessment bound into structural hierarchies of knowledge and founded on admissions policies that underpin the superiority complex of institutions such as Bristol based in the Global North serves a particular agenda. Harking back to colonial systems of delivering people to work in that same system of structural hierarchy perpetuates this same model. Our experiences at Bristol are that these structures and the perpetuation of the model are very much part of student life.

Manifestations of these structures are present in the ‘proctoring’ of online examinations during the pandemic. Proctored examinations involve someone monitoring the candidate (student) to see if anything unusual happens, as in more conventional in-person invigilation. Karumbaiah and Brooks (2021) demonstrate clearly how the underlying principles of proctoring software (machine learning) are rooted in coloniality, and the oppression of marginalized groups. Other systems they highlight for ‘teacher evaluation’ include Mathematica (software often used in physical and engineering sciences) and Google classroom. These algorithmic systems are not neutral, they argue. Proctoring is particularly highlighted where poor facial recognition of those with darker skin tones prevented students from registering for exams. They highlight notions of ‘fairness’ and assess what that really means for the equitable outcomes of a group of already marginalized students. This is worth exploring a little more in the context of assessment, and specifically around appeals for students. The University of Bristol has clear guidelines about the grounds on which students can submit an appeal, should they disagree with the outcome of an assessment (examination or coursework). In our experience, this one-size-fits-all approach might at the outset seem fair, but there are circumstances unique to global-majority students, which are themselves a result of coloniality, such as racism, ableism and transphobia. These exert disadvantage in the context of assessment. The process of assessment results in a hierarchy of achievement, categorizing students into degree classifications. If, in that hierarchy of achievement, those students already marginalized are found to be overrepresented ‘near the bottom’, with the lowest grades, then this demonstrates the colonial hierarchies of power manifest. There is however a tendency, as Karumbaiah and Brooks (2021) point out, at universities such as Bristol to treat this as a problem of ‘deficit’ – that the students need fixing, not the system. We might also be encouraged, at Bristol, to think that students were already ‘broken’ before they come to the University. Ladson-Billings writes that ‘[w]e do not have an achievement gap; we have an education debt’, which she see as ‘not about what we might mitigate, but what is owed after years of underserving’ particular groups, which for Ladson-Billings are Black, Latina/o and Native American students (quoted in Karumbaiah and Brooks, 2021: 3). The attainment and awards gaps at Bristol have never been viewed in this way, to our knowledge. It is time that this approach was taken: to fix the learning environment, the subject materials, and the style and rationale of assessment, rather than the students. We must remove the grounding in colonialism, and centre the voices and knowledge of the marginalized and Indigenous. There is a danger that decolonization is used here as a metaphor, such that Western scholars, particularly those based in Global North institutions like Bristol, appropriate and hybridize their knowledge systems and assessment approaches with those of global-majority scholars, thus marginalizing their voice yet again in this context. This has to be avoided at all costs.

Good questions to ask when tackling the decolonization of a curriculum are: who does it serve, and who and what are excluded from the canon of knowledge? To see the curriculum in itself as a power structure is helpful if one wants to consider how the exclusion of people and knowledge manifests itself. At Bristol it is perhaps erroneous to think of ‘a curriculum’ since there are many different curricula present in the academic programmes of the institution. Also, the designs, styles and forms of assessment are very different too. However, there are some common threads that exclude minoritized scholars and materials considered outside a Eurocentric canon of knowledge.

Case study: Curriculum reform and Bristol Futures (Alvin Birdi)

Enhancement of the curriculum at the University of Bristol, as at most institutions of HE in the UK, is a formal ongoing process that has taken many decades. In 2019, the University initiated an institution-wide strategic CEP over four years, which sought to lead a deep and thorough internal review of each degree programme offered, to include its intended outcomes and impacts on student development and attainment, student experience, and methods of teaching and assessment. The programme took the form of an extensive programme of day-long workshops with academics, students and key professional services staff within individual schools and programmes. Follow-up meetings or workshops intended to ensure that the creativity and ideas engendered in the workshops were built upon and embedded.

The programme initially arose as part of an earlier strategic educational initiative called Bristol Futures, which consisted of three overarching themes intended to embed Bristol’s education within key areas or challenges facing future societies, namely sustainability, global citizenship and entrepreneurship and/or innovation. A central component of Bristol Futures was the provision of an education geared towards not just mastery within the disciplines, for which it had already gained a strong reputation, and not just career-readiness, which was attested to by the destinations of most of its graduates, but life-readiness too. Such an explicit strategic steer towards preparation for life beyond the immediate concerns of employability captured the minds of many academics and leaders within the educational community at Bristol and provided a grounding for the development of decolonization within the core educational provision, as outlined below.

The recently launched Bristol Skills Profile, a description of the twelve key areas for skills development across all programmes at the University, was likewise inspired by life-readiness rather than employability. This emphasis on readiness for social and economic life found a theoretical basis in the work of Barnett and Coate (2005), who outlined three essential ‘moments’ of a curriculum as ‘knowing, acting and being’. The development of ‘knowledge’ was a comfortable area for most educators who had also begun to internalize the need for the development of practitioner skills through pedagogies stressing acting and doing, but the notion that they should also be concerned with the holistic development of students’ being, in the sense of their comportment and positionality in the world, was a novel domain.

The Bristol Futures themes were wide-ranging and left plenty of scope for interpretation. Indeed, the difficulty of their definition may have been part of the reason why they did not neatly embed in any practical or material sense, not least because there was already much in the taught curricula across the institution that spoke to these concerns. Decolonization, therefore, entered rather late into an existing strategic attempt to refresh Bristol’s curricula. By the time it did, there was already a groundswell of local activity in educational decolonization following various initiatives in schools and departments, as well as centrally (this groundswell is described in Chapter 6). This led to curriculum decolonization taking up a small position within a central programme, where it was afforded modest financial support. The existence of these local initiatives, some of which are detailed below in case studies, made it possible for the strategic programme to leverage some of the work and interest that were already emerging within the disciplines.

Bristol Futures developed further during the progress of the CEP. The original three societal themes discussed above are now distributed across a new Curriculum Framework with six pillars.11 Within this new framework is a commitment to ‘disciplinarity and interdisciplinarity’ that gestures away from Bristol’s traditional disciplinary strengths towards such areas as the three original themes of Bristol Futures, which are inherently interdisciplinary. Indeed, the commitment to interdisciplinarity itself provides another foundation on which to build decolonization within curricula. Many areas within or complementary to decolonial work such as Black or women’s studies are inherently interdisciplinary. Modules such as ‘Decolonise the Future!’ have emerged in Bristol’s course catalogue specifically as a result of these strategic developments – that module is one of the Bristol Futures open units, a suite of interdisciplinary units that run against the grain of disciplinary provision in Bristol, on which teaching is delivered by multidisciplinary teams, the student cohorts are multidisciplinary, and work and assessment are primarily teamwork. Indeed, in one of these open units on the ‘Science of Happiness’, there is no assessment at all.

Case study: Decolonizing the history of economic thought (Danielle Guizzo)

Since 2008, the discipline of economics has faced intense social scrutiny. The Global Financial Crisis revealed the field’s inability to foresee systemic flaws, leading to the questioning of expert power and faith in science. Economics education has a strong bias towards:

•Quantitative training;

•Overreliance on only one theoretical approach (‘neoclassical economics’);

•An emphasis on the didactic approach; and

•Traditional assessment methods (exams and MCQs).

In a curricular review of 172 economics modules taught at British universities, Earle and colleagues (2016) showed that only 17 mentioned non-standard approaches, with 5 of these being related to courses in history and philosophy of economics. Students are not exposed to non-quantitative methods, history, ethics, structural inequalities or planetary limitations. The average economics student meets little creativity and innovation in their classroom dynamics and delivery methods, or in their assessment and feedback.

In my course (History of Economic Thought), I implement a three-stage process, combining an innovative pedagogy in economics (hierarchy deconstruction) with critical content and assessment co-creation.

(1) Flattening hierarchies

When I became an educator, I realized how challenging it was to teach critical content without questioning the structures within the classroom itself. I have experimented with the concept of ‘flattened hierarchies’ (Donohue-Bergeler, Goulet and Hanka, 2018) in the classroom, proposing a de-centralization of the lecturer as the owner of truth. Rather, I allow space for student discussions in which I try simply to ‘coach’ them towards thinking about certain things when needed. For example, I adopt research-led teaching techniques by offering students two of my own authored articles for them to read and critique, putting them in charge. While everyone was uncomfortable at first (both myself and the students), I broke the ice by sharing my own research process, insecurities, and how reflecting on my own work helped me to learn and grow. I could see the transformational aspect of this exercise, as the group ended up sharing their own creative processes and insecurities.

(2) Bringing diversity in the economics classroom through content and delivery

The standard economics curriculum is white, male and Global North-centred, with little diversity of identity and approach (Kvangraven and Kesar, 2023). My course challenges that, offering an alternative. In addition to covering traditional topics, my students choose most of their reading list. During the first week of term, I circulate a survey amongst students with a simple question: ‘Which author(s), perspectives, or issues would you like to learn in this course?’ This allows me to get to know the students’ interests more and to co-create, finding out what they would like to learn. Most are open and curious to engage with neglected authors, female economists, people of colour, non-binary economists and perspectives from the Global South.

A change in content, however, must be accompanied by a change in delivery. In the UK, most economics degrees still adopt the traditional lecture-tutorial structure. After undertaking my History of Economic Thought course adopting the traditional model, I found students disengaged in the lectures, and few were attending the tutorials. I decided to risk a change, bringing my own experience as a lecturer in Brazil: I changed the standard lecture-tutorial model to a two-hour workshop session, each with a mid-sized group of 30–40 students to allow for participation, discussion and questioning. Rather than students passively listening to a lecturer talking for two hours, I changed the dynamics:

•Ahead of the session I provide them with a summary of the main content, signposting them to one or two pieces of reading, short videos or a podcast.

•I begin with a 15–20-minute introduction of the topic, followed by a discussion question or short reading in small groups. Rather than asking the groups to report back to the whole class, they report to each other.

•I then actively remove my position as ‘lecturer’ and sit down with them, instigating discussion or making curious conversation. I randomly assign 4–5 students to provide some answers or report the result of the discussion. I open this for wider discussion, offering guidance.

•For the remaining time, I stand up and ‘reposition’ myself, gathering the main points and building with them the take-home messages of that session.

(3) Instigating curiosity and developing students as researchers

I complemented my teaching approach with a change of assessment, moving away from traditional exams. I adopted a single option made of two components from the perspective of ‘students as researchers’: they are asked to develop a research project and then submit a research paper, but with the agency to decide on the topic, which can be focused on an author, an approach, or a concept of their choice, including content from their own countries (approximately 50 per cent of my cohort is composed of international students, notably from China, Southeast Asia, Northern and Southern Africa and Continental Europe). Outside my formal role as a lecturer, I encouraged students to consider submitting their research papers to student journals. Over the past three years, five of my students have published their work.

Case study: Decolonizing the STEM Curriculum Working Group (Lara Lalemi, Nazira Karodia, Neil A. Williams, Michael Bravo, Mark Jackson, Alf Coles, Paul Taylor, Maisha Reza, Katherine Haxton, Mercy Martin, Michelle Hogue, Adriana Suarez Delucchi)

The University has taken proactive steps to revise its curriculum, with a focus on decolonization and diversification, particularly within STEM fields. This effort began with the establishment of the Decolonizing the Science Curriculum working group at the 2019 VICEPHEC conference. Initially a single workshop, it expanded into a series of eight workshops across the UK, aiming to educate the scientific community on the importance of decolonization and diversification in STEM education.

The initiative evolved into the decolonizing STEM curricula framework, as depicted in Figure 3.1, now implemented in workshops at the University of Bristol. This framework served as a tool to empower educators, enabling them to critically examine how their curriculum, environment and practices intersect with the complex social, political and cultural dynamics of a colonized society. By doing so, they can explore the historical and ongoing impacts of colonialism on their subject matter. For instance, in a biomedical genetics unit, a relevant question might be, ‘have political movements influenced our perception of race as a biological category, despite numerous studies indicating race as a social construct?’ Other examples include inquiries into the economic influences on research direction and the impact of language and culture on knowledge dissemination to wider audiences. We see the effectiveness of this approach in its departure from rigid definitions of what decolonization is. Instead, it nurtures an exploration of the nuanced application of basic decolonial principles to the STEM curriculum, pedagogy and assessment. The framework promotes the critical evaluation of subject matter and delivery from intersectional and interdisciplinary angles leading to a deeper critical examination and overall awareness (self, cultural and social awareness). We aim for this method to serve as a catalyst, urging academia and industry to take vital initial strides towards decolonization.
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Figure 3.1 Simplified depiction of the elements upholding coloniality with which academics, non-academics and students can view their curriculum, teaching materials and research. Devised by the DSCWG.


Case study: An undergraduate workshop focused on decolonizing the biomedical curriculum (Zafar Bashir, Bronwen Burton, Lara Lalemi, Amy Mosely, Alice Robson, Maisie Varcoe)

Since 2020, three Biomedical Sciences Schools at Bristol have actively engaged in efforts to decolonize and diversify the curriculum. Following curriculum reviews and research, it became apparent that students wanted to explore complex issues around the epistemic legacy of colonialism within their discipline. However, the existing teaching activities did not offer adequate space for such discussions. Consequently, a workshop was developed to explicitly address these concerns, integrating it into a compulsory second-year unit for all students enrolled in biomedical sciences programmes.

The workshop was based on the 3Rs Framework that was produced previously, based on research into attitudes and understanding of decolonizing and diversifying the curriculum amongst our students and staff. This proposed three themes relevant to a decolonized curriculum: Rediscovery, Representation and Readiness (see Lu et al.
, 2023). The discussions were framed by an introductory talk by Lara Lalemi,12 which considered two broad ideas: connecting colonialism and biomedical sciences; and understanding what decolonization is and where to begin within our subject areas.

A pilot version of the workshop was conducted as an extracurricular activity, engaging sixteen students. The feedback was overwhelmingly positive, with the majority suggesting that the workshop should be a core, compulsory component of the curriculum. The session was then embedded into the Year 2 unit Biomedical Research, Enterprise and Employability Skills, as a workshop titled ‘Equality and Inequality in Science’. Students were asked to consider how positionality affects the way we do science, using a ‘Wheel of Privilege’ as a discussion point. In small groups, facilitated discussions covered topics such as the development of medicinal drugs or research tools from Indigenous sources (Rediscovery), and whether it matters that most cell lines used in biomedical research are from ‘white’ individuals (Representation). All eight different discussion topics aimed to build Readiness, including consideration of the ethical dimensions of scientific inquiry. Students were assessed on whether they had considered issues such as bias, representation and equality in this work, potentially drawing on examples from their discussions in the workshop.

Students’ experience of the workshop was evaluated, collecting quantitative and qualitative data via an online survey. Out of a cohort of 413 students on the unit, 266 attended the session and 147 completed the evaluation survey. Eighty-four per cent of respondents enjoyed the workshop, while 86 per cent agreed that it was valuable. There was a notable improvement in students’ perceived understanding of decolonizing and diversifying biomedical science. Furthermore, 84 per cent of students indicated they would recommend the workshop to their peers.

Qualitative analysis of free text comments also showed positive feedback. Comments included:

First I want to say thank you to everyone. As a [person with intersecting marginalised identities], this fear of not succeeding is real, and I thought of dropping out, but this session has helped me find strength again because I know now that I’m not alone and knowing you guys are aware of this is [a source of] admiration for me.


It was interesting discussing these ideas within the context of the sciences, as it is typically a neglected area.


The workshop gave students the opportunity to critically engage with issues around decolonizing the biomedical sciences, allowing them to actively contribute and to listen to the diverse views and experiences of their peers. Overall, the workshop was well-received and valued by most students.

Case study: Decolonizing the dental curriculum and working environment (Patricia Neville, Nilu Ahmed)

Bristol Dental School aspires to decolonize the curriculum. The school understood decolonization to be an educational and social movement: an iterative process that relies on critical reflection (individual and organizational) and critical analysis of teaching, research and community activities to examine how (white) power, privilege and coloniality shape the values of the school, relationships with students, staff, patients and the wider community. Efforts to address the colonial legacy within dental sciences have catalysed a journey towards the development of a strategy aimed at decolonizing the dental curriculum. This transformative process occurred in two distinct stages.

Stage one was initiated by revelations from the 2018 National Student Survey, which exposed instances of everyday racism from staff as experienced by students. Two independent investigations were launched, accompanied by mandatory anti-discrimination training for all staff. In the academic year 2021–2, Dr Nilu Ahmed conducted a comprehensive study, utilizing surveys and focus group interviews, to delve into student and staff perspectives on curriculum decolonization. The findings highlighted persistent racism experienced by minoritized staff and students, a curriculum biased towards a ‘white’ perspective, and a collective desire for increased understanding and engagement with decolonization efforts. Bristol Dental School then committed to prioritizing the decolonization of its curriculum as an ongoing educational imperative aligned with its dedication to equality, diversity and inclusion.

In stage two, during the summer of 2023, funding was secured from the Bristol Institute for Teaching and Learning (BILT) to facilitate a series of three town hall meetings over three months. These meetings, facilitated by an external expert (Lara Lalemi – see previous case study), provided a platform for students and staff to share their perspectives on decolonizing the curriculum and its broader implications for teaching, learning, assessment and research. The meetings culminated in the development of a decolonization curriculum action plan, which is currently being finalized with input from stakeholders.

Conclusions

It is clear that pedagogy and assessment elements within a curriculum are deeply connected with colonialism. This is as true at Bristol as it is at any Global North institution. However, given that many Global South universities are also part of the colonial construct, it is no doubt also true there. It is clear from the history of curricula that they were designed to perpetuate a hierarchy of learning that then bleeds into the workplace. Decolonization at Bristol has attempted to break this mould, placing students and teachers within shared spaces of learning. These pedagogical approaches and examples of such spaces are few and far between but offer unique and varied ways to engage learners, which often means both established academics and students alike, since none of our own education was decolonized. We argue that such approaches serve all students, and all educators.

The University of Bristol sites itself, quite proudly, within a hierarchical rankings system. This hierarchy perpetuates the myth that a Western or Global North education is superior to international systems and institutions. Why else would so many international students come? The financial model of the institution relies heavily on the international recruitment of students. Some might counter that we do offer a high-quality education. While that may be true, our implicit connection to the hierarchies of colonialism is evident in the way that the model seems to also insist on the belief in a fair meritocracy. This is not the general experience of Black, Asian and Minoritized Ethnic students at Bristol. While many do achieve great things, there is a quantifiable awards gap, which should not sit well with the institution.

We have presented a set of case studies that demonstrate some attempts to decolonize both pedagogy and assessment. These attempts are against the backdrop of the largely colonized curriculum, and the coloniality of exams. We have explored the notion of assessment, what purpose it serves and how implicit biases might manifest in the awards gap. This gap is very visible at Bristol and has consistently been viewed through a deficit lens: that is, that the students need help to assimilate to our fixed notions of a curriculum and assessment, rather than these ideas requiring change, specifically decolonization.

Finally, we should think beyond decolonization in the context of both pedagogy and assessment. What worlds could be imagined above those presented? What kind of university could serve students, giving them agency to explore new horizons of learning, to draw on their own lived experience as a skill set that is valued in the classroom? Who has the University of Bristol excluded, both historically and in the present time? Change is needed to answer these questions, and to think beyond the confines of what is accepted without question.




4

Decolonizing Research

Introduction

This chapter aims to critically consider what it means to ‘decolonize research’ and the extent to which research can be decolonized in a university such as Bristol, in the context of a global ecosystem of knowledge production, dissemination and governance that predominantly favours researchers and research institutions based in the Global North. As a research-intensive university, and like other Russell Group universities, Bristol prides itself on the quality of its research as measured by benchmarking exercises such as the Research Excellence Framework (REF). As discussed below, this presents both opportunities and challenges for staff and students interested in decolonizing research. The chapter starts by considering how research can be understood from a decolonizing perspective. The discussion is framed in terms of an understanding of the ‘coloniality of knowledge’, which refers to the predominance, since colonial times, of Eurocentric ways of conceiving of the natural and social worlds and the delegitimization and erasure of non-Western knowledge systems, languages and cosmologies. The second part of the chapter then focuses on efforts at Bristol to redress the epistemic and material inequalities associated with the coloniality of knowledge. Here, attention primarily focuses on five case studies that between them shed light on both the opportunities and the challenges involved in decolonizing research.

Research and the coloniality of knowledge

The idea of the ‘coloniality of knowledge’ has been developed by Quijano (2007), Mignolo (2001; 2007) and Ndlovu-Gatsheni (2013a), amongst others. Whilst each of these thinkers takes a unique approach to the term, at a general level, the idea refers to the predominance of Eurocentric epistemologies and conceptions of the world in which some forms of Western, scientific knowledge are valorized whilst other kinds of knowledge including Indigenous, local and tacit knowledge based on lived experience are delegitimized. For Ndlovu-Gathsheni (2013a), the coloniality of knowledge underpins the ‘coloniality of power’, which denotes the continued dominance in economic and political terms of Western powers over those of the Global South as well as of Indigenous elites over their own populations. It is also linked to the ‘coloniality of being’, which refers to the ways in which colonial relations are embodied at the level of personal experience in ‘habits of mind and ways of being’ (Adams et al., 2017: 4) which take place in the context of, and result from, the asymmetrical power relations and knowledge systems discussed above (Maldonado-Torres, 2007).

More recent scholarship (Aboderin et al., 2023) has considered how the coloniality of knowledge impacts the research process. Although developed specifically in relation to a consideration of research partnerships between the Global North and Africa (see the case study below on transformative partnership work), we argue that the model provides a useful heuristic for considering the coloniality of research more broadly. For example, the model demonstrates the ways in which the coloniality of knowledge operates across multiple scales, impacting not just upon how epistemology is constructed and legitimized, but on the very modes of language, theory, framing and resourcing that underpin how research is conceptualized and actualized in HE contexts. Crucially, the coloniality of knowledge, as so far described, remains so ingrained in extant models of research, method and methodology that it is often undetectable at a superficial level. Attempts to redress the coloniality of knowledge, then, require deep thinking and critical engagement with our existing practices as researchers, including the presumptions and precepts that act as the foundations of the work; questions of research design; assumptions about who has the ability to conduct research; the audiences to whom research findings are oriented; the material structures that enable the production of research, such as funding models, university hierarchies and the publication process; and the way that research ‘impact’ is often conceived in narrow instrumentalist terms (see case study on anti-racist education below).
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Figure 4.1 A model of the coloniality of knowledge as it applies to research and research partnerships.


At the core are knowledge hierarchies and hegemonies in which modern, Eurocentric, scientific ways of knowing the material and social worlds are valorized at the expense of Indigenous and non-Western epistemologies. It is argued that the Cartesian dualism between ‘subject’ and ‘object’ that lies at the heart of the modern scientific approach has played a key role in the objectification and hence control of colonized populations. This process has found its most extreme expression in the development of eugenics and scientific racism that was used to legitimize the colonial project (see, for example, Mbembe, 2016). Objective, ‘disinterested’ research has also provided the basis for the exploitation of natural resources under colonialism and capitalism leading to the pollution of land, sea and rivers (Hutchinson et al., 2023) see Figure 4.1 above.

Recognizing imbalances in the research process, decolonial scholars have proposed alternative ways forward. Linda Tuhiwai Smith (2021), for example, has proposed the use of Indigenous methodologies to foreground the perspectives of the colonized and to ensure that research serves Indigenous rights. De Sousa Santos (2007) and others have argued for the need for new ‘ecologies of knowledge’ that are able to draw on diverse knowledge systems, or in Mbembe’s (2023) terms, the ‘archives of the world’. It has been argued that transdisciplinary research based on principles of knowledge co-creation and equitable partnership working can provide a basis for developing new ecologies of knowledge. Besides ensuring epistemic justice, drawing on the collective wisdom of the world is essential for tackling the complex problems of unsustainable development, including poverty, inequality and climate change. Many Indigenous philosophies, for example, are based on a fundamental belief in the synergistic relationships between human beings and the natural world (see, for example, Hutchinson et al., 2023; Mbembe, 2023; Tikly, 2024).

Concomitant to the hegemony of a Eurocentric view of science has been the marginalization and erasure of Global Southern ways of knowing the natural and social worlds, a process that has been described as ‘epistemic violence’ (Ndlovu-Gatsheni, 2013b; Spivak, 1988). As Ngũgĩ wa Thiong’o (1986), Neville Alexander (1999) and many anti-colonial activists have pointed out, the devaluing of Indigenous, local languages under colonialism has also been an act of epistemic violence. In this respect, as Mignolo (2003: 669) observes, languages ‘are not just cultural phenomena’ but the ‘location where knowledge is inscribed’. That is, language is neither neutral nor disinterested, but both a product and driver of the ways in which the very concept of knowledge is obtained. As discussed below, both the Africa Charter initiative and the Transforming Education for Sustainable Futures networks engaged from a decolonial perspective with the issue of language. Furthermore, Cushing (2023: 54) discusses racio-linguistic ideologies in British schooling, whereby the ‘interlocking structures of white supremacy and coloniality’ reveal the relevance of the coloniality of knowledge for those in education in the Global North. As Cushing argues, these interlocking structures inform approaches to curriculum design that favour a supposedly essential body of knowledge steeped in colonial logics that all children must learn for educational success and upward social mobility, while denigrating racialized children as linguistically inadequate.

A third layer of power asymmetries relates to the default use of Western European theories, categories and concepts in the way that research is framed, a process that Hountondji (1990) has described as ‘extraversion’ (see also Bayart, 2000 on extraversion and introversion in the African context). The existing ‘rules of the game’ ensure that Eurocentric knowledge frameworks are considered more important and universal in their application, whereas non-Eurocentric knowledge frameworks are often labelled ‘Indigenous knowledges’, hence particular to a specific context and less relevant globally. For this reason, the charter argues for research collaborations to be founded upon a critical examination and acknowledgement of collaborators’ epistemic positions. In the African context, modern universities emerged as part of the colonial system to produce knowledge that served the colonial administration. Hence, as highlighted by several African scholars, universities in Africa were primary actors in inculcating coloniality, entrenching Eurocentric modernity and discrediting local knowledges (Ndlovu-Gatsheni 2013b; Nyamnjoh 2004; Woldeyes 2017). The charter, therefore, argues for the need to decentre Western-centric epistemological orientations and to promote African languages at every stage of knowledge production.

Overlaying the Western framing of research are Western ideas about development and progress. These project Western capitalist versions of modernity as the ideal towards which other societies should strive. As decolonial thinkers including Escobar, Quijano, Walsh and Mignolo have reminded us, these very concepts (development, progress, capitalism and modernity, amongst others) are deeply intertwined and co-constitutive aspects of coloniality. The case study for the Centre for Black Humanities below is an example of an initiative that has sought to tackle head-on the issue of extraversion. Dominant theories of development are often premised on linear notions of time that stand in contrast to non-Eurocentric views of progress and change (see, for example, Escobar, 1995). Dominant discourses also present development as a ‘benign’ process and often elide consideration of how racism and the colonial legacy have been central to the emergence of the contemporary world order (Sriprakash et al., 2019; Wilson, 2013). Research conducted between Africa and the Global North can be decolonized if research is decoupled from the ‘development gaze’. This gaze predefines most international research collaborations and the funding model underlying ‘development aid’ to fit the narrow Eurocentric orientation towards development. In this orientation, African countries are defined by what they lack, using a deficit model and the focus on poverty, deprivation and solving the problem of ‘developing’ (i.e. becoming like the ‘West’). When the development gaze defines research, knowledge production becomes subservient to the West’s geopolitical and foreign policy priorities. Hence, a particular research’s scientific rigour, relevance and intellectual orientation will be of secondary importance. Since the development gaze and the orientation it perpetuates are essentially colonial, the content of research, the research processes and the institutional context within which research is conducted cannot be free from the logic of colonialism.

The outermost layer represents what can be described as the institutional and material basis for the inner layers. It draws attention to the wider political economy of knowledge production. Here, inequalities arise from the ways in which research is funded, including who is enabled to apply for funding, who assesses the validity of funding proposals and how funding is, in material terms, disseminated and distributed. As will become evident in the case of government cuts to the Overseas Development Assistance (ODA) funds, Global Northern control over grants highlights fundamental contradictions in the funding regime for development research. The outer layer also draws attention to inequalities in partnerships including whether Global Northern- or Southern-based researchers lead the research process. It draws attention to where responsibility lies for overseeing key aspects of partnership working, including issuing contracts, undertaking due diligence, dispersing funds and defining ethical procedures. Second, a deeper focus on the institutional context raises further challenges from a decolonial perspective.

Inequalities are also reflected in the way that research is disseminated, including choices about the relevant modalities and the process of peer review in journals and books. Finally, the outer layer also draws attention to the way that research is governed, including policies relating to open access to research findings and intellectual property law. In all these instances, it will be argued below, Global Northern partners and institutions are favoured. A decolonial approach to research must both challenge and transgress these wider inequalities within the knowledge production ecosystem. Each of the initiatives discussed below has had to grapple with these wider inequalities in knowledge production that place limits on the extent to which research can be decolonized but also provide insights into possibilities for decolonizing research.

Can research be decolonized?

In this section the central question of the chapter that relates to the central problematic of the book is addressed, namely can research be decolonized? The focus is on five case studies of change. These examples are not intended to encompass all of the efforts at the university to decolonize research. Rather, they have been chosen because they are examples that members of the collective have had some experience with and because they provide a good basis for developing the central ideas and arguments of this book. The discussion of each section is situated within the wider decolonizing literature. In each case the barriers and affordances for realizing transformative change in practice and the prospects for future work that can build on the approach in question are considered.

Case study: The Centre for Black Humanities and decolonizing research (Madhu Krishnan)

The Centre for Black Humanities was founded in 2017 by a self-formed group of scholars, primarily, if not exclusively, in the Faculty of Arts at Bristol. The decision to apply to become a research centre came after initiating collaborations as a research cluster. Importantly, in administrative and institutional terms, this was vital to the ability to scale up the work; clusters receive a small budget of ca. £500 per year and must be renewed annually, whereas centres are guaranteed £5,000 of funding over five years. This ability to operate on a medium-, rather than short-term plan of activities, as well the increased administrative support available to a centre, enabled escape from some of the problems of sustainability and project-based research discussed elsewhere in this chapter, and which funding models based on twelve-month systems perpetuate, inadvertently or not. In addition, as one of six research centres sponsored under a competitive application process, more visibility was gained both within the University and beyond.

The Centre seeks ‘to foster the broad range of research currently being done in the Faculty of Arts around the artistic and intellectual work of people of African descent’, whilst both ‘creat[ing] an international hub for Black Humanities research in the heart of Bristol’ and centring a commitment

to reaching audiences outside the traditional university through a diverse programme of film screenings, reading groups, performances and research collaborations with local communities. Such activities enable this research to generate impact in other areas including the cultural industries and higher education policy.1


The priorities, therefore, are to foreground collaboration, interdisciplinarity, engagement, exchange, and internationalization in research methods, aims and design. Implicit in all of this, then, is a collective desire to decolonize research both conceptually and practically, whilst also attempting to expand the notion of what research can be and is within the institutional setting of the University. In many ways, then, and sometimes implicitly, the Centre seeks to respond to contemporary pleas to foreground epistemic diversity within an ecology of knowledges. Accepting, moreover, Ferguson’s assertion that ‘thinking is as “real” an activity as any other, and that ideas and discourses have important and very real social consequences’ (1990: xv), then it follows that the failure – or impossibility, in Mbembe’s terms – to ‘think’ Africa and its diasporas and ‘imagine’ Africa unto itself, through its own immanence as a presence and structure, cannot be uncoupled from a larger material history of exploitation, despoliation, genocide and terror that continues to our present-day era of neoliberal humanism. As much as taking inspiration from pioneering scholars of Black studies such as Paul Gilroy, Hazel Carby, Catherine Hall, Henry Louis Gates Jr., Divine Fuh and Sabelo J. Ndlovu-Gatsheni, equal emphasis is placed on the practices of co-production, co-labour, and co-thinking with collaborators and conspirators locally, regionally, nationally and internationally, seeking as a Centre to engage in what Mignolo and Walsh call a practice of ‘thinking with’ rather than ‘thinking about’.

A key component of the Centre has been its emphasis on collaboration and cooperation in its running, which operates through a system of consensus led by a diverse management team, as well as in the ways in which the research, both individual and collective, is conducted. While Centre members all have individual projects – a situation that is often determined by national and international funding structures, publishing practices and promotion processes at the institutional level, many of which appear to privilege the ‘lone wolf’ researcher – Centre members remain committed to working together, sharing resources and maintaining an overarching focus on the Centre’s core objectives. Members working on projects, for instance, on the creative lives of African universities, literary activism in Africa, legacies of enslavement and memorialization in Europe, or hip-hop as social practice in Britain and Tanzania, regularly share ideas, reading and advice. They also support one another, often acting as mentors and advisors on each other’s projects and sharing personal experiences of navigating perplexing university systems. Large-scale collaborations with external groups such as Afrikan Voices Forum and Black Southwest Network are entirely driven by collective agenda-setting and prioritizing. More broadly, the Centre has worked collectively to foreground the holistic relationship between research and education through the development of the MA in Black Humanities, a thoroughly collective endeavour that emphasizes the need to break down interdisciplinary barriers through team-teaching and practice-based education, drawing on the expertise of scholar-activists and practitioners beyond the University.

Of course, this has not been without difficulties, and any effort to ‘decentre’ or ‘decolonize’ within a large institutional context requires significant resource (both time and material), as well as flexibility in the way in which systems and structures are navigated. In many cases, institutional support has functioned as a double-edged sword, for instance in the use of the Centre’s name in press releases without prior approval. In certain cases, such as student-led protests over the naming of the Wills Memorial Building and the toppling of the Colston statue, there has been a danger of the Centre being instrumentalized as a means of deflecting attention from larger issues of structural violence. Since the Centre’s inception, there has been a tension around the desire for it to be seen as a research centre and not merely an advocacy organ or tick-box exercise in diversification. The bureaucratic nature of any large organization, moreover, has meant that much of the time that might have been funnelled towards intellectual production goes instead to the tedious work of form-filling, meetings and administrative minutiae. These institutional barriers have been particularly apparent in attempts to operate outside ‘standard’ University structures and practices. For the aforementioned MA in Black Humanities, for instance, a central priority was to enable potential students from ‘non-traditional’ backgrounds to apply for admission, as well as applicants without ‘standard’ academic qualifications but with significant professional and practical experience. Given the centralized nature of University admissions systems, however, this proved to be inordinately difficult. It was hoped that we could enable applicants from the African continent and its diasporas to join the course, but the fact that many African universities and degrees lack accreditation as required by admissions (as well as the skyrocketing price of international tuition) made this nearly impossible.

Despite these setbacks, the Centre was renewed for a further five years in 2022 and continues to strive towards its key priorities and aims. The Centre – with both its successes and its problems – remains an active intellectual space occupied by academics, students, practitioners, activists and more. Moreover, the Centre continues to thrive as a space for thinking with, against, through and beyond the limitations of higher education, as it currently operates in the UK, and to imagine other possible worlds.

Case study: Anti-racist education projects case (Sharon Walker)

The projects ‘“Deep Understanding” for anti-racist school transformation’ and the ‘SETA Project: Education System for an Anti-racist Transformation’ are based in the School of Education at Bristol and intend to address anti-racist education in schooling systems. A consideration of the impact paradigm, a strong imperative in HE research evident in frameworks such as the UK’s REF exercise (UKRI, 2024), sheds light on the issues discussed in this chapter – the coloniality of knowledge and how this plays out in research and research partnerships.

Deep Understanding is a collaboration between the School of Education and a collective of schools in London. The London focus is due to the case study’s author, the principal investigator, having established a pre-existing two-year collaboration with these schools. Most of the schools are in the primary age range (pupils aged 5–11), but the collective also includes secondary schools (pupils aged 11–18) and schools for pupils with Special Educational Needs and Disabilities (SEND). The current phase of the project (Phase 3: September 2023 to December 2024) is funded by an Economic and Social Research Council (ESRC) Impact Acceleration Account (IAA) grant. This current phase builds on previous work with the collective (Phases 1 & 2, September 2020 to November 2022). These phases involved school leaders’ participating in a series of workshops to develop reflective communities of practice to enhance their knowledge of and engagement with anti-racist approaches in schooling. The aim of Phase 3 is to continue working with school leaders, extending the focus to teachers and parents across the school communities. Activities involve the development and implementation of an anti-racist baseline survey, professional development workshops for classroom teachers (similar to Phases 1 & 2) and parent focus groups.

The SETA Project (2022 to 2030), funded by the W. K. Kellogg Foundation, is a collaboration between an alliance of grassroots organizations in Brazil and international aid agencies that seeks to embed principles of racial justice in the Brazilian public education system. Promoting the voice, agency and leadership of Black, Indigenous and Quilombola communities is fundamental to the project. In collaboration with ActionAid International and the Brazilian partners (Ação Educativa, National Campaign for the Right to Education, CONAQ, Geledés, Makira-E’ta and UNEafro), a research team at the School of Education is engaged with taking forward Outcome 6 of the overall project, which aims to mobilize a global network on racial justice in education and to prioritize racial equality in global education frameworks. At the current stage of the project (spring, 2024), activities include developing an international database of anti-racist initiatives, running regional workshops to bring together anti-racist education practitioners from different geographical regions, developing shared anti-racist language that reflects the multifarious practices, languages, cultures and political contexts in which this work is carried out, and developing national case studies of anti-racist initiatives/practice.

Both projects illuminate a need to reimagine current impact paradigms within the University. Although this was not the original goal of either project, an interrogation of what is meant by ‘impact’ provides a useful opportunity for this type of reflection. Such reflections are approached with a recognition that the language and goals of ‘impact’ as currently articulated at Bristol reflect a wider sector discourse.

Deep Understanding is fundamentally an impact project. There is an expectation as outlined in the application guidelines for the ESRC Impact Awards that it produces ‘specific, identified deliverables’ (University of Bristol, 2024a: 5). These deliverables are expressed in terms of tangibility such as ‘training packages, business processes, toolkits, policy recommendations or prototype products and services’ (University of Bristol, 2024a: 5). Other requirements in the call emphasize a need for co-development and knowledge exchange with non-academic partners: that is, a horizontal approach to partnership working. The funding call also points to the future, for example, ‘identifying next steps for future funding or investment … to facilitate impact’. On the surface, such expectations and aims, now normalized in the sector, present as necessary to justify funding. However, on implementing the project, alongside project partners, these requirements present themselves as restrictive in terms of knowledge creation and potential understandings of change.

The idea of restriction can be considered in several ways. First, Reed and Rudman (2023: 968), in their discussion of impact in environmental research, talk about the ‘narrow framing of the value of knowledge’. Given the focus of the Deep Understanding grant on deliverables and other aspects such as significance and reach, there is a sense of attention being turned away from the community of teachers and what was experienced as a more authentic co-creation of knowledge, towards the measurable or quantifiable. This is particularly notable given that work with the London teachers began three years before the current impact funding phase. During the initial phases, the focus was on building a learning and knowledge community with an understanding that impact, if understood as a type of measurable or tangible change, was nebulous. We could say, for example, in the context of the current phase that a certain number of training sessions had been produced, or a certain number of teachers participated, or a certain number of resources were developed for potential dissemination. However, these impact ‘products’ or outcomes may not capture the types of school transformations envisaged by the teachers (Tuhiwai Smith, 2018: 22).

This leads to the second point, which can be posed as a question: how can we ‘deliver research impacts that incorporate multiple ways of viewing reality and knowledge and benefit diverse groups and interests in complex systems’ (Reed and Rudman, 2023: 969)? Much of the discussion addressing the coloniality of knowledge in research relates to Indigenous or marginalized populations in postcolonial locations. However, these concerns, including the above question, are equally relevant to schoolteachers in the UK. The Deep Understanding project brings to the fore the need to conceptualize impact such that multiple ways of knowing are valorized. The focus in this case study is not on how that is achieved, as that can adopt various approaches, including those that have not yet been explored. Instead, the point is the need for such an approach. In the case of this project, it would mean moving away from an instrumentalized approach to knowledge that serves the goal of deliverables, since not only is the project operating within a complex system (schools, and all the relationships and dynamics that entails), but also deals with anti-racist education that defies being pinned down to specified outputs or outcomes. For example, when a project participant describes their experience in the project as giving them hope, is that impact? Should it be classified as such?

Currently, impact and monitoring, while conducted in other aspects of the SETA project, is not a key focus of Outcome 6. However, as this strand develops, for example, engagement with a range of project collaborators and beneficiaries, and co-developing and carrying out case study research in a range of contexts, questions of impact, within current university systems, cannot be avoided. For example, the nature of the project potentially makes it a candidate for a REF impact case study (the project principal investigator has been approached by relevant teams in the University about this). The experience gained from the Deep Understanding project provides the potential for conceptualizing knowledge – how this is produced, negotiated, mobilized and internalized, for individuals, communities and systems – in ways that challenge the impact language and expectations of the REF. This is essential given that the case study research will take place in a range of settings in the Global North and South, allowing for a reconfiguring of notions of impact.

Case study: The Transformative Research Collaboration Initiative (Eyob Balcha Gebremariam)

The Africa Charter for Transformative Research Collaboration2 (the Africa Charter, hereafter) is an outcome of a set of co-creation processes facilitated by the Perivoli Africa Research Centre (PARC) at the University of Bristol, the Chief Albert Luthuli Research Chair, University of South Africa and the Institute for Humanities in Africa (HUMA) at the University of Cape Town. The Africa Charter takes international research collaboration as a primary focus to redress the marginalization of African knowledge systems and HE institutions within the global knowledge production ecosystem. The processes of co-producing the Africa Charter passed through several consultative and strategic meetings involving prominent actors in HE and research across the African continent. The processes constitute a decolonial enquiry into the existing knowledge production ecosystem and advocacy and lobbying practices to raise awareness among decision-makers and policymakers and enact transformative change in research cultures.

The first milestone of producing the Africa Charter was a consultative meeting hosted by the Association of African Universities (AAU) in Accra, Ghana, on 25 January 2023. The meeting was attended by the leaders of AAU, the African Research Universities Alliance (ARUA), the Inter-University Council for Eastern Africa (IUCEA), the Association of West African Universities (AWAU), the Council for the Development of Social Science Research in Africa (CODESRIA) and the African Academy of Sciences (AAS). The day-long deliberation facilitated by the three coordinating bodies (the Chief Albert Luthuli Research Chair, HUMA and PARC) achieved two significant things. First, the participants could critically comment on the analytical orientation of the proposed Charter articulated through the multiple layers of power imbalances. Second, the meeting also helped to garner substantial support from the key players of HE and research within the continent. The key output of the consultative meeting was the establishment of a steering group that oversaw both the co-production of the Charter and the organization of the launch event on 5 July 2023 at the Conference of Rectors, Vice-Chancellors and Presidents of African Universities (COREVIP) in Windhoek, Namibia, hosted by the AAU.

The Africa Charter focuses explicitly on international research collaboration because the majority of scientific knowledge within the African continent is produced through such collaborations. The available metrics indicate that African knowledge systems and actors of HE institutions have a negligible role in shaping the global ecosystem of knowledge production (Aboderin et al., 2023; Gebremariam et al., 2023; UNESCO, 2021). Several initiatives hope to address inequalities and power asymmetries in international research collaborations. Most of these initiatives, usually called ‘equitable partnership frameworks’, often take the predominance of international research collaborations for granted and seek to introduce normative frameworks that will make the normalized processes of knowledge production in and on Africa ethically acceptable. The Africa Charter aspires to ‘advance and uphold’ Africa’s rightful place in the global ecosystem by promoting African-led research on the continent. This requires redressing the multiple layers of power asymmetries within the most dominant mechanism of knowledge production on the continent, i.e. international research collaboration.

Drawing on African intellectual thought, the Charter articulates basic principles on how research collaborations need to be configured to redress the multilayered power imbalances in Global North-Africa knowledge dynamics. It argues, for example, for critical examination and acknowledgement of collaborators’ epistemic and theoretical positions and for the foregrounding of African languages. The Charter demands a focus on African research priorities and to return the development gaze through decentring Eurocentric assumptions. It demands that funding streams are targeted at strengthening African partner infrastructures and research management and for the forging of longer-term programmes of African-led research. At a practical level, the Charter argues for the intellectual and institutional leadership of African partners as a first and preferred option. The Charter also sets out goals for institutional and HE-sector policy change to embed such a transformative collaboration mode. As can be seen from Table 4.1 below, these are targeted at addressing the outermost ‘institutional’ layer of epistemic injustice identified by Aboderin and colleagues.


Table 4.1 Aspirations for change in policy and regulatory frames.




	HE/research Institutions and networks:
	Align their organizational policies, guidelines and internal funding so as to actively require, enable and reward debate and learning activities on, and the pursuit of, collaborative inquiry that adheres to the key principles for transformative research collaboration





	Research funders:
	Align their funding streams and parameters so as to require, enable and reward learning activities on, and the pursuit of, collaborative inquiry that adheres to the key principles for transformative research collaboration



	Research/HEI assessment bodies:
	Adapt existing or establish new normative frames for the assessment of research and/or assessing the culture and environment of HEI so as to value explicitly and reward learning activities on, and the pursuit of, collaborative inquiry that adheres to the key principles for transformative research collaboration



	Governments:
	Adapt existing or establish new national or local science, HE or other relevant policy or shape international policy so as to require and enable learning activities on, and the pursuit of, collaborative inquiry that adheres to the key principles for transformative research collaboration



	International science bodies:
	Adapt existing or establish new international policy so as to require and enable learning activities on, and the pursuit of, collaborative inquiry that adheres to the key principles for transformative research collaboration



	Science publishers:
	Align their publishing policies and guidelines so as to favour manuscripts reporting on collaborative inquiry that adheres to the key principles for transformative research collaboration







Case study: Transforming Education for Sustainable Futures (TESF) network (Leon Tikly)

The Transforming Education for Sustainable Futures (TESF) network was funded by the British government’s Global Challenges Research Fund (GCRF) and involved partners from India, Rwanda, Somalia/Somaliland, South Africa, the Netherlands and the UK. The network was initiated in 2019 and officially ended as a funded initiative in 2023. The purpose of TESF was to provide a better understanding of how education can be transformed to support sustainable livelihoods, sustainable cities and communities and climate action. Aligned with these concerns in the contexts of India, Rwanda, Somalia/Somaliland and South Africa, a focus of the network was to tackle intersecting inequalities including those based on gender, socio-economic status, race, class, languages, coloniality and Indigeneity. Overall, the network funded sixty-seven projects across the four countries of research focus. Researchers within the network sought to synthesize emerging findings and to generate learning from across the funded projects and diversity of Global South contexts (see TESF collective, 2023). The key themes covered by the projects are captured in Figure 4.2.
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Figure 4.2 Themes covered by the Transforming Education for Sustainable Futures Network.


Source: TESF Collective, 2023.

Two aspects of TESF’s work are relevant to discussion of decolonizing research (TESF collective, 2023). The first is the use of knowledge co-creation as the methodological approach. There are many, sometimes conflicting meanings of knowledge co-creation in the wider literature. The collective’s understanding of knowledge co-creation has evolved over time and reflects the plurality of approaches adopted by TESF research teams operating across diverse contexts and with contrasting objectives. At a basic level, this understanding of knowledge co-creation was ‘research that is undertaken in equal partnership between academic researchers and other stakeholders including those who may potentially benefit from the research, have a deep understanding of the context of research and/or who may have a role in putting the findings of the research into practice’ (Sprague et al., 2021: 2).

Underlying this approach was the belief that it could ensure that results or outcomes are more meaningful and relevant to those it is intended to benefit by being grounded in the lived experiences of those people. Genuinely co-creative approaches often draw on different kinds of knowledge, across disciplines but also local and Indigenous knowledges. This bringing together of different knowledges and foregrounding of marginalized voices and neglected knowledge through transdisciplinary approaches can be advantageous for tackling complex or ‘wicked’ problems – both to get a deeper understanding of the problem from the perspective of those experiencing it and to generate possible relevant, context-specific solutions. In relation to the above discussion, TESF’s approach facilitated the development of new ecologies of knowledge, able to transgress dominant extant theories and Western-centric development frames.

In addition, knowledge co-creation can lead to increased ownership and agency in research processes. This is not research about participants but research with, by and for participants, or, as they were reframed, ‘co-researchers’. In TESF’s case, these co-researchers worked in diverse partnerships that included practitioners, Indigenous groups, activists, youth, policymakers and others outside the academy. This shift in ownership and power (though far from straightforward), and in recognition of participants’ agency, is fundamental to the democratization of knowledge production.

These principles have been important for the way in which the research has been undertaken in TESF and has guided the approach to synthesis (TESF Collective, 2023). Realizing these principles in practice involves overcoming many challenges. These have included bringing together teams with sometimes conflicting interests to conduct research and with unequal access to different kinds of relevant knowledge, skills, material resources and time. Involving all participants at each stage of the research process and mobilizing the necessary capacity for meaningful engagement with diverse knowledge systems and methods requires considerable investment in time and resource. It also involves overcoming the colonial legacy of research in which research undertaken in the Global South has often been Global Northern-led and ‘extractive’ rather than empowering, and has often reproduced hierarchies in the way that different kinds of knowledge are perceived and valued, and in what counts as ‘good’ research. Much of the research was also conducted at the height of the global Covid-19 pandemic. This presented additional practical difficulties for research teams in implementing a co-creative approach.

Examples of this transdisciplinary approach included projects in Rwanda equipping disadvantaged groups like young women and the deaf/blind community with skills for better employment, and initiatives across the network emphasizing life skills like critical thinking, digital literacy and entrepreneurship. Projects in India and South Africa investigated the link between education and urban development, while initiatives across all four countries aimed to equip individuals with skills with which to address urban challenges. Food and water security were also addressed, with projects exploring urban food gardens and community water management in India and South Africa. Importantly, Education for Sustainable Development was integrated into curricula across Rwanda, India, Somalia/Somaliland and South Africa, often employing participatory approaches to empower communities and to promote climate action.

Recognizing power imbalances inherent in research partnerships, TESF advocated for practices that ensured greater equality and ethical conduct. These included shared ownership and leadership, collaborative research co-created with communities, and empowering Global Southern partners through capacity development based on mutual learning rather than a deficit model. TESF also emphasized research designed to challenge existing power structures and inequalities, conducted ethically and transparently, with due attention to informed consent, data protection and intellectual property rights. Furthermore, the network actively built long-term partnerships with local NGOs, government agencies and community groups, ensuring research informed by local realities and serving as a positive change tool. TESF’s commitment to mobilizing capacity equipped local researchers and community members with research skills, data analysis tools and communication know-how, empowering them to become active participants in knowledge production and utilization.

In relation to the discussion of the coloniality of research above, however, the TESF experience highlighted several areas where transformative change in the wider research ecosystem (represented by the outer layer of Figure 4.1 above) is necessary. First, the design of GCRF funding meant that the lead institution had to be based in the UK. This immediately placed Bristol at an advantage compared to Global South-based partners in accessing funding in the first instance. As the lead institution, Bristol was responsible for issuing contracts, conducting due diligence checks on partners, approving ethical procedures and data management. In the case of TESF, this challenged a Global Northern university that has historically been involved in traditional top-down approaches to working with Global Southern partners. Processes of due diligence, for example, had to be adapted to take account of working with community-based and non-governmental organizations in the Global South who often did not meet basic financial requirements such as having their own bank account and access to financial audits. The one-way process of due diligence in which the lead Global Northern partner conducts due diligence on Global Southern partners was also called into question when the UK government suddenly announced a massive cut in funding for the GCRF programme. This amounted to a reduction of about 20 per cent in the funding available to partners and placed Bristol in an invidious position. Cutting pre-agreed budgets undermined the trust that was built with partners, in some cases over many years, and called directly into question the due diligence of both the British government and the University. To its immense credit, the University stepped in to mitigate the worst effects of the cuts using its own funding. Nonetheless, the incident served to highlight the inequalities at the heart of the funding regime.

Getting ethical approval for co-creative research exposed the highly procedural nature of the research ethics process. For example, the requirement that all research instruments are reviewed before the research is conducted is problematic where a co-creative approach to collaboratively developing research questions and methods is adopted, as is the case in genuinely co-creative research. Principles such as ‘informed consent’ also take on different meanings across diverse cultural contexts. Working with nomadic pastoralists and other groups in which oral consent is the norm and in which traditional processes of giving consent must also be respected requires flexibility in how ethical procedures are undertaken.

Further, TESF adopted a multimodal approach to curating the outputs of the projects in the form of videos, stories, poems, pictures and works of art as well as more traditional written outputs. Materials were also translated into different languages, both in recognition of principles of epistemic justice and to increase the likelihood that the research would be relevant and meaningful to the intended beneficiaries. As a network, however, there was pressure to produce peer-reviewed journal articles and books. Part of this pressure came from our desire as academic participants in the research process to show that the research has an academic impact. It is also driven by other realities including the nature of promotions criteria in universities that value traditional outputs, and the need to meet the requirements of external performative assessments such as the Research Excellence Framework (REF). Financial constraints mean that it is also not possible to make academic outputs open access. Furthermore, peer review processes are often biased towards monodisciplinarity and outputs in standard English that adopt standard referencing practices, written with a predominantly academic audience in mind. The network team are currently grappling with the inherent tensions that these realities create from a decolonial perspective. Together with issues around funding, due diligence, ethics procedures, etc. highlighted above, the Global Northern-centric bias in the way research is published draws attention to the need for a more fundamental transformation of the knowledge ecosystem.

Case study: Decolonizing Engineering (Steve Eichhorn)

In 2021 I was fortunate to be awarded an Engineering and Physical Sciences Research Council (EPSRC) fellowship with an EDI component. When I came to Bristol in 2017, I was struck at just how white the institution was. I am a white heterosexual cis-male professor. Both personally and academically, I have sought to use my positionality and privilege to make change. After running several projects with small amounts of money within the University to push the needle towards equity, it became clear that it would need dedicated funding. My aim with the fellowship was to address the equity, diversity and inclusion of Black and Black heritage staff and students. In the Faculty of Engineering at that time, we had no Black academics, and a very small number of Black students. What is more, the culture and environment towards Black staff and students were toxic, and not on an anti-racist footing. It was clear, too, that the curriculum did not reflect the lived experiences of a small number of Black students.

At an event we were running called Black Mentors something became apparent to me. This event aimed to give young Black pupils in Bristol an experience of STEM subjects, and being led by Black practitioners gave a sense of representation. As part of the event, those practitioners gave a testimonial to the young people. One described their journey from an African country to Bristol, and how when they arrived and joined the course the engineering they were being made to study bore no resemblance to anything pertinent in their home country. This made me sit up. What was it about our curriculum that was so different? Why had we chosen to present engineering in such a way? As academics, there are a few tools we can use to change mindsets, one of which is writing. Having met many people in the University engaged in what is called ‘decolonization’, it became clear to me that there was very little writing (at that time) around this subject with respect to engineering, or indeed any STEM subjects. When I posed this concept to some of my colleagues, their answers were that the subject itself deals with ‘things’, ‘concepts’, ‘theories’, rather than a relational study of human interactions as one might find in, say, social science. I now feel that does little justice to either social science or engineering, and I decided to write an article. A colleague encouraged me to contribute to a set of articles on decolonization that was going to be published in Political Quarterly. I was a little daunted by this prospect, because having read some papers on decolonization, I wasn’t entirely sure that I grasped all the concepts, nor that I could translate these into my own discipline.

My intention was that my colleagues, far and wide geographically in my field, would read the article. I drew on authors who had written about their own understanding of the subject at disciplinary boundaries, and so was indebted to the work of Josie Gill (Bristol) and Pat Noxolo (Birmingham) who had written already about this subject in relation to science, but not engineering. To my amazement, the paper was accepted. I understood that the journal was sometimes read by politicians, so when Kemi Badenoch MP (herself an engineering graduate) made a statement to the House denouncing decolonization, and in particular ‘decolonizing engineering’, I wondered if she had read my article. I was also pleased to receive several emails from colleagues who had read it, and had thought about the content. Other fledging decolonization groups in engineering from universities in the UK contacted me as well, asking where do we start? How do we do it? I had to profess I was no expert, and still learning my way, but I was pleased that at least this had piqued some interest in actually doing the work. Following this I was asked to give a talk to the Black, Asian and Minority Ethnic staff group in engineering and science on the subject. My intention was to show that engineering and science are not passive, that they have been used to marginalize and oppress Black, brown and Indigenous people both in the past and now, and that engineering could be used as a tool for reparations, to imagine different futures.

The response to that talk was very positive, and I noticed some of my colleagues were now engaging with the subject. The fellowship has provided some core funding for further work, but I have found more traction outside the University where decolonization is concerned. Bristol is a deeply colonially constructed institution. Making change from within is a long process, and changing mindsets is difficult. For example, we have an initiative within engineering called Engineers Without Borders. The colonial mindset of the project is dealt with in a series of articles to which I contributed for a FutureLearn course on decolonization. The name itself is problematic, especially when we consider that a border is a real thing for Black and brown staff and students, who face visa regulations, high costs of living in the UK in terms of access to healthcare for non-domiciled residents and a constant threat of deportation in the hostile environment created by our punitive immigration system. Moreover, the ‘white saviour’ approach taken by the scheme to development and aid within African countries is deeply colonial. Highlighting these issues has been met with some opposition. First of all, the organization that leads the UK section of Engineers Without Borders asked to speak to me to see if I would change some of the wording on the FutureLearn site to cast them in a better light! I was also going to be asked to help deliver the programme at Bristol at one point, but when I raised these issues, I was quietly dropped. There are many more incidences where I feel people’s opposition to change manifesting. Some of the institution’s reluctance to move on a truly anti-racist approach to change has been difficult to engage with, but I do sense some movement in that direction. On decolonization, the journey is never-ending. The world was colonized and engineering definitely played a role, but colonization is happening now. In the age of digital, and artificial intelligence/machine learning, we are seeing the embedding of coloniality and racial bias into code, into automated systems that will take some unpicking. These discussions at Bristol seem to be happening on the fringes. These areas, AI particularly, are fertile in terms of research funding. It does worry me that Bristol may be heading towards this research without enough reflection on how it may impact marginalized groups. The journey towards justice therefore continues.

Conclusions

This conclusion offers critical reflection on the case studies presented above in relation to the various layers contained within the model of the coloniality of the research process in Figure 4.1. This allows us to address the overarching question of how far research can be decolonized from the perspective of a Global Northern university and future priorities for transformative action. To do so, it is necessary to return to the five layers of epistemic injustice with which this chapter began, examining how the different case studies have attempted to dismantle these barriers to decolonizing research. For the first layer, epistemologies, we might consider how projects such as TESF have attempted to dismantle epistemic hegemonies through deeply rooted partnership work and a horizontal approach to both research design and funding allocation. While TESF has opened important avenues for epistemic plurality, however, the project itself remained mired within the hierarchies of knowledge that undergird institutional and practical structures within HE. In the case of the Centre for Black Humanities, collaborative efforts to highlight, platform and analyse the cultural histories of people of African descent have faced similar barriers in terms of institutionalization and University processes. In particular, the top-down imperative to use what is, at its heart, a research centre as an advocacy group oriented towards the ‘education’ of Global Northern publics has stymied attempts to ‘think differently’. One clear example is the intellectual design of the MA in Black Humanities, where a desire to centre so-called non-academic knowledges has faced significant barriers in funding, access and distribution of intellectual capital. Equally, the Centre’s involvement with the University’s report on its ties to enslavement has demonstrated how efforts to work within, around and beyond institutional demands are often co-opted back into the very structures and systems they seek to displace. There is, therefore, a question of recognition of the multiplicity of knowledge frameworks. More broadly, as Steve Eichhorn’s work on decolonizing engineering shows, the very concept of what a discipline is remains contested, reinforcing epistemic hierarchies and barriers to radical thinking.

Our second layer, language, is another arena in which we can see both moments of possibility and moments of frustration. In the cases of TESF, the Centre for Black Humanities and the Africa Charter, attempts to encourage plurilingual dialogue and the dissemination of research in different languages are clearly evident. Yet, the hegemony of English persists, for example around ethics and due diligence processes that require complex forms exclusively available in English. Where these things are required in other languages the onus is on the researcher and partners to translate, with little understanding of the labour this entails. Notably, the Charter has not yet been translated, though this remains an ambition, with plans to translate it into other European languages and at least one African language. Meanwhile, it remains the case that colonial languages are imposed at every level of the research process, and the violence of translation remains an acute issue.

Where theories, concepts and extraversion are concerned, our experiences as researchers at the University of Bristol have shown the extent to which the very concept of research remains inchoate. To what extent is praxis respected as research? The anti-racist work with partners in the UK and Brazil, for instance, illustrates the tensions that arise from the imperative to collect ‘data’ as the only genuine form of knowledge production, to the detriment and undervaluation of personal relationships and the formation of communities of care. In a larger sense, we should question what modes of knowledge HE truly values. Often, the forms of research that are encouraged (and, indeed, the structures that mediate professional progression) can feel extractive, as if all that matters is justifying the use of resources through ‘impact’ and ‘development’ that can be ‘evidenced’. Linking to the fourth layer, the development frame and gaze, then, one might consider the detrimental effect of the impact paradigm that currently shapes British HE, and the ways in which it impedes relationships of trust. Indeed, in many cases the drive to produce impact case studies, gather metrics, and collate data has created a distance between ourselves and the communities with whom we work.

This all links to the fifth layer, resource and institutional structures. Developing deep-seated relationships and working in communities that are often (rightly) suspicious of academic motives takes time, effort and emotional labour. This sort of work – often the most impactful, if not institutionally speaking – often comes with no allocated research time, no time for deep thinking or understanding. This, in turn, leads to a constant sense of distance and needing to fit things around the margins of other work. As many of the case studies have shown, there is a serious problem with the lack of staff time allocated to research partnership work, as well as a lack of funding for staff, students and external partners. The sense of being ‘on call’ twenty-four hours a day, especially for junior colleagues, is acute. And, as many of the case studies have shown, protocols, despite being derived from a place of goodwill, such as ethics monitoring, due diligence processes and financial procedures, frequently fail to account for different cultural norms, particularly around the building of human relationships and the lived nature of praxis as research. In countries such as Senegal, for instance, it is a cultural commonplace to engage in long greetings and inquiries at the beginning of conversations. In such contexts, to open with bureaucratic forms builds suspicion and a lack of trust that is difficult to overcome.

Despite this, work undertaken as individuals and collectives has shown the possibilities of ‘thinking otherwise’ when it comes to research. Whilst many barriers have been faced, often at a significant cost to mental health, goalposts have been shifted, even if only incrementally.
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Unsettling Institutional Boundaries towards Plural Transitions

Introduction

This chapter explores how decolonization unsettles, problematizes and potentially disrupts the multiple boundaries inherent in the practices of modern universities. We contend that universities, as institutions, not only establish but also validate the structures of modernity. We situate our examination within experiences and practices derived from the University of Bristol’s recent encounters with decolonizing imperatives and questions. By examining the university’s interactions, both historically and contemporaneously, within the city of Bristol, we explore how these institutions construct and seek to legitimize, while simultaneously interrogating, the boundaries that underpin the reproduction of modern social relations.

Efforts to decolonize university research and education highlight, challenge and are resisted by the deeply engrained conditions of modernity that universities perpetuate. These conditions, which manifest as typical discursive forms integral to modernity, have become so naturalized and universalized that they often remain unquestioned and accepted as fundamental aspects of social life. They encompass processes such as individualized subjectivity, epistemic disciplinarity, institutional pedagogy and the political formation of the nation-state. These processes manifest as epistemic boundaries, which are also political, economic, social, cultural and geographical delimitations, and which have also long been recognized as integral to colonialism and coloniality (e.g. Bhambra, Gebrial and Nişancıoğlu, 2018; Cupples and Grosfoguel, 2018; Kuokkanen, 2007; la paperson, 2017; Maldonado Torres, 2007; Ngũgĩ, 1986; Quijano, 2007; Santos, 2018; Tuhiwai Smith, 2021).

Universities are, consequently, infrastructures of modernity and coloniality, as much as they are vehicles for its question and critique. Universities’ infrastructural aims are diverse: the development of knowledge and claims to truth; the invention of processes and technologies; critical engagement with ideas, arts and literatures; the education of subjects; the reproduction and improvement of the structures that both enable and are enabled by them (i.e. states, laws, economies etc.); and the protection of the systems, economies and freedoms they both constitute and nourish. These aims often, but not always, entail speaking truth to power. Decolonization, insofar as it questions the structures and bounds of modern colonial reproducibility, fundamentally challenges the limits, boundary practices and reproductive capacities of universities. Whether the university in its reflexive and critical function can unsettle its structures and bounds, and, at the same time, reproduce the very boundaried subjects that do the work of unsettling, is a problematic that confers the tensions and contradictions at the heart of this collective book.

In this chapter we show how decolonization efforts illuminate the necessary limits of universities. Universities often perpetuate the frankly self-serving prejudice that they are spaces of unrivalled good. We approach them, rather, as complicated and contradictory places, which is how people experience them. Whether inside as a student or member of staff, or whether looking in from outside through being explicitly excluded, universities are phenomenologically contradictory. They exclude and include, open and foreclose, emancipate and ensnare – often all at the same time. Decolonizing efforts surface these contradictions, not as problems to be overcome, but as necessary limits about which we must first be honest. We hope our analyses and examples show the limits of decolonizing efforts to include and reconcile marginalized communities, as well as point to what is necessary if infrastructural boundaries are to be transformed.

The University of Bristol, like the city of Bristol, shares a history of colonization, which manifests through visible social, economic and racial inequalities. The cartography of the city, divided into wards, highlights these inequalities while telling the tale of (at least) two cities. The city of Bristol is, as many postcolonial cities are, multiple and enormously varied, and also very unequal. Some wards and neighbourhoods are amongst the poorest in the country, while others are amongst the wealthiest. Disparities of income across different regions in the city also map across disadvantages lived by ethnic minorities in Bristol. Amongst the highest levels of those who felt they were struggling financially were 24 per cent of Black ethnic minorities in diverse and deprived areas compared to only 5.6 per cent of people in the least diverse and least deprived areas of the city (2024a: 1). A 2017 co-authored report by the Runnymede Trust and the Centre on Dynamics of Ethnicity notes that ‘ethnic minorities in Bristol experience greater disadvantage than in England and Wales as a whole in education and employment and this is particularly so for Black African people’ (Elahi, Finney and Lymperopoulou, 2017: 1). Bristol City Council Health and Wellbeing profiles for 2024–5 note that, based on 2021 census data, ‘the population of Bristol is increasingly diverse’ (2024b: 8, see also 2024a) with global-majority populations concentrated in ‘inner city and east’ neighbourhoods. There, between 43 per cent and 80 per cent of the population self-identify as ‘ethnic minority’ compared to the rest of the city’s average of 28 per cent. In some neighbourhoods, including (but not exclusively) amongst the wealthiest (e.g. Clifton, Westbury, Stoke Bishop or Redland), ethnic minority populations are as low as 5.7 per cent; all such neighbourhoods are located in Bristol’s north. It bears noting that although ethnically diverse communities are concentrated in some wards and neighbourhoods in the inner city and east of the city, this correlation does not equate simply to income inequality. Bristol is also home to some of the poorest white-majority neighbourhoods in England, all located in the city’s south (e.g. Hartcliffe, Withywood, Knowle West and Whitchurch). So, the city’s inequality can be sketched roughly, with ethnic diversity and income inequality concentrated in the inner city and east, wealth and lack of diversity in the city’s north, and relative poverty and white-majority populations in the city’s south.

The university sits ‘up the hill’ within the wealthy northern part of the city; its location has led it to being described as ‘unreachable’ and ‘symbolically posh’ (in the left-wing press). Indeed, the established character of the university precinct, visible as it is on a central hill from most parts of the city, contributes to the lived experience of the multiple and unequal ‘two cities’ as bounded realities. These boundaries, demarcated by physical and colloquial markers such as ‘up’ or ‘down the hill’, ‘the other side of the M32’ and ‘the other side of the river’, extend beyond mere geography to encompass psychological and social dimensions. Crossing these boundaries signifies entering different urban, cultural realities.

The university continues to be perceived as unattainable by those constructed as opposing it. Indeed, the most deprived areas of the city, in the east, south and inner city, were, until recently, presented as no-go areas during the induction of university students new to Bristol. Many students upon graduating report having never left the boundaries of perceived safety within the precinct of privilege, ‘the Clifton Bubble’. Consequently, the university has sought to expand its university campus to the east and south of Bristol to increase its reach. These expansions move the main metropolitan campus from ‘the centre’ to micro-campuses in so-called peripheral locations. Yet, while such efforts aim to address a civic agenda by increasing access to education, the university nevertheless extends its practice and ways of doing beyond its geographical boundaries within existing bounded frameworks. We explore what these bounded frameworks are and how, despite some necessary and important changes brought about by decolonizing work within periphery communities, the institution itself and what it reproduces in the form of its social relations remains largely unchanged.

To explore this dynamic, we situate our examination in this chapter within both historical and contemporary Bristol-based case studies of ‘university settlements’, which, we think, illustrate some of these formative tensions and contradictions. Historically, ‘university settlements’ and ‘settlement work’ were part of how, from the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, modern universities worldwide, including the University of Bristol, extended and implemented aspects of their institutional civic and social responsibilities to education and research. We explore how such settlements, drawing on colonial discourses of social and civilizational improvement, sought to seed, within impoverished urban areas, models of engaged, modern educated citizenship, as well as to coordinate progressive struggles for housing, gender equity, educational access and community flourishing. Today, contemporary adult and community access and university extension efforts continue many settlement education trajectories, but they also have the potential, through decolonizing lenses, to challenge important assumptions universities use to legitimize both their institutionalized value claims and the boundary practices reproducing such claims. We explore the origins of ‘settlement work’ initiated at Bristol’s Barton Hill Settlement, established two years after the institution gained university status in 1909. This endeavour served as both a frontier for progressive social research within deprived urban areas, predominantly inhabited by the white working class, and a mechanism for reinforcing education and aspiration through normative frameworks of individual subject formation and state-sanctioned citizenship. These frameworks were part and parcel of how universities were, and continue to be, fundamental to the production and reproduction of modernity/coloniality.1 Today’s adult education, university outreach and access programmes continue many early settlement trajectories. However, the current context of a neoliberalized university, and its interactions with a mostly racialized immigrant community in this deprived area of the city, presents decolonizing challenges that unsettle many presumed relations and prevailing expectations of institutional legitimacy.

The chapter thus aligns itself with recent arguments that the slow, difficult, contradictory, always tensile – and perhaps even impossible (see Adébísí, 2023; Andrews, 2018; Mayorga et al., 2019)2 – work of decolonizing modern universities requires pursuing ‘decolonial agendas constantly and everywhere’ by ‘continually centring specific relationships to … place’ (Barker and Pickerill, 2023: 17). Listening in and with marginalized people’s places prioritizes community needs in terms of research, educational programming, and the structures of university territorial and material governance (ibid.: 13; see also Bruno et al., 2024).3 However, how responses are built to address these needs and governing apparatuses is the key challenge. If responses simply imagine and reproduce the unequitable structures of the status quo – in other words, to employ Lorde’s (1984) now-almost-iconic words, use the masters’ tools to fix the masters’ house and its structural mistakes, only ‘fix it better’ – then institutions are not decolonizing.

We begin our analysis by framing how universities constitute and reproduce coloniality through infrastructural boundary-making practices. We then isolate the education of individual subjects as a key logic in the infrastructural grammar of modern universities and their cultivation of civic engagement and aspiration. University settlements were important nineteenth- and early-twentieth-century modes for engaging community-centred research and education, as well as for modelling and cultivating aspirant horizons of possibility for such subjects. We connect Bristol’s university settlement in Barton Hill, founded in 1911 and extant until its dissolution in 1970, and then its subsequent revival in the 2000s, with how contemporary outreach and access and adult education efforts both continue and unsettle this infrastructural story. We conclude with reflections on recent university outreach and expansion and the opportunities and challenges decolonization demands for an institution committed to ‘responding to our changing world and leading global change’.4

Infrastructures as boundary practices

Universities serve as infrastructures of modernity, operating across multiple scales, layers and connections. They form diverse networks for generating, circulating, and safeguarding modern ideas, people and power structures. The mechanisms through which universities generate, reproduce and disseminate modernity are exceedingly complex. However, their infrastructural legitimacy largely hinges on their discursive adherence to progressive modern narratives, including the pursuit of discovery and truth, the production and preservation of knowledge, the facilitation of education and personal development, and the promotion of critical openness and transparency. Each of these commitments and the narratives that sustain them has a complex and contested history. Yet, central to all is the establishment and navigation of boundaries.

It may come as something of a surprise that we identify boundaries and their navigation as central to the progressive constitution of universities and their social importance. Discovery, knowledge, education and openness – the last by dint of its very name and action – are, it would seem, the opposite of delimitation and are antithetical to enclosing spaces or erecting boundaries and borders. Shining the light of understanding into a darkness, whether previously unfamiliar or identified as mistaken, literally ‘dis-covers’ – that is, takes away or unveils – what was previously covered, unseen, ignored or mistaken. Bringing into the light of the known, circulating what has become knowledge amongst others, and thereby sharing how knowledge has been produced and might continue to be produced appears to be the work of removing barriers, opening new frontiers and un-boundarying. Universities, it would seem, are about tearing down barriers and boundaries.

But, as we have emphasized throughout the book thus far, what interests us about how universities and educational systems make claims to discovery and transparent knowledge production is that they do so by producing particular epistemic regimes and hierarchies (see Chapter 1, Critical Introduction). What counts as knowledge or the opening of a frontier of understanding, and its sharing as education, is itself predicated on particular institutionalized criteria for legitimacy. Criteria are tests or standards. They are, in other words, measures and boundaries that filter; in so doing, they shape and produce particular worlds, ones within which particular things, processes, and people are fostered and enabled, and others are excluded, ignored or actively resisted. More than simply controls for entry or exclusion, boundaries are, more fundamentally, ‘moulds that shape social relations’ (Anderson, 2017: 1532). What is crucial about how modern HE moulds social and epistemic relations is that it does so in terms of both a disciplinary regime and a hierarchy, typically of a dichotomy between Global North and South (Santos, 2018: 7). Modern, rational, scientific knowledge regimes, historically produced in the universities of the Global North, erect themselves infrastructurally as an epistemically superior and exclusive ‘one kind of science’, whose role is ‘to rule in the world’ by virtue of being a ‘self-existent storehouse of truth and … sui generis, the only one of its kind’ (Uberoi, 1978: 14). All other forms of knowledge are classed, in Uberoi’s words, as ‘ethno-science’ (ibid.) and categorized in terms of what they do in the world as inferior forms of building worlds of possibility. To the extent that the university denies its role in normatively erecting hierarchies of epistemic inclusion and exclusion, which are then used to justify political and cultural exclusion and erasure, the university is, in the words of Moten and Harney (2004: 113), ‘the site of the social reproduction of conquest denial’.

Nowhere is this more apparent in the context of education than the infamous 1835 Macaulay ‘Minute on Indian Education’ with which we began the book. Education, for Macaulay, was the social mould for exercising domination and realizing colonial ambition. Universities, moreover, were the infrastructures that built and implemented the criteria filters – the moulds – for modernity. Indeed, they still are. Ideational boundaries characterize what counts as a valid truth claim and its criteria, and what does not. Educational boundaries symbolize who is considered educated, and who is not. Formal epistemological processes delimit what counts as a recognizable knowledge claim, and what does not. Pedagogies routinize the dissemination and reproduction of formal epistemologies. Protocols, their reproduction, and their accessibility determine archives of thought and their public value, as well as those forms of life deemed outside or beyond discursive significance.

As with all infrastructures, the discursive aims and objectives of universities sit, necessarily, in tension with one another. Their aims are, consequently, also multiple, and often contradictory. For example, universities train people for nation-state, internationalist, and globalizing economic and political ends. They also encourage criticism of these same nationalist, internationalist and global ends. They produce knowledge and goods, and they question and protect the right to question such knowledge and goods. Scholars and scientists assert the fidelity of epistemic criteria, as much as they also question them. They – and we very much include ourselves within this – claim that right as critique. Indeed, universities reaffirm the necessity of their infrastructural existence precisely through reflexive critique (Moten and Harney, 2004: 111).

Universities thus sit in tension with those they purport to serve, whether diverse public spheres or, increasingly, private and corporate demands. Infrastructures exist, after all, in tensile relationships with the worlds they manifest. Infrastructures, be they energetic, transportive or ideational, stabilize worlds within and against forces that always contest their presence, their presumed solidity and the futurities they manifest. Infrastructures represent and materialize intentional forms or ways of life in their very presence and their collective maintenance. Maintenance and upkeep repeatedly reproduce commitments to ways of life deemed valuable. Consider a seawall protecting fields, a road enabling movement, a cable connecting users: all need maintenance and upkeep, and in doing so, repeatedly renew commitments to the ways of life such walls, roads and cables enable. Contemporary universities, further, manifest a range of intentional modern forms of globalizing commitment, from the social and cultural significance of textual and literary education, to reasoned critical enquiry, to truth telling, and to progressive social, political, and technological development in the form of nation-states, development agendas and governance regimes. At its very core, the figure and form of the individual subject, educated in the capacity to recognize its capacity to manage its own maturity, and therefore its self-derived courage to understand the world (Kant, 1996 [1784]: 58) inheres the epistemic warrant to principles and ideals sustaining, at least in part, what is peculiar about modernity.5 That such individualized, trained critical capacities and self-incurred maturity are separate from modern histories of conquest, violence, colonial erasure and their ongoing legacies as coloniality is one of the great denials universities make in reproducing themselves as infrastructural moulds of social progress.

Modern regimes are constituted within the discursive production of a range of boundary processes – i.e. ‘criteria’ – for the discrimination of people and knowledges, either within or without the infrastructural apparatus of modern reproduction. States and state structures (e.g. curricula, accreditation bodies, professional associations, etc.) recognize certain educational attainments as criteria, and thus boundaries, which discriminate amongst individuals. These become forms of legitimacy that confer ability or access to work and life chances. Social and cultural discrimination (nominally ‘class’), too, is conferred on similar hierarchies of perceived legitimacy. An Oxbridge or Ivy League degree symbolically carries much more in the way of cultural capital and social mobility than similar professional qualifications from an inner-city, metropole polytechnic, let alone an institution claiming university status in a developing Global South periphery. Boundary processes include, therefore, things like: degrees and certificates; criteria for academic production and performance (e.g. languages of instruction, codified grammars, quantification processes, peer review, etc.); specific pedagogical experiences (e.g. lectures, seminars, laboratories, textual instruction, clinical training fellowships, etc.); exercises of assessment (e.g. examinations, written papers, dissertations, vivas, etc.); and, access to, and training in, archives of data, knowledge and method (e.g. libraries, qualitative and quantitative analytics, accepted methodologies, ethics review and approval processes, etc.).

The range of boundary processes materialized by universities means they also territorialize their aims and objectives. Universities erect and police these boundaries as much as they navigate within, across and through them. What counts as a claim to knowledge in a newly opened space of understanding is set and overseen by institutionalized structures of legitimation, including those deemed able to discern, navigate and so protect such structures. The boundaries universities produce and negotiate under their tensile conditions are, however, labile. More and less fixed depending on situation and context, these boundaries are always under negotiation, as all boundaries and borders must be. Their negotiation is part and parcel of how universities’ infrastructural capacities persist as formative components to building the dynamic and transformational global structures of a modern world.

We can think of universities’ boundaries and associated territories in several interlinked ways. Universities are their materially bounded properties and physical buildings, their capital and assets, their land, trusts and endowments, and the legal structures protecting them. We can also understand their boundaries in terms of the disciplines that organize their material bodies, from old epistemic organs of the larger institutional body like mathematics, theology, philosophy and the natural sciences, to newer disciplinary limbs like computer science, Black studies, gender studies, media studies, bioinformatics and genomics. We may, further, consider boundaries as those terms legislating who may and not study new and old disciplines. Prospective students are required, for example, to achieve thresholds before they are allowed to cross over into the care and discipline of the institutional body.6 Importantly, students and their families must also pay for such access, whether via direct transaction, indirect taxation or indebtedness (usually all three). Boundaries are additionally delineated in terms of those who exit institutional thresholds. Universities produce subjects, primarily graduates, whose degrees confer an epistemic territoriality that embodies social and economic hierarchy, as well as the ability to both move across numerous and differential scales of social influence and within the modern structures; universities legitimate via their infrastructural bonds and ties. Newly formed, boundaried and bonded, these subjects – typically bachelors, masters and doctorates (although there are other varieties of subjects produced by universities) – emerge newly minted from the infrastructural machinery, enabled to reproduce many of the structural aims and territorial ambitions of modernity. Government, education, finance, health, engineering, environment, food production, the creative economies, all depend upon the production of modern subjects and subjectivities bounded by the infrastructural apparatuses of universities.

Boundary subjects

Indeed, such boundaried products serve as mechanisms through which the infrastructure both makes and binds subjects to larger structural transformations and movements, thereby keeping modern world-making, in the words of Lauren Berlant, ‘practically bound to itself’ (2016: 394). Educated subjectivities, produced by the infrastructure of the university, are bound to, and hold together, the larger moving structures of modernity and its globalizations. We might think of such subjects as ‘boundary objects’ (Star and Griesemer, 1989) or, better yet, as ‘boundary subjects’.

The theory of ‘boundary objects’, which we interpret here as pertinent to understanding how university infrastructures produce bounded subjects and subject boundaries, emerged in the effort to explain how both abstract and concrete objects, identities and assemblages, move across, between, and become adapted to different uses and sites, while retaining a degree of commonality within different social worlds. When the concept was popularized by Star and Griesemer (1989), examples of ‘boundary objects’ included specimens, maps, standardized forms and even political states. The mobilization and translation of such objects across ‘intersecting social worlds’ (Ibid.: 393), while maintaining their recognizability, bind them to a larger structural framework: specimens to museums; forms to standardized processes and principles of equality; states to agreements among similar modern political entities. Insofar, therefore, as they circulate as recognizable objects, boundary objects are commitments to the enduring work and translatability of institutional processes like museums, forms, appeals to equality or nation-states.

‘Boundary subjects’ produced by universities may be understood in similar ways. Defined within the bounds and bonds of disciplinary training, institutional commitments and the specific aims of building modern worlds, the subjects – both embodied and disciplinary7 – produced by university educations constitute across different places – and times – a commitment to building a particular horizon of possibility and flourishing. University ‘boundary subjects’ – graduates, researchers, teachers, doctors, engineers, lawyers, etc. – whose subjectivity is formed by their educational framing8 operate as conduits for the reproduction of modernity. They are, as Star and Griesemer write, ‘plastic enough to adapt to the local needs and constraints of the […] parties employing them, yet robust enough to maintain a common identity’ (ibid.). The ability to move across social worlds and remain identifiable as a particular kind of subject connected to worlds of possibility is what inheres the force of being practically bound to the reproducibility of modernity. Boundary processes thus come together in complex and interlocking ways to reinforce an infrastructural ensemble whose nodes of connection and reproduction disperse as ‘boundary subjects’.

What they disperse to do, of course, is build and reproduce modernity – as lawyers, teachers, engineers, healthcare workers, data analysts, economists, development consultants, social workers, writers and musicians. Our characterization here of infrastructural subject reproduction is not to castigate or decry such ‘boundary subjects’. We too are products, and, as academics, producers of what we are calling ‘modern boundary subjects’, as we explore in the Barton Hill case below. Modernity confers an enormous amount of good. But it does so, as we noted at the beginning of the chapter, and indeed the book, in particular epistemic ways. These ways come at the expense and erasure of other epistemic and experiential worlds, ways of inhabiting, imagining and living otherwise, ways many would argue we desperately need right now to address our many planetary challenges. In other words, as Michel Foucault famously remarked in an interview towards the end of his life, reflecting on his political attitude:

My point is not that everything is bad, but that everything is dangerous, which is not exactly the same as bad. If everything is dangerous, then we always have something to do. … I think that the ethico-political choice we have to make every day is to determine which is the main danger.

(1983: 231–2)

Our point is not that the modern infrastructural boundary subjects produced by universities are necessarily bad in virtue of being produced by universities. It is that they are not necessarily innocent; they are also exclusionary. They define what is in by what is out. They are produced in particular epistemic, political and cultural ways, which are party to, and complicit in, even as they are also ignorant of, histories of epistemic violence, exclusion, erasure and sometimes actual physical violence. They are, in Foucault’s word, ‘dangerous’. They are filled with a potential, a charge, an effect and a consequence. To deny – again to go back to Moten and Harney – this potentiality, as though it is innocent, progressive or virtuous, and without particular consequences in shaping and legitimizing a particular way of being in the world, is deeply dishonest. Its chief danger, in fact, is in treating its particularity as though it were necessarily universal.

University infrastructures as a main danger

It is here that decolonizing critiques step forward to identify and diagnose one of our present’s main dangers. For, what is one of the main dangers in our planetary present if it is not also those infrastructural processes constituting the universality of modernity/coloniality, including industrialization, capitalization, extractivism and exploitation? What happens when, under the precarious conditions of the planetary present, the moving structures of a globalizing modernity are revealed, in their universality, as dangerous, problematic, even destructive? How do we navigate their weaknesses as well as their strengths, their fraying parts as well as their enduring structures, their eroding foundations and impoverishments, their intended and unintended consequences, and sometimes, their frankly diabolical aims? What do we do when the same globalizing boundary processes to which modern universities are committed and their infrastructural ambitions also threaten human and non-human planetary futures? Consider, for instance, progressive developments to which modern universities gave rise and some of the dominant forms of life they work to sustain as necessary for peace, flourishing and development. Dams, nuclear energy and weaponry, industrial agro-economies, energetically demanding capacities for mobility and production, dominant economic governance regimes: all are currently understood to threaten, as much as they differentially enable, planetary flourishing. A colonial railway, for instance, unites, from coast to coast, a newly forming settler colonial nation in a wonder of technological and political development; it also facilitates decade upon decade of violence and extractive exploitation at the expense of ecologies and people (Cowan, 2020). Consider, further, the social, political and corporate structures that organize the many regimes upon which such developments depend, which, again, are products of and sustained by the infrastructures of modern imaginaries, including research and education, and the boundary subjects trained to sustain them. What do we do when the infrastructures upon which we depend to stabilize worlds of possibility can also be seen as the very conditions for producing the precarious futures of those same worlds? Do we double down on a faith in what universalizing modern infrastructures and their boundary processes imagine, and thus produce, as possible? Or, do our contemporary planetary problems require different forms of thought and action, and therefore different criteria for the legitimation of how we address and manage our present conjuncture?

Our present planetary conjuncture is perhaps ‘best characterized by the fact that we are facing modern problems for which there are no longer modern solutions’ (Escobar, 2020: 69, original emphasis). Here, in this recognition, as Escobar continues, ‘the crisis is the crisis of a particular world or set of world-making practices, the world that we usually refer to as the dominant form of Euro-modernity (capitalist, rationalist, liberal, secular, heteropatriarchal, white, or what have you)’ (ibid.), decolonizing critiques present themselves as options for analysing the infrastructures of modernity, including the university. While it has long been recognized that universities and their work of research and education have played a major part in facilitating, as well as also critically interrogating, the coloniality of modernity, how we go about intervening in the infrastructural reproduction of coloniality/modernity within and by universities entails questioning and unsettling many of the boundaries and the boundary-making processes inherent to their reproduction.

One key infrastructural approach to addressing limitations caused by modernity/coloniality, as well as extending a diagnosis to their resolution, was university settlements. It is to these we now turn. In doing so we trace the colonial impulses that gave rise to historic university settlements as expansionist frontiers. Today, however, the changing legacies of these settlements have also enabled unsettling communities of civic researchers and citizen experts who, outside the university, push against sedimented structures of epistemic capital and its often exclusionary forms of reproduction.

University settlements and the University of Bristol’s Barton Hill Settlement

University settlements emerged in the latter half of the nineteenth century as efforts to address many of the social and economic inequities and inequalities affecting rapidly industrializing cities. They were imagined as sites to build democratic and socially just communities of learning and experience amongst those typically disenfranchised by hierarchies of modern capitalist reproduction: women, immigrants, the working poor and children. Settlements were residential extensions of university research and education into socially and economically deprived urban and latterly suburban areas. They became important historical cornerstones to the emergence of social work and social policy, and the training of social workers. They were so successful that they were commonly referred to as a ‘movement’ (see Ashley, 1911; Gal and Köngeter, 2021). ‘Settlers’ were university students and researchers who lived in and amongst the communities they researched, taught and sometimes empowered. The aim of their civic work was to build institutions to ‘both facilitate the implementation of state solutions and offer knowledge and advice, based on practical local experience of particular needs and [insights into] which social policies worked’ (Meller, 2021: vii). Delivering support to such communities deliberately eschewed the mantle of charity and instead sought ‘to work with the poor, not just for the poor’ (ibid.: 61) as well as to be ‘experimental centres of democratic education’ (Ginn, 2020: 93). Settlers also, however, lived amongst the poor as moral, intellectual and practical exemplars of civic citizenship and aspirant possibility. Meacham, in a study of the first such, and still existing, settlement, Toynbee Hall, in the east end of London, terms this tension between a settlement-driven ideology of improvement and socially progressive experimentalism ‘enlightened urban paternalism’ (1987: 39). Universities created outposts beyond their main locus, which stretched their boundaries in order to bring enlightenment to the less fortunate; this reproduced not only a paternalistic but also a colonial approach, with its own consequent relational hierarchies.

Toynbee Hall is widely regarded as the first such university settlement. Created by Samuel and Henrietta Barnett in 1884 in Commercial Street, the settlement was a response to the realization that both coordinated social and evidence-driven action was needed to bring about social change. In addition, future leaders of such change could learn the craft of social development and improvement by working in and with poor communities. ‘Evidence-driven action’ would not have been used to denote such work then, although it has today become the everyday jargon of universities and policy agendas. But social scientific evidence and methodologies – this was the age, after all, of Charles Booth’s poverty maps and social cartographies – were certainly very much behind bringing university students and researchers, together with new approaches to studying social dynamics and social problems, into the communities they sought to improve. Universities at the time, specifically the elite institutions Oxford and Cambridge, were seeking to develop their social reformist sympathies with early extension programmes. Toynbee Hall provided an opportunity to ‘link the Universities with East London, and to direct the human sympathies, the energies, and the public spirit of Oxford and Cambridge to the actual conditions of town life’ (Universities’ Settlement Association, 1884: 3, qtd Ginn, 2020).

Initially restricted to settling young men as social workers, Toynbee Hall famously became a training ground for future British politicians, notably Clement Atlee and William Beveridge, as well as leaders in the academy and statecraft. An early settler, E. J. Urwick, who became a sub-warden at Toynbee and later the first Director of Social Science and Social Administration at the London School of Economics in 1910, wrote in The Social Good (1927) about what he considered the underlying moral motive to settlement work: ‘No aim is true which is not spiritual – that is, which is not consciously directed to bringing nearer the attainment of the absolute good end, the realisation of the true individual, as supreme over both society and self’ (Urwick, qtd Meller, 2021: 27). Urwick’s use of the term ‘spiritual’ is not indicative of a necessary commitment to religiosity by the settlements. Toynbee Hall, although founded by a Church of England vicar and his wife, did not require religious commitment as a common basis for its social work and university affiliation. What was more important to its vision, and later settlements that quickly sprung up around the country and the commonwealth, was seeding university-led emphases on individual education, moral leadership, experimental processes for social development and improvement, and social justice reform through state structures and policy interventions. In other words, the university and what it represented, as well as what it constituted in practice, was the aspirant structure for reaching towards the highest forms of modern social and cultural life.

Ashley, writing slightly earlier than Urwick, places a similar emphasis on the social good exercising itself through settlements’ commitment to individual leadership and influence:

Settlements, if their work is to be enduring, must deal with the individual man and woman, as well as with mankind in the mass; the individual needs a faith, and to the ordinary man codes of morality or ethical teaching do not offer sufficient inspiration.

(1911: 182)

Inspiration was to come in settlements’ progressive, educationally driven, ideals and the practices of civic, state-oriented, citizenship, regardless of their religious affiliation. Ashley continues:

Settlements […] set an example of disinterested social service which is catholic in its sympathies and aims; they have provided a common rallying ground for workers of divers[e] political creeds and religious beliefs; and they have done something (though much more needs to be done) to co-ordinate charitable and philanthropic efforts. They have helped to raise the standard of local government; they have served as experiment stations for many schemes – in regard to education, public health, and public assistance – which have become, or are now becoming, recognised and integral parts of a national system, and thus they have hastened the humanising of administrative methods.

(ibid.: 199)

Settlements could be argued, as Ginn (2020: 104) indicates, to be amongst the formative structures for making possible the early welfare-state. Where social supports had previously been absent, but for charitable causes, settlements were structural responses that sought to

bridge the gulf that industrialism had created between rich and poor, to reduce the mutual suspicion of one class for the other, and to do something more than give charity, university men would live in a poor neighbourhood of a great city. They would make their settlement in the slums an outpost of education and culture.

(Davis, 1967: 6–7)

University of Bristol and the Barton Hill Settlement

The University of Bristol had its own outpost, too, in the industrial neighbourhood of Barton Hill, located in the eastern outreaches of central Bristol. The development of Barton Hill as a neighbourhood corresponds to the industrial growth in the area, with the docks linking the Feeder canal to the more central city docks. Six years of improvement works on the docks in the Barton Hill area, between 1803 and 1809, created further opportunities for development on the empty banks of the canal (Malpass, 2010). Bristol business leaders who later invested in enterprises such as the Great Western Railway and the Great Western Steamship, partly as a result of profiting from compensation paid to them by the British government after the (British) abolition of slavery in 1833, saw this site as an ideal place to build the six-storey Great Western Cotton Factory. The Factory opened in 1838 and processed imported cotton, produced by enslaved peoples in the United States, where slavery was still legal. Soon after the cotton factory opened, a tannery was built on the opposite bank, followed by additional enterprises like a board mill and cardboard factory. Barton Hill quickly thrived. It was a place frequented by influential individuals, with a boarding school for young gentlemen and a hospital. The development and economic vibrancy of the area were supported by tollgates at four points of entry to the area, thus creating physical borders controlling entry. These barriers were repeatedly pulled down by workers who saw them as limiting their freedom of movement, at a time when the canal and extension of railway lines, which came to the area in 1835, created further possibilities for crossing borders. This pushback from workers against tangible geographical borders was eventually resolved with the formal removal of the tollgates in 1867.9 This period is important in the history of colonization as Bartonians fought against boundaries put in place by the city for economic reasons, while their main suppliers of cotton, tobacco and sugar were rebelling against chattel slavery. In America, this ended with the Civil War between 1861 and 1865 and the subsequent abolition of slavery in 1865.

The cotton factory in Barton Hill was particularly affected by events across the ocean, leading to its closure for eight months and reopening in 1865. The Civil War and its global impact crippled the company, which struggled to recover. Unable to compete with other factories in other parts of England, the Great Western Cotton Factory went into liquidation in 1925 after the First World War. Influential Bristol families such as the Wills, Frys and Robinsons, whose wealth is associated with the trafficking of enslaved Africans in the tobacco, sugar, cocoa and cotton industries, were key contributors to the economic and social development of Barton Hill and surrounding areas. They also contributed to the foundation of the University. Today, these controversial benefactors continue to be at the heart of the university’s debate in relation to decolonization and reparative justice.

The micro-campus past …

The University’s association with Barton Hill began late in the neighbourhood’s influential urban history. Known when it was first inaugurated in 1911 as the Bristol University Settlement, the project was spearheaded by the extraordinary lecturer, social worker and community activist Hilda Cashmore. Cashmore, a Quaker, and follower of the Barnetts who launched Toynbee Hall in London, was born near Bristol, educated at Cheltenham Ladies College and graduated from Oxford in 1899. First a teacher, she was then one of the first female lecturers at University College, Bristol, in Modern History, before the college was inaugurated as a university in 1909. Cashmore, who became the warden of the University Settlement between 1911 and 1926, was deeply committed to the ideals and possibilities of the University Settlement Movement. First involved with the movement at Oxford and then later in London, she toured the country, learning from initial university settlements in cities like Manchester, Birmingham and Liverpool, as well as early university settlements in the United States, including at the famous Hull-House Settlement in Chicago, headed by Jane Addams, before a multi-year campaign to coordinate the resources and university and city commitments necessary for building a university settlement in Bristol were successful. She worked for civilians and refugees displaced during the First World War and after her tenure as warden in Bristol, revived a struggling Manchester University Settlement, and became the first president of the British Association of Settlements, before finishing her career working at a settlement project in Itarsi, India, with a forest-dwelling group of Indigenous Gond people, now termed a ‘Scheduled Tribe’.

Cashmore’s approach to university settlements was somewhat different from, although still aligned to, the movement’s inaugural principles. Much more relational in her intentions, and welcoming to female students and volunteers, she sought to place collective community dynamics at the heart of her work for local and municipal causes. Meller draws out the significance of Cashmore’s commitment to social bodies of practical action rather than necessarily individual training when she writes in her biography of Cashmore and history of the Barton Hill Settlement that, for Cashmore, ‘[t]he most important difference [between her vision and that of the wider settlement society] was her belief that what makes society are the relations between groups of people from all economic and social levels, not personal behaviours’ (2021: 71). Through the Barton Hill Settlement, Cashmore was keen to emphasize that ‘[t]he University of Bristol could claim a double mission: on the one hand world-class scholarship, research and teaching; on the other, responsibility for the economic, social and cultural development of the city and region’ (ibid.: 72). She saw in the settlement a demonstration of ‘social citizenship’ which she describes as ‘the result of friendship on the basis of equal sharing of the common experience of life in the neighbourhood, formed slowly in daily contact’ (Cashmore, qtd Meller, 2021: 65). This social citizenship was imagined within what the larger infrastructural possibilities universities and modernity made possible at the time: a socially responsive, national and imperial state apparatus for the equal provision of everyone. University students and leaders were exemplar settlers who nevertheless were themselves tempered and shaped by their contact and work with largely unlike class and social communities amongst whom they had been extended. Both communities and universities would be changed, but within a larger commitment to the infrastructural imaginaries inhered by universities and their modernity.

When the university settlement opened in 1911, factory employers provided clubs for the employees, children’s clubs and other benefits. In addition to university students, the children of the Wills, Fry and Robinson industrialist families helped in schools and children’s clubs and offered support for families in distress.10 Reflecting on the early days of the University Settlement, Joanna Holmes, CEO of Barton Hill Settlements (The Guardian, 2019), states: ‘The idea then was that Bristol staff and students would live there and spread enlightenment.’ This exemplifies the missionary approach symptomatic of colonial strategy already mentioned above. She further elaborated on the University Settlement, describing it as ‘a radically liberal community, supporting campaigns such as votes for women and feeding the families of local workers when they went on strike’ (The Guardian, 2019).

In her essay ‘Some Reminiscences of University College, Bristol’ see Figure 5.1 (23 October 1942), Marian E. Peak, a former student from the university, describes the Settlement as follows: ‘The W.E.A. (Workers Educational Association) was just starting in Bristol and the settlement became the centre of its activities, and many lecturers as well as students gave addresses, lectures, and coaching to the inhabitants of Barton Hill.’ She goes on to mention that some lecturers and students lived in the area, which supports the idea of liberal communities institutionalizing aspirant progressive ideals. There is clear evidence of the civic contributions of the university to the Barton Hill area; however, the form civility takes reflects a hierarchy that echoes approaches anchored in a colonial missionary practices, which present knowledge, ways of doing and being, from university students and staff, as models to emulate. Cashmore’s biography itself exemplifies this missionary commitment.

Evidence of hierarchy and the social forms interpellated by the university can be seen in the language used to describe the pictures below. They show a clear divide between university students and staff, and the Barton Hill regular residents. University students and staff bring knowledge and ways of living to the Bartonians, ‘turning their recreation time to good account’.

In both examples, Bartonians provide university students with the opportunity to come in close touch with ‘real life’, a learning experience they could only gain outside the campus boundaries, but which also reproduces the centre periphery dynamics still shaping the university and city dialogue today.
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Figure 5.1 Extract from ‘University of the West at Bristol’ activity at the University Settlement, 1921, Photo credit: University of Bristol.


… and present

The framing of ‘encountering real life’ remains central to the university’s presence in Barton Hill today. As the University’s own publicity material states, ‘[t]he micro-campus is a space for bringing the local communities of Bristol and the University closer together. It is a place where we develop community-based teaching, research, workshops, and engagement in partnership with local individuals, groups, and organizations’ (University of Bristol, 2024b). Such a statement begins in the assumption of boundaried separation, and exemplifies the aspirant liberal conceit of university outreach, where Bartonian communities converge with university staff and students, thus embodying a greater good.

Opened by the University in 2020, the Barton Hill micro-campus, a modest installation of three converted shipping containers, remains a space where the university champions local partnership, research and education. The character of the surrounding neighbourhood has changed dramatically from the early twentieth century when the university settlement first opened. The micro-campus is situated on what is known as the Wellspring Settlement, which includes the Wellspring Centre: the former home of the 1911 University Settlement, a nursery and a variety of community organizations, notably those belonging to refugee and immigrant communities. Examples of university activities include ‘the little library’ (not dissimilar to the idea of children’s club in the 1911 Settlement) and a service offering legal advice. In addition to providing space for teaching and research, the Barton Hill micro-campus is a core site for the university’s narration of its own civic engagement activities and serves as a prime location to address the UK’s Office for Students’ pressure on improving widening participation (i.e. university access and participation by ‘non-traditional’ communities, namely working-class, poor, local and racialized minorities) and the Research Excellence Framework (REF) focus on ‘research with impact’ (i.e. measurable outcomes).

One might argue that a university campus located in one of the most deprived areas of the city, away from its lofty hill, signifies decolonization. It could also be argued that it perpetuates a colonial practice of expanding into territories that will benefit the university’s students and staff, and its own narrative of civic virtue, while also impacting the local environment. It is precisely here, in the seeding of particular educated subjects within communities of social practice and aspiration, that we might turn to reading nineteenth- and early-twentieth-century university settlement initiatives, and their legacies in micro-campuses today, as efforts to extend infrastructural moulds of social relation and reproduction. We could even read them, in the words of Indigenous geographer Andrew Curley, as ‘colonial beachheads’ (2021). ‘Beachhead’ is military parlance for temporary frontiers or lines of defence erected along beaches, which are fortified until larger reinforcements arrive to advance inland. Curley reads ‘infrastructures as colonial beachheads’ because they encroach within Indigenous territory to, over time, ‘augment material and political difference that eventually overwhelms Indigenous nations and curtails certain possibilities’ (ibid.: 388). The infrastructure, both physical and political (ibid.: 400), appears not solely in the guise of force, unlike a military beachhead,11 but as a developmental improvement in the lives of residents, who, over time, come to depend upon the infrastructure, materially and politically, as a horizon for worlding their possibility.

It is overly reductive to read university settlement work unproblematically through simple military analogies. University settlement projects were, after all, built along infrastructural lines of social modernization that centred the university, the state and, indeed – at least until the mid-twentieth century – empire as arbiters of progressive and developmental value (Hartley, 2019). However, as we have seen in the examples above, including Bristol’s Barton Hill Settlement, university settlements were also understood to work ‘for the people by articulating their desires and [encouraging] collective action on municipal causes that benefit[ted] everyone’ (Meller, 2021: 72). Such settlements often sought to address social welfare needs, including poverty, inadequate housing, unemployment and lack of community services such as spaces for recreation, in many cases from the bottom-up, and in relational dynamics of ‘democratic welfare systems’ (ibid.: 69) and ‘social citizenship’ (Meller, 2021: 65), which put residents’ and community workers’ voices and actions first and often above those imposed by states and experts.

The aim here is to signal two things. First, local urban settlement within the metropole mirrors similar structures of settler colonialism at play in reaches of empire outside the metropole, historically and contemporaneously. Second, and importantly for considering how the university constructs infrastructures of modernity/coloniality, the models for imagining social progress and developmental success are derived from how modern boundary processes are upheld and reproduced. The infrastructural apparatus of the university and what it represents reproduces itself through such actions. These actions are complex and contradictory. Researching and teaching away from the centre, within the community, and sometimes with community members, does not constitute decolonization in and of itself. The micro-campus offers a micro-version of the university, where, despite teaching and researching diverse topics using diverse methods, systemic boundaries persist, reproducing expectations via particular epistemic ways of doing and being.

At the same time, the micro-campus does materialize capacities for some decolonization that can unsettle normative infrastructural boundaries. In the following section, we explain how research and community partnership work undertaken at the Barton Hill Settlement, by one of the book collective’s co-authors, Marie-Annick Gournet, unsettles and decolonizes expectations of boundaries, which the university seeks to reinforce, but which is also resulting in small, yet tangible and important, changes to the University.

Case study: Research at the Barton Hill micro-campus – Decolonizing in practice (Marie Annick-Gournet)

Work by ‘citizen scientists’ on transformative pedagogy provides a compelling illustration of an attempt to adopt a decolonizing approach to research and education. The 2020 re-launch of the Barton Hill Settlement site was chosen for its history as well as its contemporary convenience. Local schools and schoolteachers, most of whom are also global majority constituted, were enrolled in a research programme entitled ‘Transformative Inclusive Pedagogy’ (TIP).12 The research project had two key aims: first, address issues of racial inequality, including the impact of the enslavement of Africans in the transatlantic slave trade and how these can be addressed within education; and second, equip global majority teachers (GMTs), who are eager to be agents for change, with the skills of citizen researchers to develop and enhance their own and other educators’ abilities to address inequalities.

As the principal investigator on this research project, my key motivation was to empower GMTs with investigative skills to explore issues, analyse, test understanding and implement change. As part of this, I offered training in action research methods so that GMTs gained transferable skills enabling them to replicate approaches to other areas to address key systemic issues in their schools. The approach to the research was data-driven and decided in collaboration with the research team. Very early on, and despite early consultation with the teachers, it became clear that the framing through ‘transformative inclusive pedagogy’ was not an effective means to address the challenges the teachers saw as important to shift the dial. Such an approach spoke to funders and university actors, but not the communities it aimed to serve. Although we retained the title, we reframed the research to focus on what the teachers identified as important issues to them, their schools and communities.

Drawing from the teachers’ experience and expertise, it was clear that focusing on pedagogy alone will not generate transformative change, but instead required a focus on whole school structures and systems, and a recognition that its constructed bounded reality needed to be explored, decoded and reframed with alternative options. A more holistic approach anchored in African Ubuntu philosophy was adopted to highlight the importance of the interdependency of the school ecosystem as key to bringing about systemic change. Instantiating Ubuntu principles, languages and forms of dialogue required equal partnership with co-creation, co-design and co-production assigned to GMTs. The phrase ‘nothing about us without us’13 became a core approach in my work. This was also applied in how teachers worked with parents, students, and peers to develop and test their thinking.

The group of GMTs focusing on the curriculum chose to move away from the term ‘decolonization of the curriculum’, which they perceived as largely centred on adding books written by non-white authors to reading lists. Although diversity, as they understood it, is important, diversity alone does not address the foundational issues of a colonial framework and mindset that structures the education system, wherein the power of knowledge lies in particular Western ways of doing and being above all else. Interestingly, conceptual framing as ‘globalization of the curriculum’, in contrast to decolonization, found more widespread acceptance. This concept suggests a space where knowledge from around the world informs the curriculum. In this context, the globalization of the curriculum aims to confront what C.L.R. James (2001: 74) refers to as the ‘virulent poison of imperial myth’, particularly concerning the perception of knowledge originating from Britain versus that from the Global South. According to James, this ‘imperial myth’ portrays Britain as the bestower and educator while its former colonies are depicted as recipients and learners. This narrative, which positions Britain and other colonial powers as purveyors of knowledge and enlightenment to the places they colonized, not only diminishes the value of knowledge from the Global South but also overlooks the influence of pre-colonial higher institutions of learning in Mali, Morocco, India and Egypt, among others. This perceived reality, where Britain assumes the role of teacher and benefactor, bears resemblance to the relationship described earlier between the University of Bristol and the Bartonians.

In moving away from the notion of decolonization in favour of globalization, the GMTs sought to place equal value in terms of where ideas, texts and traditions are confronted on an equal footing, thus challenging the orthodoxies coming from the centre and highlighting the gaps and cognitive dissonances experienced by learners and their challenge to find relevance in existing disempowering systems and structures. It is important to note here that the university by GMTs and learners is often experienced as cognitive dissonance: that is, psychological discomfort felt when purported behaviours of the institution do not align with their own values and ways of being.

Cognitive dissonance was experienced by the community researchers throughout the project. For example, in its ‘glory days’, Barton Hill thrived due to industries linked with the enslavement of Africans. Barton Hill today is in the Lawrence Hill ward, where Bristol’s highest percentage of ‘Black Asian and Minority Ethnic’ population live, 57.1 per cent compared to the city average of 18.9 per cent.14 Another example is the buildings used by the University, which are shipping containers brought together to form a teaching/research space, with a small library and office. Shipping containers were chosen (by the University and developers) as relatively inexpensive and because they were aesthetically trendy. But a shipping container was, at the time of colonization, a slave ship, where humans were cargo. Barton Hill users of the space were immediately alive to the historical resonances and contradictions of using containers as spaces meant to decolonize, something initially unappreciated by the University, and perhaps indicative of non-participatory planning when the new micro-campus was designed. Further, shipping containers speak to impermanence, mobility and transience, thus representing to users a contradictory commitment of an engagement that might be taken away at any time.
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Figure 5.2 View of Barton Hill micro-campus. Photo credit: University of Bristol.


University logos also brand the Barton Hill micro-campus. GMTs reported the discomfort of aligning their work as ostensibly decolonizing bridges between the University and local communities whilst being branded with University symbols, such as with the old logo, which included symbols of families linked to the enslavement of Africans. However, as this book has noted, in 2024 the University committed to redesigning its logo, partly in response to such cognitive dissonances like this across the city’s dialogues with the University. Nevertheless, controversial symbols persist in the university’s logo, which features influential benefactor families, like Wills and Fry, whose wealth, as noted, was intricately connected to economies of enslavement.

The TIP project encountered various challenges beyond material and aesthetic dissonances. One of these involved several university systems and processes that hindered the recognition of community researchers as equal partners. Despite their expertise, community researchers often found themselves afforded lower status than the university academic team. University systems and processes were not designed to support co-produced projects, resulting in experiences of exclusion, such as limited IT access, difficulties in setting up payments, and conflicts between central marketing policies and project goals, including the use of shared platforms like SharePoint. GMTs were granted associate researcher status, giving them access to university resources, which they utilized extensively. However, they still felt structurally marginalized by the institutional boundaries they continually had to navigate. A second challenge arose from community experts invited onto an advisory board for the project, who complained of consultation fatigue. Unlike the GMTs, whose time was included in the original bid and was compensated accordingly, civic experts were often expected to participate without remuneration, supposedly participating for their own benefit.

These challenges underscored the difficulties in achieving equitable partnership, where resources are accessible and alternative methodologies are embraced. Once these challenges were identified, the project was able to subvert the constraining boundaries and embrace a more liberating approach to community based and unsettling forms of research. As one participant aptly noted, the shipping containers became a site for ‘colonization in reverse’ (Miss Lou). Thus, embracing the site was a way of taking ownership of the space and decolonizing the mind (Ngũgĩ, 1989). Rather than using the university’s logo, the project opted for a stylized University ‘swoosh’, with no coat of arms or logo, and replaced the advisory board members with accountability partners – paid community members with expertise and experience relevant to the research. Remunerating the GMTs and establishing paid roles for accountability partners influenced funding allocation practice and approaches to working with community experts. The UK Research Institute (UKRI), the country’s main research funding body, for instance, is increasingly allocating research funds directly to communities. Similarly, the University has begun incorporating accountability partners into some of its advisory boards. These partners, recruited from affected communities, contribute their expertise and experiences and are part of a steering body to ensure the institution remains accountable for reparative actions. Accountability partners have thus become a part of the institution, building Reparative Futures as they challenge normative practices with insights derived from non-institutional expertise. They emphasize the importance of maintaining their voices from explicitly marginalized communities, distinct from corporate, governmental or other dominant actors. Indeed, it is important that they are not part of the university, nor its infrastructural reproduction.

One remaining constraint, however, is academic output. Some GMTs found the academic style of writing research papers (a codified grammar for re-enforcing infrastructural boundaries as outlined earlier) to be counterintuitive and unhelpful to their work of self-representation. They opted instead to write about their research findings in the form of storytelling, drawing explicitly on African traditions. The constraint, from the point of view of the university this time, lies in the readiness of the academic research world to value output for publication produced in non-standard ways. Perhaps this last constraint identifies one of the key ways that decolonizing work, though difficult, is demanding change on the part of the institution and its infrastructures. If universities want to decolonize, they need to recognize more plural and unsettling ways of representing and doing research and education, ways that centre peripheral and already globalized voices, but in modes of address that do not conform to expected structures and boundaries set as modes of recognition.

Conclusions

Universities in the Global North have begun to take up the decolonizing agenda under the laudable guise of reparative justice (Birdi, 2023; Bruno et al., 2024; Lewis, 2024; Pimblott, 2020). We have argued in this chapter that any claim to reparation, couched as it might be in the narrative of diversification, inclusion, outreach and civic partnership, must be situated in terms of how infrastructural boundaries of universities emerge from, and reproduce, structures of power and domination. This is a historical task as much as it is a task for analysing and changing pedagogic and research practices today. While initiatives aimed at diversifying and fostering inclusivity are essential, they often inadvertently reinforce the very boundaries that many marginalized communities view as perpetuating legacies of exclusion. Therefore, without addressing these underlying structures, such efforts neither decolonize nor disrupt patterns of repetition.

Inclusion within the confines of the modern infrastructural paradigm of the university does not equate to decolonization, just as the inclusion of marginalized groups into dominant structures of political power does not fundamentally alter those power dynamics. We have sought to exemplify this claim by situating our analysis within an examination of Bristol’s historic university settlement scheme, together with the legacies that scheme maintains in today’s university outreach and civic partnership efforts. Through this lens, we illustrate that, while such schemes hold potential for unsettling and transforming the infrastructural nature of modern university research and education, effective change can only occur by recognizing how the myriad boundaries constructed by universities also reinforce and reproduce structures of domination.

To truly transform the effects of university boundaries on the world, it is imperative to collaborate with diverse communities and their localities, particularly those impacted by histories of colonization, while remaining mindful of the harm caused by perpetuating exclusionary structures. Exclusions, even in the most laudable of efforts and initiatives, can manifest in seemingly trivial ways, from the choice of building materials to the distribution of compensation for work or expertise. These schemes are rooted in larger infrastructural assumptions regarding who constitutes a relevant subject, who qualifies as an expert, who possesses agency to assert knowledge claims, and who has the privilege of engaging with institutions of ‘higher learning’. Indeed, the term ‘higher’ prompts us to ask: higher on whose terms? What structures uphold this hierarchy? How does a term such as ‘higher’ imbue particular epistemic forms with social, cultural and economic significance?

Reparation is a commitment to act so as not to repeat patterns and structures of domination. Only through such an unsettling approach can we decolonize. Ensuring non-repetition of infrastructural dynamics cuts to the very core of what universities, amongst their many goods, do. For not all that is good resides within a university. As Robin D. G. Kelly writes, ‘universities are not necessarily bastions of democracy, equity, or inclusion. They are, however, sites of power’ (2024, n.p.). Universities, as we have argued, are limited entities; delimitation is their power. They are, as such, complex and contradictory, with numerous edges and borders. Too often universities arrogate to themselves the right and presumed duty to become total spaces: that is, to totalize representations of human knowing and doing through particular ways of framing what counts as knowledge or who counts as educated. There are limits, however, to their many boundaries. It is necessary to recognize and enable those beyond the boundaries to exercise their own autonomy and legitimacy in forming plural ways of knowing and doing.
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Embedding Change

Introduction

In this chapter, the University of Bristol, as an institution embedded within the city of Bristol and its deep entanglements with a colonial past, some of which have been traced in previous chapters, is considered. The multiple ways in which the University has, in recent years, begun to negotiate and respond to this legacy as a result both of conscious strategic efforts by the leadership team and because of actions and pressure emanating from staff, students and the public are examined.

Over the past 10–15 years, the University has been developing its formalized efforts on Equality, Diversity and Inclusion (EDI) for students and staff. It is considered to be a strategic part of the organization’s development going forward. However, EDI is often used as a sticking plaster approach to tackling issues, and is itself neoliberal in design, something which has been critiqued and challenged. Decolonization activity at the University of Bristol, particularly interpreted broadly as work that moves towards improving racial injustice and the legacies of colonialism, has ramped up in recent years, both in schools and departments as well as within the institution more generally. This chapter charts this growth of activity and draws attention to the tensions between a risk-averse and a genealogically disruptive institution, and the role of leadership in coalescing and helping to catalyse change.

As mentioned in Chapter 1, the University was established in 1909 by Royal Charter, although its history as an educational institution goes back at least until 1876 when University College, Bristol was formed, a year before the Colston statue was erected in the city. As a relatively new institution, it was, therefore, unencumbered by long-standing traditions and cultures that characterized much older institutions such as Oxford, Glasgow, Edinburgh and Cambridge. This meant that there was, from the outset, a progressive tradition within the University, best exemplified perhaps by the fact that it (for the most part) admitted men and women on the same terms. However, the University was also situated within an economic and cultural region that had been central to trade in the eighteenth century and whose wealth was significantly derived from colonial trades, including the enslavement and trafficking of African people. The Bristol Museum estimates that around 3.1 million Africans were transported from Bristol. Beyond these horrors, the University’s early history overlapped with the last century of the broader British Empire (see Chapter 2).

This context is recapitulated because it is relevant to one of the most recent (at the time of writing) and public strategic initiatives that the University has announced regarding racial justice and decolonization, the Reparative Futures initiative, announced in November 2023, which involves a £10 million commitment over ten years aimed at reparations for the persistent legacies of racism, inequality and injustice that stem from the history alluded to above.1 It is noted that this initiative stemmed from much earlier underpinning work from the Anti-Racism Steering Group (ARSG), and more lately the Anti-Racism Working Group. The repair to which the Reparative Futures programme refers is that which arises from the University’s complicity with, and lack of effective resistance to, cultures and practices understood as legacies of enslavement. Though the University did not exist at the time of legalized enslavement and trade within the British Empire, nevertheless its survival after difficult financial circumstances in the first few years after the University was constituted as such was supported significantly by monetary donations from the Wills and Fry families, the wealth of whom had arisen largely from trades associated with enslavement, namely tobacco and cocoa.

Reparative Futures is a strategic programme arising from around six years of deliberation about building names associated with Wills, Fry and the Merchant Venturers. The Wills family donated substantially to the University early on in its inception, and were engaged in the tobacco trade. The Fry family, similarly, manufactured of chocolate in Bristol. These trades were clearly steeped in the use of slave labour, and collectively the Merchant Venturers also had members who were engaged in the trade, and allied industries. The initial impetus came from staff and students unhappy with the association of significant buildings (including the main graduation hall) with these families and organizations as well as an institutional commitment to anti-racism and the work of the ARSG (see below). This gained significant momentum after the Black Lives Matter protests following the murder of George Floyd. The renaming project, as it came to be known, culminated in November 2023 with a decision taken by the University’s Executive Board (UEB) not to rename the seven buildings in question, but to initiate a £10 million fund for investing in repairing the legacies of enslavement. The rationale was that these future-oriented investments would materially improve the lives of affected communities as opposed to the mainly symbolic gesture of renaming buildings. The University also wished to contextualize the building names in order to acknowledge its complex links to enslavement as a matter of historical record.

Reparative Futures is a programme of systemic change constituted as a form of repair, and it raises a number of questions about how institutions like Bristol can address a colonial legacy. For example, how does a university with such a complex embeddedness in colonial history establish a momentum for change? Where does the agency for change come from within an institution that has long-established processes, regulatory frameworks and shared cognitions that define what is possible within it? What is the role of management, strategy and leadership? What part is played by students, staff, alumni and external communities? What part is played by active resistance? How is energy for change mobilized within an institution?

Below, the institutional basis of the University is considered with a view to identify and discuss the critical role of leadership in systemic change from the ‘top down’. The myriad of initiatives and resistances that originated, coalesced and developed from the ‘bottom up’ at Bristol are then discussed to throw light on some of the key levers that have turned agency at all levels of the institution into collective action. Although these have not been explicitly coordinated, they have resulted in an innovative and entrepreneurial energy that is characterized as ‘creative collision’.

The University as institution

A university, according to Barnett (2022: 155), is a

large and complex institution, with a real presence in a community, and it harbours nooks and crannies, of intimate and even of emotional spaces. It lives in the here-and-now, but it lives also in a timeframe that may stretch back for hundreds of years, and it has plans for its future for at least decades ahead.

Barnett provides a useful characterization and highlights a tension within the Reparative Futures programme, pointing to an institutional impulse towards change. This passage raises the question of how such change can occur in a context where the university is bound to the pressures of the ‘here-and-now’, for example, financial sustainability, the value of its degree awards, and external scrutiny of educational standards and research outputs.

Barnett suggests that university is characterized by a distinction between management and leadership. The management layer is concerned with metrics, strategizing, evaluating, planning and organizing improvements that are low-risk, in that they do not question existing, fundamental processes or ways of working. The imperative to maintain fundamental ways of working may be understood partly in terms of increasing risk-aversion in an era of heightened external scrutiny (e.g. the setting up of the Office for Students and Research England, regulations around ‘consumer protection’, criticisms around free speech, etc.), but they also result from the fact that management in universities largely responds to the here-and-now imperatives that protect the university from adverse criticism and ensure financial sustainability. If Reparative Futures was an operational programme in this sense, it would become synonymous with existing University strategies around inclusivity, such as attempts to diversify student and staff bodies through widening participation initiatives. On this interpretation, Reparative Futures becomes a mechanism solely for scaling up investment in existing processes without taking stock of current ways of working and being.

On the other hand, Barnett suggests that the university is fundamentally (i.e. deep down in its ‘geology’) a place of dispute, with tensions and forces at play in the ‘nooks and crannies’, as he describes above. Leadership, he contends, is different to management in that it seems to discern new possibilities for a university’s future and ‘seeks to change the territory on which action is played out’ (Barnett, 2022: 180). Leadership, for Barnett, is key to systemic change within a university. He suggests that this happens partly through ‘orchestrating debate … so as to “institutionalise”’ dissent and raise the level of creative energy in the institution. Whether or not Reparative Futures can realize its vision will, on this reading, depend very much on its success in creating what Barnett describes as ‘tolerable disruption’ of current ways of operating in domains relevant to racial justice.

There are a number of leadership initiatives, considered below, primarily devoted to social justice and resolving recalcitrant ‘gaps’ (such as attainment gaps, lack of diversity in staff and student bodies and in senior positions), rather than decolonization per se, that have begun to create disruptive change in Bristol. By doing so, they have created a fertile ground for various, more localized interventions aimed at decolonization.

Institutions, leadership and agency

This section takes Barnett’s consideration of change further by considering the role of institutional leaders/hip in creating meaningful change towards a decolonial university. It is not proposed that individual agency is the key to propelling change within a university; rather, the suggestion is that it can provide (and has provided), in conjunction with other more collective and distributed actions, an essential factor in the progress of decolonization within a university such as Bristol. The concept of institutional entrepreneurship2 is used to understand the role of key leadership figures within Bristol in progressing decolonial initiatives. More specifically, it is proposed that institutional entrepreneurship provides a potential source of agency within an institution and the challenges of such embedded agency for endogenous change are discussed.

Universities, as formal institutions, can be thought of as a collection of ‘rules, norms, and beliefs that describe reality for the organization, explaining what is and is not, what can be acted upon and what cannot’ (Hoffman, 1999: 351). These are patterned rules and norms that both constrain behaviour (and change) and enable effective and efficient reproduction of change (new behaviour) that favours the institutional mission. Organizational development and university-level processes are thus shaped by institutional rules, norms and beliefs. Entrepreneurs, on the other hand, are leaders who seek to promote new norms, rules and beliefs that may have multiple sources, including disruptive ideas emanating from the rank and file of the staff and student body, or from outside the institution. The success of entrepreneurs within an institution depends critically on legitimacy, that is, whether they can access resources that can embed change aligned to the new organizational objectives or values. Legitimacy, as a driver of change within an organization, does not only arise through conformity with legal/regulative boundaries but may also depend on normative conformity with moral obligations and/or cognitive conformity to a shared story/narratives/cultural symbolisms (see Thornton et al., 2012). So, university leaders have to manage the organizational tensions that arise due to transitions from ‘old’ to ‘new’ order. Universities are similarly embedded in HE institutional structures, processes all underpinned by a common set of rules, norms and beliefs.

Paradox of embedded agency

The paradox of institutional stability and entrepreneurial change can be found in the concept of institutional entrepreneurship. Institutional entrepreneurship refers to the ‘activities of actors who have an interest in particular institutional arrangements and who leverage resources to create new institutions or to transform existing ones’ (Maguire et al., 2004: 657). These actors can exist at an individual, organizational or institutional level. Institutional entrepreneurship is a useful concept that provides understanding of agents (and agency) of endogenous change within institutional settings. A challenge to the institutional entrepreneurship concept is the ‘paradox of embedded agency’ (Seo and Creed, 2002: 223). If actors are embedded in an institutional field that conditions normative frameworks, then endogenous change becomes difficult; this is the paradox of how people enact change within the context that shapes them. This embeddedness needs to be facilitated at multiple levels: cognitive, collaborative networks, cultural and political (Zukin and DiMaggio, 1990) through a process of ‘disembedding’ by engaging with:

•Un-embedded externals;

•Not fully embedded agents (e.g. new recruits) to envision new alternatives; and

•Knowledgeable embedded agents that can create new coalitions and networks.

Institutional entrepreneurs aim to disrupt existing norms, rules and practices associated with dominant institutional logics to institutionalize alternatives. This ‘reframing’ involves agents being salient of their existing context and identifying the need for change: what is described by De Clercq and Voronov (2009) as simultaneously ‘fitting in and standing out’. They also show tolerance and acceptance of marginalization (Kisfalvi and Maguire, 2011), whilst remaining ambitious to move towards a new state. This requires understanding of the unique tensions through reflexivity and counterfactual thinking (Greenwood et al., 2002). The resilience of institutional entrepreneurs plays an important role in overcoming resistance to change, and their formal status, judgement and imagination are further levers in strengthening legitimacy for disruption and change (Dacin, 2010).

A key leadership intervention that has created significant momentum in decolonization efforts in Bristol is the ARSG, established in 2020 by senior leaders including the DVC/provost and the head of Research Development. This group comprised around twenty members drawn from various areas of the University, including those working within widening participation and inclusion, directors of key research institutes like the Centre for Black Humanities, leaders of staff and student networks for ‘BAME’ students and academics involved in or leading areas related to the remit of the Group. Its terms of reference required it to advise UEB and to ‘shape innovative approaches to empowering all members of our University community to take action, prevent racism and to speak out when it occurs’. The Group eventually established a number of workstreams with individuals charged to look at key areas, such as university governance, civic engagement, decolonization of the curriculum, the naming of buildings and staff matters. The Group was also asked to oversee the University’s imminent application for a Race Equality Charter award, an application that is now halted.

The fact that the ARSG resulted from initiatives taken by key leadership figures gave it status and visibility, and ensured, almost by default, that it received a certain degree of legitimacy within the senior governance boundaries of the University. Its establishment led to a strategic commitment to anti-racism within the EDI ‘cross-cutting theme’3 and gave it moral legitimacy stemming from the values and identity that the University had recently articulated. The ARSG’s status in the University was also assured by the fact that it was co-chaired by the DVC and the head of Research Development. However, the essential contradiction that faced the Group was that, despite its formal status within University governance, it had neither access to resources nor direct decision-making power. As key components of agency within institutions, it was increasingly felt by a number of members of the Group that the ARSG lacked the agency that could result in the innovative approaches to tackling racism which its terms of reference aspired. Eventually, the Group’s planned lifespan came to an end and it was succeeded by the Anti-Racism Working Group, whose terms of reference are more focused on creating actions based on the work of the earlier body.

This highly visible initiative helped propel, consolidate and legitimate a number of other initiatives around decolonization including some that were already in existence around the University (discussed below). But why did ARSG not achieve bolder innovative change? It may be argued that the initiative, entrepreneurial as it was, remained on the ‘surface’ of Barnett’s institutional topography (Barnett, 2022: 157), that is, with activities taking place at a level of management that would not substantially alter prevailing ways of working. Thus, some of its main outputs revolved around renaming buildings, groundwork for the Race Equality Charter award and deepening existing EDI initiatives. To an extent, this was a structural defect in the Group’s constitution as a purely advisory body for UEB. As a result, it became easy for the Group to inadvertently act as a pressure valve or echo chamber in which matters of deep racial injustice and systemic change could be energetically discussed, with that energy ultimately dissipating, the institution largely unaffected and UEB unaware. Only certain matters, in other words, secured enough resource and legitimacy for institutional change: those that already accorded with the institution’s existing strategy and processes.

The ARSG was a key structure in the development of anti-racist thinking and action in the University not only because it had visibility and proximity to (but not inclusion within) the decision-making bodies of the University but also because it was evidence of a ‘whole institution’ approach to the problem of racial injustice. It brought together leaders around the University that were coordinating work in various schools, departments and professional service divisions so that the problems of racial injustice and the legacies of colonialism were in principle no longer situated only in local processes but now within the purview of the institution as a whole.

The success of the ARSG consists in providing coordinated university-level leadership for the possibility of institutional change: not in securing that change, but in bringing together and making space for the debates, collisions, synergies and dissent that characterize the ecology of decolonial practices at the University of Bristol, and in making that ecology part of a ‘whole institution’ endeavour. An example of the importance of ARSG is its effect on a decolonization group that was set up by a group of academics in 2017, discussed in the next section.

Creative collision: A case study of educational decolonization

Interest in decolonization at the University of Bristol pre-dates both the ARSG and the significant events following the Black Lives Matter protests and the felling of the Edward Colston statue. Calls to rename buildings in the estate, for example, were long-standing and the first project to formally consider renaming was set up around 2016/17. Around this time, the University’s Bristol Institution for Learning and Teaching (BILT) initiated a series of groups that could be loosely thought of as communities of practice (Lave and Wenger, 1991), around various topics related to education, such as evaluation of educational change or teaching difficult and controversial topics. One of these groups was based around the internationalization of the curriculum. These communities consisted of around ten or so academic staff from across the University’s various schools with mutual interests in sharing knowledge and practices about the specific areas they were constituted to examine. The internationalization group was concerned with various topics that included the experience of students from various countries, best practices in teaching diverse cohorts and the decolonization of educational delivery and content. Particularly after Black Lives Matter and ARSG, the group became more squarely focused on a critical understanding of the theory and practice of decolonization within the University.

This BILT decolonization group became important in catalysing decolonial efforts around the University. At its outset it had a relatively modest grant from BILT but this lasted only for the first two years of its existence, during which time it organized occasional meetings of academics and students around the University who were interested in decolonization and internationalization. It also helped organize a visit to the university from Boaventura de Sousa Santos, author of Decolonising the University (2017), with associated seminars and a roundtable event. It also hosted well-known scholars of race and educational inequality such as Jason Arday, currently professor of the Sociology of Education at Cambridge. To an extent, therefore, within the theoretical framework sketched above, it was not conceived as a group intended to engender systemic change within the University but more as an assemblage of academics that would find mutual support and development in trying to articulate and design more inclusive educational practices. Of course, this involved critique of predominant ways of designing and delivering teaching across the University and the participants in this community did begin work on a document, provisionally termed a ‘concept note’, which might be considered a map for systemic change by relevant decision-making bodies such as the University Education Committee (UEC). However, the group had no particular status outside BILT. In the terms set out previously, the group lacked institutional legitimacy and agency.

When ARSG was formed as a focal point in the University for anti-racism more generally, the members of the BILT group (some of whom were also in ARSG) were approached to form and coordinate the Teaching and Learning workstream of ARSG. This was a key turning point in the BILT group’s work because it became more visible, expanded its membership, and its discussions and learning could be directed through ARSG to bodies such as UEC where executive power was vested. The concept note, for example, was discussed at ARSG, though this did little more than to highlight the lack of resource available for the range of work that it considered important in decolonization.

There are two salient points in the relationship between ARSG and the BILT decolonization group. First, the links between these groups added considerable perceived legitimacy to the BILT decolonization group because it appeared to now have formal access to decision-making processes within the University. As discussed above, in reality the agency that ARSG conferred was structurally compromised by a lack of resource and a weak position in the decision-making process. Second, the responsibility afforded to the BILT group in leading the Teaching and Learning workstream of ARSG meant that it now became de facto a kind of coordination body and focal point for educational decolonization efforts across the University. Since it had not been created with such a role in mind, this led to some concern within the group as to whether it should see itself as leading in an area that it had originally only set out to discuss and understand. Being cast into a position of leadership made many concerned that they were unfaithfully positioning themselves as ‘experts’. This also undid a developing consensus within the group that decolonization could not be configured as a pre-determined programme of actions or a blueprint that could be led and delivered in the standard way that strategic initiatives are typically organized in the University.

Discussions within the group about this potential change of status and mission focused on two main areas. First, it was agreed that the group could not, with integrity, cast itself as leading in a space that was poorly understood in and outside the group, and which could only become known in the push and pull of trial and error. Second, the group began to use the term ‘praxis’ to describe this push and pull; the push from a theoretical and historical understanding of the legacies of colonialism in a university into the practice or repair, and then the pull back into a renewed understanding of the problem itself. The group was also under no illusion that this process would develop without risk4 and that it would inevitably improve racial justice or successfully lead to decolonial progress or systemic change in the University. The group began to describe its position in the University as one of catalysing rather than leading change and this description has persevered as a valid description of the group’s contribution to the University’s decolonial efforts.

The reluctance of the BILT group to lead in decoloniality speaks to its border position between ‘top-down’ leadership and ‘bottom-up’ organic activity emerging from the localities of the institution. Indeed, a large online ‘bottom-up’ discussion group called DecoloniseUOB, largely formed of students and staff active in decolonizing critique, remained formally separate from the BILT group and many of its members worried about complicity and compromise resulting from the BILT group’s increasingly formal position. Similar concerns have been documented in other institutions. For example, Shain and colleagues (2021) note the concerns of academics who fear the taming of a radical project or even feel a sense of ownership over it. One academic in their study notes: ‘We’ve initiated this project, and the university is responding to this project’ (emphasis in original). Olufemi Taiwo (2020) makes a similar point about the co-opting of identity politics within elites for narrow concerns that may derail systemic change. On the other hand, he notes that change requires the building of broad coalitions for transformation: ‘elites have to get involved – actually involved – but that involvement needs to resist elite capture of values and the gamification of political life’ (Taiwo, 2020).

Within the BILT group, the question of legitimacy within the institution came to the fore a number of times. For example, the group had begun with a local educational and digital creative organization called CARGO (Charting African Resilience Generating Opportunities) to develop an inclusive, decolonial, interactive online map5 that was intended to begin dialogue between the separate and sometimes fractured communities within Bristol, including students, staff and civic communities. It was also conceived as a potential educational resource where content might be co-created with the diverse communities of the city, contingent on funding to develop it further. The initial small-scale funding to develop the idea in principle came from an ad hoc grant following the Black Lives Matter protests, but further funding did not follow. The lack of access to resource was discussed at ARSG as problematic in the context of the University’s strategic commitment to anti-racism (demonstrated, for example, through setting up ARSG) and its (eventually abandoned) desire to apply for a Race Equality Charter award. But ARSG was the most senior committee in which such concerns were registered. Given that it had no formal route to accelerate the concerns to decision-making bodies, the project would have come to an abrupt halt. It continued only because budget-holding individuals involved with ARSG located underspends from budgets devoted to inclusivity actions that could be repurposed to the CARGO project without institutional concern (i.e. legitimately). The project’s survival was therefore through ‘soft’ money that had essentially been unspent in the University’s core activities and that had no continuing source or status. This episode highlights the difficulties of resourcing and sustaining decolonial projects and activities within HE where there is no formal route to resource requests, even in areas that align squarely with institutional strategic objectives. Subsequent resource was eventually found for the activities of the BILT group, but this was relatively modest (a fraction of the costings that arose from the concept note) and came through an existing strategic educational programme (called the Curriculum Enhancement Programme) that had been running for two years and whose budget was by and large already committed. This provided not only funding but also a new avenue for legitimation and agency within the institution’s educational committees through the PVC for Education and Students to UEB.

With this resource, the BILT group has funded many events, and the development of a FutureLearn course on decolonization6 that provides something of a snapshot of decolonial work in the University. It also funded small-scale projects around the University, involving, for example, external seminars, resource creation, external partnership working and other projects. It has also organized ‘showcase’ events where many of these projects and other decolonial activities around the University are brought together in order that synergies and critiques of practice can be discussed and developed. This process is a form of creative collision where the successes and shortcomings of decolonial work can be highlighted and discussed in an equitable manner that is not predicated on any special expertise or priority for any persons, approaches or activities. The showcase events have been popular and productive, involving staff and students from around half of the academic schools within the University as well as professional divisions such as Library Services. Some of the schools and divisions involved in this work can be found in Chapter 2.

The work of the BILT group coincided with other institutional efforts, particularly in research and civic engagement. Examples include setting up the Centre for Black Humanities, the appointment of the first Black female professor of the Memory of Enslavement, the Perivoli African Research Centre in January 2020, the Black Scholars programme of scholarships, created from a philanthropic donation of £1m in 2019, BILT decolonization student fellows and various other initiatives. This effected a shift in the purpose, mission and energy of the BILT group that led to more coordination with colleagues working in other areas of the University. These collaborations led to both the FutureLearn course and this book.

The whole institution approach

A key characteristic of the approach to decolonization at Bristol has been, de facto, a whole institution approach. This is a term often used by leaders within the organization to characterize strategic areas, such as activities to improve student welfare and mental health, which are rightly seen as within the domain and influence of all members of the University. The term usually denotes an articulated work package perceived to contribute to the University’s strategic aims. However, the term is used here to describe an ex post rationalization of the range and combination of activities across the University that, in their totality, provide a notable concentration of energy devoted to decolonization over a relatively short period that could be perceived as a whole institution coalition, but which was never a strategic approach.

Through the showcase events and discussions at fora such as ARSG, it has become clear that decolonial activity is constrained by the institution’s structures, processes and cultures. The particular problem of resource capture and legitimation has already been discussed; in addition there are resilient processes such as programme and module approval, legitimation of teaching and assessment processes, research funding and objectives, promotions procedures, partnership and co-creation processes, recruitment and admissions, procurement processes, naming of buildings, participation in decision-making and complaints procedures that impinge on, and influence and sustain, colonial hierarchies, attitudes and injustices. It has become clear from the various ‘showcase’ events that the range of decolonial activities in the University is very broad. There are pockets of the University where individuals are working on specific academic areas related to decolonization, and student and staff decolonial groups working on reading lists and formal course content. Work is underway on teaching practices, school-based interventions on the governance of education and research, and on the experiences of non-white students. Much of this work pre-dates the formal groups and committees already discussed, which have played a significant role in mobilizing these efforts, giving them visibility and, to an extent, unlocking resource for their sustainability and embedding. There appears to be an increasing perception among those involved in such local decolonial activities that their endeavours are linked to the work of others, working towards an unarticulated institution-wide aim to decolonize the University of Bristol.

It has been argued that this approach involves top-down elements that have created an environment in which ‘bottom-up’ activities can achieve a certain degree of visibility, support and legitimacy. It is perhaps too early to tell whether this will be a sustained and mutually beneficial synergy. A recent initiative led by a student fellow within BILT called ‘University Reimagined’ (see below) provides a lens through which the central question of this volume (whether a university such as Bristol can be decolonized) can be considered. Since the whole institution approach outlined in this section is not a formal strategic programme, it did not set out with objectives, targets or KPIs in mind, so cannot evaluate Bristol’s decolonization efforts. In any case, the very idea of measurement and evaluation against a prescribed set of metrics has numerous shortcomings and contradictions in this area. From what vantage point might the University establish or deploy metrics to judge the success of a programme of work that seeks to reimagine the foundations of the University, including its established indicators of success (e.g. REF metrics, TEF and NSS metrics, student attainment metrics, intake requirements and so on)? A key consideration that sparked the ‘University Reimagined’ project was that discussions and debates around decolonization with the student body tended to occur within the framework and logics of existing structures and processes, which were already constrained by logistical, financial or procedural requirements replete with existing hierarchies. The project was an invitation to students to think anew, beyond and in spite of the immediate constraints that the current organization of the University presents to them.

The ‘University Reimagined’ project is just one initiative that has developed in a decade or so of increasingly intense activity around decolonization and racial justice. One indicator that the institution has matured in its thinking about decolonization over this period is that conversations such as these around systemic change for racial justice are now far more acceptable within decision-making bodies, schools and divisions and they draw on far more experience and knowledge from around the institution. In addition, voices beyond the historically privileged are now more readily invited to critique the institution. One example of this is a recently commissioned external review (initiated after recommendations from ARSG) of why the University is not shifting the dial on equality, and what the fundamental blocks in deeply embedded cultures and processes might be. It is significant that this high-level review is fully funded and not led by the usual high-profile consultants with which the University has previously worked. The review firm is a relatively new consultancy, set up in 2019, with a diverse workforce and senior management that specializes in HR and systemic racial justice. An increased degree of permissibility, in other words, has been achieved in terms of what can be proposed and discussed within a historically conservative and elite institution, though not always with a clear path to resource and decision-making. Nevertheless, within this atmosphere of possibility, certain significant investments in racial justice have arisen (see below). To give a sense of the range of interventions taking place across the University, a categorization of some selective initiatives, many of which were presented and discussed at showcase events, is given in Table 6.1.


Table 6.1 Decolonizing initiatives at the University of Bristol.




	Central/Institutional Initiatives
	Anti-racism Steering/Working Group
Decolonizing the Library*
Bristol Futures Global Citizenship theme
Appointment of Professor of Memory of Enslavement
Perivoli African Research Centre
Centre for Black Humanities
Race Inclusion Advocates
University Reimagined project
Black Scholars Programme
Reparative Futures Programme





	Cross-institutional initiatives
	BILT Student Fellows and Core Decolonization theme
BILT Decolonial Community of Practice
FutureLearn Course on decolonization
Catalyst Funding for projects on decolonization
Showcase events on decolonization



	School or discipline initiatives: educational
	SPAIS curriculum audits (students and staff) (Chapter 2)
Biomedical Sciences – staff/student projects (Chapter 3)
Dentistry – ‘town hall’ meetings (Chapter 3)
Medical School – online decolonizing framework
Engineering – Engineers without Borders
Law – Law and Race unit
Chemistry – student led ‘Decolonizing STEM’ workshops
Economics – assessment and pedagogy (Chapter 3)
Management – Decolonizing assurance of learning



	School or discipline initiatives: Civic Engagement
	CARGO Universal City Initiative
CARGO Classroom





*https://bristol.libguides.com/Decolonizing-and-the-library



Reparative Futures, fragile funding and the future of decolonization at Bristol

The Reparative Futures strategic programme, introduced above, was established as this book went to print. It involves an investment of £10m over ten years in a programme of work, to be co-created and implemented in partnership with Black and African diaspora communities in Bristol. It seeks to interrogate, understand, witness and begin to repair some of the persistent present and future legacies of the complex financial, cultural and intellectual inheritances of the University of Bristol from the enslavement of African people and the profits that were earned from this violence. Its governance and reporting mechanisms are novel within the University, as is its emphasis on co-creation and accountability through Accountability Partners drawn from outside the institution. Reparative Futures intends to address a particularly repugnant and violent aspect of colonialism, but is not conceived as a decolonization project per se. Thus, its establishment raises the question of the future status of the broader project of decolonization within the University.

As a strategic project on the renaming of buildings, consideration of broader reparative work was formally outside the scope of the project. However, new project leadership in 2023 led to a significant change of direction. A rapid series of consultations with stakeholders followed, including a large public event in a community venue in east Bristol, which drew significantly from Black and other global majority communities in Bristol. These consultations led to proposals for a radically different and much broader project to what had been envisaged. As another indication of the change in discursive possibilities in the institution during this period, this broader remit was accepted by UEB and the project was (unusually) allowed to develop into something quite different from what was described in its initiation documents.

In the run-up to agreement, the project leaders had a series of meetings with UEB to convince it to establish a programme that would also work somewhat outside the usual parameters and reporting lines of a standard strategic programme. The new University VC, who came to Bristol in September 2022, was pivotal in providing formal legitimacy to these meetings and this process, without which it is hard to see how the many hours of discussion with UEB could have taken place and, moreover, how the programme could have come into existence on these financial terms. The extent to which this programme is testament to the personal commitment of a strategic leader, or to the tenacity of the project leaders, the membership of UEB or to the general environment that had been established within the University itself within the context of the significant events taking place in the city and globally, is difficult to establish. However, in taking stock of Reparative Futures, it is important to remember the broader context of the strong and long-standing desire within the institution to shake off a visible historical legacy, along with a long-standing reputation for elitism and a separateness from the concerns and activities of the city and its environs.

Reparative Futures is a significant investment in racial justice, though its systemic impact at this point remains a promise and will depend on the success with which it is implemented and how closely it aligns with its founding principles and radical departure points. It also will depend on the priorities of senior leaders, changes in VC over the next ten years and indeed any revisions to financial commitments arising from uncertain times for the UK HE sector. Given that decolonizing efforts depended heavily on individual entrepreneurship and commitment, they remain vulnerable.

Other institutional attempts at promoting racial justice and transforming the institution have not fared as well largely due to the absence of clear senior support or funding. The difficulty of funding the joint initiative with CARGO has been discussed previously. It, too, entailed fragile funding, because it depended on the commitment of individuals within the University and was not linked to recurrent funding. The much-heralded Black Scholarship programme, which ran from 2019 to 2024, was funded philanthropically, with no plans after 2024. Plans are currently being drawn up to continue these scholarships, though the lack of evaluation and forward planning shows how precarious the initiative’s funding remains. The recruitment of the first Black professor of the Memory of Enslavement, Olivette Otele, though part of recurrent funding, placed enormous responsibility on a single individual, whose position remained fragile because it was not embedded in a financial or procedural infrastructure to support the strategic and transformative activities she was asked to progress. As a result, Professor Otele left the institution within a few years of appointment (see Chapter 1).

The pivotal role of ARSG at various junctures has been discussed previously. It is also worth noting that ARSG was instrumental in delaying the University’s application for a Race Equality Charter bronze award because it perceived that the basis on which such an application might be made remained infirm. ARSG was also where discussions took place about the current book in relation to the seriousness with which the institution was fundamentally committed to this area of work. The book was proposed originally for publication with the University’s own press and came through its peer review stages with acceptance. However, as discussed in Chapter 1, the book was turned down at a meeting of the University’s internal Press Board, though it also had strong support from the leaders of the Press. The reasons were never entirely made clear to the authorship team. The fact that the book had been approved intellectually and academically suggests considerable continuing caution about work on decolonization within parts of the institution, a caution that possibly explains the difficulty of embedding such work in an institution such as Bristol, despite increasing intensity of interest among staff, students, professional service divisions and the broader community.

Indeed, Reparative Futures, set up on a considerably more sound financial basis than any previous initiative of this sort at the University of Bristol, is limited by its remit if not its resourcing. It has been established in such a way as to limit it to those areas where there is not already existing anti-racist work being undertaken. As a result, its main focus will be on externally facing activities with the city of Bristol and more widely with internal work based around ARWG. Some work on the intersection of these two initiatives remains to be done. On one level, this external focus for Reparative Futures makes sense as it avoids inefficient duplication of resource. On the other hand, it removes any areas where existing activity appears to be proceeding from the remit of an unusually well-funded programme within the area of racial justice, however fragile or ineffective those activities have been thus far. Ironically, one such area that may remain outside the remit of Reparative Futures is the broader set of concerns that characterize decolonization within education, governance and research, many of which have been explored in this book. Reparative Futures is the end of a timeline for this book, rather than a logical culmination of progress in decolonization at the University.

Case study: The University Reimagined. Hearing from Students of Colour (Ethel Ng)

Norms have been established so aggressively that alternatives are almost unimaginable. So many espouse university fees as a necessary evil, and yet it is only within the last three decades that the UK introduced fees at all. So, how much of what we are told is impossible is possible? A collaboration between BILT and Race Inclusion Advocates (RIAs) at the University of Bristol, this project (coordinated by the former’s ‘Decolonising the Curriculum’ 2023/4 student research fellow) reimagines the university, aiming to:

i.contribute to more public-facing, humanizing decolonial work at the university – targeting a wider audience, including current and prospective students;

ii.platform the imagination of students of colour, looking beyond the concessions of quick and tangible wins within decolonial work; and

iii.add to a culture of radical transformative thought and Reparative Futures.

Given permission to think big, and to conceive of a bolder Bristol, this project seeks to ruminate on what a truly decolonial university would look like. Hearing directly from the university’s own students of colour, what is the university reimagined? Primarily culminating in an ‘Actors on Actors’-style video series, with multiple pairs of RIAs engaging in intimate one-on-one discussions, various themes are confronted. Topics included how we might reimagine:

1.what it means to teach, learn and be assessed at university;

2.the role of the university in creating radical social change;

3.university research for the increased benefit of society;

4.what student support looks like at university; and

5.the relationship between students and the university

Students navigated these conversations between themselves, asking each other what decolonization means to them, and what they want future students of colour at the university to be able to authentically feel. All RIAs made deliberate nods to understanding decolonization as a constant ongoing process, and expressed a fervent desire to be at the centre of these discussions that continue to displace them. Concern was expressed regarding the Eurocentric lens that dominates academic spaces, and for ‘diversity and inclusion’ typically being an afterthought:

[Diversity and inclusion,] while useful, can often feel like an addition – and that’s still not disrupting the norm. Bringing people into a violent structure doesn’t dismantle the violent structure. Decolonisation is trying to go beyond that, it’s trying to be like, how can we reimagine university where whiteness isn’t at the centre?

Students of colour had an appetite for a cultural shift of what common knowledge is. Questions arose surrounding the Global North’s skewed perception of knowledge:

There’s a hierarchy in terms of epistemology. What is knowledge? What is valued, and [what are] the ways in which we value it? The way that we dismiss oral histories – everything has to be accredited through peer-reviewed journals. That is the status of what is seen as ‘okay, we can believe this’.

Particularly poignant were the lived experiences that so clearly informed each advocate’s plea for change, and yearning for more:

I want students of colour […] to feel like they’ve truly progressed – not just by the nature of their own hard work and perseverance, but also truly supported and backed up by the university as an institution.

I hope that students of colour in the future have the audacity to speak up, to walk into a room and take the centre chair, and to not have to feel like they have to assimilate or be on the outskirts.

I want students of colour to feel like you don’t have to pick a white name for people to refer to you [by].

I want students of colour to feel happy and safe at university, without feeling the need to have to experience racism, just because it’s a British experience.

Case Study: Race inclusion advocates (Ife Grillo)

Before the development of the ARSG and an institutional commitment to tackling anti-racism, students and staff had been putting pressure on the University to commit to improving the experiences of Black, Asian, Arab, Latin American and Mixed students. While there were many institutionally backed initiatives to increase the racial diversity of students entering the university, there didn’t seem to be the same focus on supporting those students once they arrived. Many home and international global majority students reported feeling that the university was less diverse than expected and that they struggled to find their place. These feelings were amplified by the award gap between Black and Asian students, and their white counterparts. While work was underway to combat this, there was a feeling that much of that work didn’t centre student voices, didn’t have full leadership support, and wasn’t embedded within the University. Pockets of good practice existed, but relied on students most impacted by racism at the university, who often worked for no pay.

To combat this, the University set up the Be More Empowered for Success programme in 2019. The focus of the programme was to work with home undergraduate students from global majority backgrounds to improve the experiences of global majority students. Students were hired as BME Success Advocates to run belonging events, review curricula and advise the university on how to create a sense of belonging for global majority students. While this programme made some progress, the feedback from Advocates was that it wasn’t tackling racial injustice at the university. Students felt they weren’t treated as partners; that they were tokenized; that the University Executive Board didn’t take their work seriously; and that there wasn’t enough funding. While there was a feeling that some staff cared about the work, the consensus was that the University was unwilling to provide a ‘seat at the table’, and that the UEB did was ‘too safe and risk-averse’. The perception was that the university leadership had little experience of running an effective racial justice programme.

In 2023, led by the Student Inclusion Officer for Race and Ethnicity, the BME Success programme was reshaped into the RIA programme. The Student Inclusion Officer was able to use the work of the ARSG, ARWG and the Institutional Commitment to Anti-Racism to create a programme that was far more embedded within the wider institutional work on anti-racism. The RIA programme acted on the feedback from the previous programme, and sought advice from staff and students across the university, to examine what it would mean to create transformational change for global majority students. The result was an expanded advocate programme, where home and international students were accepted, alongside postgraduate students. A separate Be More Empowered for Success PGR programme still exists, that aims to support and improve the sense of belonging for home global majority PGR students.

The RIA programme hires Black, Asian, Arab, Latino and Mixed/Multiple Ethnic students to partner with teams across the university to improve the experience of global majority students at the University, and embed anti-racist practices into University decision-making and support structures. The key strategic aim is to foster an environment where global majority students have a stronger sense of belonging, experience less racism and discrimination and are more likely to graduate with a ‘good’ degree and prospects. This programme also focuses on the professional development of the advocates by cultivating the skills they need to become future leaders and supporting them on that journey. The current forty-one advocates include both home and international students from a broad range of ethnic and racial backgrounds.

One of the main changes made to the programme was to give advocates more direct time with decision-makers across the University. Through working on actionable projects with different services in the University such as the Wellbeing, Resolution and Inclusive Communities teams, advocates have been able to directly explore issues of racial injustice in the design of services and implement changes. In 2023–4, the RIAs are working on eight projects with teams around the University. There has also been a greater focus on training students in anti-racist theory, and not just viewing racial justice through the lens of their lived experience. Students reflected that having a space where they can learn about anti-racism gives them ‘permission to be bold’ in their vision for the University and ‘feel[ing] like their voice actually matters’ has had a meaningful impact on how they approach their studies and their wider relationship with education. Feedback says it has made them feel more confident navigating the University and speaking up for themselves.

Conclusions

As this chapter shows, decolonization and the fight for racial justice continue apace in the University at both institutional and grassroots levels and have become a small but resilient part of the institutional narrative and culture at all levels. As a set of radical ideas seeking to create transformative change in the core workings of the University, and notwithstanding the progress charted in this chapter, this work remains fragile. This may not be surprising, as many of its critiques question the core values of an elite institution existing within a competitive, hierarchical HE system. The whole institution approach sketched above remains in tension, between a myriad of local actors seeking to create change but somewhat fearful of co-option or compromise, and a leadership torn between their desire for meaningful racial justice and the imperatives of management in a complex elite UK university. The work of decolonization in this elite British university remains an ongoing process of push and pull.



Conclusions

Introduction

Throughout the book, we sought to situate our efforts in relation to the University of Bristol’s historical connections to colonialism and the trade in enslaved African peoples, emphasizing the need for the institution to confront and rectify these past injustices, as well as address ongoing exclusions. In a material sense, this includes acknowledging the significant donations from families historically involved in the trade in enslaved peoples that helped establish the University, and the extent to which these historical ties continue to influence current institutional practices. We call attention to the ways in which Global Northern institutions are implicated in the ‘colonial matrix of power’, or coloniality (Maldonado-Torres, 2007; Quijano, 2000; 2007) i.e., the long-lasting systems of social, economic, political and epistemological domination established by modern European colonialism in the formerly colonized world and then extended globally.

We have also sought to show how our efforts have been profoundly shaped by global struggles for racial justice and decolonization, many of which have been led by activists based in the Global South. It has been shown that many of the conflicts that have been experienced by others, and recorded by Jansen and Walters (2022) in the wake of their own institutional decolonization, have some resonance with our own experiences. We are aware that even though the initial calls to decolonization within the University appeared radical (e.g. Decolonise UoB) and gained widespread support, those died down, and activism was largely confined to those willing to take time to address some of the issues, more at a grassroots level than as a well-funded and resourced University initiative. We have situated ourselves within wider debates about what it means to decolonize higher education (HE), many of which also originate in anti-colonial struggles and movements from the Global South. By explicitly noting these academic pedigrees we have emphasized what decoloniality is not i.e., it is not ‘anti-colonialism’, in that it is not intended to serve as a mere reaction to or push back against colonialism or coloniality. Rather, we set out to show how decoloniality and decolonial thinking seek to engage in the recognition and implementation of a border gnosis or subaltern reason (Anzaldúa, 2012; Spivak, 1988) expressed by Escobar and Mignolo’s concept of ‘thinking otherwise’. ‘Otherwise’, it will be recalled, challenges the arrogance of universalizing Eurocentric assumptions in order to create a world in which other worlds exist. Rather than set itself against the universal, decoloniality enables a recognition of the pluriverse of knowledges and the epistemic plurality, which function together, often operating at the borderlands (Mignolo, 2000).

As noted in the introduction, decoloniality and confronting the colonial matrix of power consist of both theoretical/analytic and practical dimensions, and as a group of scholars and activists, we were keen to approach decolonization as an example of what the Brazilian educator Paulo Freire described as praxis. In developing the themes of the book, each chapter has sought to blend theoretical understanding of decolonization with practical insights, learning and reflection from case studies. The intention here was to reaffirm the dialectical nature of the relationship between theory and practice as the basis for transformative change. The intention was also to contribute to theory development through talking back to dominant theoretical paradigms from a decolonial perspective, in relation to dominant theories of curriculum, pedagogy and assessment (Chapter 3); to dominant, Eurocentric ways of framing research (Chapter 4); to the idea of a civic university (Chapter 5); or through contributing, from a decolonial perspective to theoretical understanding of organizational culture in a university such as Bristol, and how anti-racist practice could be embedded and sustained (Chapter 6). In this final chapter, we reflect further on how decolonization of HE can be understood. In addressing the aims of the book, a key concern has also been to situate ourselves as a collective and we reflect on this below.

In order to answer the question on whether our institution can be decolonized, we have to note that while we write this conclusion to the book, there is a rising set of protests taking place in opposition to universities’ (e.g. Columbia, Harvard, Cambridge and Bristol) support for militarized research, and in particular its deployment in ongoing regions of struggles against colonization e.g., Gaza. These events, taking place also at the University of Bristol, include demands from students that these universities cease to undertake research that is linked to structures of genocide. There are many more present examples of this beyond Gaza, including the use of military equipment in the genocide of West Papuans in Indonesia, but also historical ones, such as the development of napalm at Harvard.1 Recent increases in military spending in the UK will only increase this funding; recent government announcements have suggested an increase to 2.5 per cent of GDP on the defence budget. These forms of research are at odds with decolonization and its desire to dismantle power structures in universities such as Bristol, an organization that depends on this funding. There are many more examples of technology that are being supported by, and receiving large amounts of funding from, external bodies at Bristol, such as research into AI and remote sensing surveillance (drone technology). Left unchecked and unquestioned, these technologies will increase in their ability to supress peoples and perpetuate colonialities. We are working at a university that prides itself on being the first institution to have declared a climate emergency. That said, how much divestment from research that directly correlates with increasing levels of gCO2 is taking place? Are we truly undertaking these divestments, as a form of reparative justice and decolonial praxis? These questions force us to reflect on the current models of how a research-intensive university can truly be decolonized. It is more than just a curriculum: the lives and struggles of real people are at stake here.

In the introduction to this book, we stated that we did not set out nor explicitly aim to provide a definitive answer to this titular question. This was written with the full understanding that, for some readers, this might be seen as a prevarication; an attempt to dodge the very question that we ourselves have posed. Yet, we believe that there is another way to consider our own ambivalence, as a collective, around posing a definitive response to the pitfalls and possibilities of decolonization in the context of HE, especially from our standpoint as a group working at an ‘elite’ institution based in England. As the case studies in this book have shown, even whilst working as a collective, our own interpretations of what decolonization is and what it can mean vary across disciplines and contexts. For some of us, decolonization has been viewed as the attempt to shift structures and processes so as to open them up beyond their own implication in the uneven distribution of intellectual capital. For others, decolonization has remained a more amorphous term, linked directly to ethical and epistemic questions around the production of knowledge; access to knowledge; and the hierarchies – both tacit and explicit – that continue to determine how intellectual production is viewed, valued and made visible. For still others, decolonization efforts have focused on the production of liberatory pedagogies, as well as the implementation of Equality, Diversity and Inclusion outcomes.

None of these perspectives are right or wrong, and all function in ways that challenge the extant epistemic inequities that structure contemporary HE in England and in the world. Moreover, these varied perspectives or modes of praxis do not function alone. Rather, they operate as part of a larger ecology in which it is essential that decolonization be seen as a plurality of actions (including modes of theorization and thought). If the need to unmask and make visible – as well as value – the pluriverse of epistemologies is central to decoloniality, then decolonization, too, must be seen as many things.

At its core, however, we view decolonization not as an endpoint, but as an ongoing, perpetual process. Our case studies show some of the ways in which colleagues in and beyond the institution have been able to effect change (and indeed, the larger history of decolonization globally shows this clearly, as discussed in our introduction). Yet, these moments of change, as powerful as they are, are never the end of the story. Instead, decolonization is a practice and praxis that we have all integrated, in our own ways, into our own intellectual lives as a generative mode of social production. Many of our case studies demonstrate the institutional barriers that we have faced, showing one obvious way in which decolonization must remain an ongoing process. This is equally true at a broader and perhaps more abstract scale, particularly in the effort to forever strive towards the utopian horizons of epistemic justice and liberatory knowledges.

The process of writing this book has enabled us as a collective to reflect on our experiences of the decolonizing project, since it gained momentum following the murder of George Floyd on 25 May 2020. Another event that catalysed the project was the toppling of Colston’s statue on 7 June 2020. These two events resonated with us as scholars in a city and a University that had benefitted financially from the enslavement of Black Africans. Our institution’s own acknowledgement of this has been fraught with difficulty, some of which has been chronicled in this book. It is interesting to reflect on where we are at the University on the decolonization project, and the intense need for change that has diminished considerably since. It is also worth reflecting on how many of the experiences described by Jansen and Walters (2022) that occurred in Bristol eventually got mired in bureaucracy and processes that delayed any real change. Some of the efforts to decolonize also remained at a ‘grassroots’ level, rightly maintaining some distance from University strategy and planning – perhaps where decolonization might most comfortably sit within the colonial construct of our University. So while this might not have received the support and resourcing needed for widespread change, it was able to maintain some independence from the University writ large – and its colonial constructs. So, perhaps decolonization of a Global North University like Bristol cannot be achieved because of the very nature of the act itself, without it being appropriated or institutionalized as it becomes driven by the administrative structures of the organization. It has to be radical, it has to be within and yet somehow without. This is probably true also of the vast number of global institutions that also committed at that time to decolonization. But it is also worth reflecting that, even in July 2020, it was reported that only 24 of 128 UK institutions were committed to decolonization, with only two (one of which was Bristol) having it as part of its strategic plan.2 Many initiatives at Bristol University seem to have been embryonic, or grassroots led, rather than initiated from the top down with real concrete funding and support, and have come against the backdrop of continued and perpetuated coloniality.

The University of Bristol remains a colonial construct. Many of our experiences of resistance, as scholars and activists within the institution, have resonated with others, and the push-back and reluctance to change are not untypical of many Global North Universities. Although we write as a collective, many of these experiences are deeply personal, and have taken their toll on mental health and well-being. Much of the work that has been done has only been possible at the margins of our everyday jobs and roles. This is also not unlike others’ experiences of decolonization. In writing this book, we have undertaken to try to understand the context of decolonization of the University of Bristol, within the wider sphere of the city with its own programmes of reparative justice, but also internationally. It is humbling to think that what we face as an institution is but a small fraction of the everyday struggles to decolonize, often at the extremes in armed conflict and at the sharp end of the everyday realities of continued colonization (e.g. Gaza, West Papua). We have been afforded an opportunity, therefore, to address this from a very privileged position of power, in a Global North institution. This is not to be underestimated. Nevertheless, this project has not been supported systemically, which chimes with other movements of resistance in the decolonization endeavour. Our institution may view decolonization as a box to tick, and may appropriate it as a metaphor for things it is not, but we see the project as never-ending. The world continues to be colonized, in ways unimaginable even five or ten years ago. As already mentioned, with the emergence of large-scale data, and its manipulation for media purposes through AI and machine-learning algorithms, there are new threats to those who are marginalized and racialized. So, we see our work as not unpicking historical context for its own end, but empowering students and researchers with the tools to critique the now and to imagine futures outside of colonial frameworks. To challenge, to resist. As Paolo Freire writes in Pedagogy of the Oppressed:

Education either functions as an instrument which is used to facilitate integration of the younger generation into the logic of the present system and bring about conformity or it becomes the practice of freedom, the means by which men and women deal critically and creatively with reality and discover how to participate in the transformation of their world.


(1970: 34)

This transformative approach has been perhaps the most telling truth of the work that has been undertaken: the ability to think outside the constrained norms of a colonized education. To learn as one, with so-called teachers and students alongside each other in a dialectic. To listen, and to feel. The utilitarian nature of decolonization work has enabled us to acquire new skills, and should equip us all in ways that we were not used to beforehand. We should feel transformed, and yet some of us feel like we are not listened to. Highlighting decolonization has thrown the colonialism of the institution into a clear light. It has thrown up questions, such as what are universities really for? Whom do they serve? Why is it that we have models for their financial sustainability that oppress, and exploit and serve up a curriculum that was not designed for the marginalized? The modes of assessment predominantly used at Bristol are set in a deeply colonial context of trying to find ‘the best’ students, while maintaining our own hierarchy in the world rankings. Interestingly, we might see the tide turning on this model. While the dying embers of a national politics of Brexit have attempted to revitalize Empire and Great Britain once again, it is clear that the UK no longer holds the position it once did on the world stage. This may also be true of our university system, but only time will tell. The research we do has also been exposed as often following a deficit model, exploitative particularly of African countries and knowledge. Co-created work, through organizations like the Perivoli Institute, has offered new ways of working, ones that will not just benefit Bristol. We have found, though, that we do not need to travel all the way to Africa for this extractive and exploitative work to take place. Our own endeavours to ‘colonize’ the city, for example in the Temple Quarter campus, can feel somewhat disconnected from the needs of the communities they seek to serve. The University has a strong history of this type of engagement, but our experiences have been mired in institutionalization and hierarchies of knowledge that underpin our institution. We are still the ‘posh and elite’ University on the hill, even if we move more into the city. It will take a change of mindset more than ‘bricks and mortar’ to enable meaningful civic engagement with marginalized communities of African descent. Unless decolonization really takes place within the structures of the University, then these approaches will be always ultimately fail.

Our case studies have demonstrated the wealth and rich variety of decolonization that is taking place in the University. Many of these initiatives have been student-led, such as in the School of Sociology, Politics and International Studies, and also in the School of Education. These initiatives have been empowering for the students involved, but have sometimes felt disconnected from the power to change. Nevertheless, reflections on decolonization from a broad range of subject areas report a need for this in a colonial institution like Bristol, and that it is an endless process. Decolonization clearly differs in context across the institution, and has discipline-specific perspectives, most notably between STEM and arts and humanities (HEART) subjects. The work presented here is very also academic-centric, and we recognize that all parts of the University need decolonizing. A clear deficiency in our analysis is the lack of a perspective from professional services. This is probably due to the hierarchical nature of our institution. Where we talk about marginalized voices in a curriculum, within the student body, it is apparent that those voices are also present in professional services, amongst the cleaning and porter staff, within the large numbers of staff on precarious contracts, but also those ‘without’ or ‘outside’ the institution itself. As already mentioned, this latter group has often been appropriated, or used as a voice for the institution, but not properly recompensed or treated in equitable ways.

In thinking about the future, it is important to reiterate why decolonizing education is important. A key rationale developed in the book is to redress the marginalization and, in many cases, erasure of the knowledge systems and languages of the colonized over many centuries. Linked to this rationale is the role of education in realizing Reparative Futures (Sriprakash et al., 2023; Walker et al., 2023), i.e., recognizing and addressing the injustices of the past as a basis for realizing most just, inclusive and democratic futures. This rationale has formed the basis for the University’s Reparative Futures programme discussed in Chapter 6. As Mbembe (2023) has recently argued, addressing contemporary challenges, including climate change, inequality, the threats posed by global pandemics such as Covid-19 and the opportunities and risks associated with the rise of new technologies, requires moving away from a universalizing, Eurocentric view of knowledge and instead developing a new planetary consciousness that is not universalizing but draws on ‘all of the archives of the world’ (p. 1). This requires bringing disciplinary knowledge that has emerged since the European renaissance into critical conversation with Indigenous and other knowledge systems, including those based on a more collaborative view of social relationships and a more synergistic view of the relationship between human being and the natural world.

Our experiences at Bristol have taught us that decolonizing education requires being cognizant of the deeply entrenched nature of existing approaches to knowledge and research in the academy that have evolved in the context of colonialism over more than 500 years. In Chapter 2 the discussion centred on the wider context in which universities such as Bristol operate, the extent to which HE has been, and continues to be, complicit in colonialism and has, more recently, become embroiled in the so-called culture wars. In Chapter 3 we explored the coloniality of the curriculum, of existing approaches to pedagogy and assessment and how these have evolved over centuries. In Chapter 4 we examined the multilayered nature of epistemic injustice in the research process, from the way that research is framed in relation to the ‘development gaze’, and from white supremacy to the highly unequal nature of partnerships between Global Northern and Southern researchers and the biases in the publishing process that favour Northern, English-speaking academics. In Chapter 5 we argued that coloniality is reproduced in the highly unequal nature of the relationships between a privileged, elitist university ‘on the hill’ and the diverse communities in the city of Bristol that it is supposed to serve. In Chapter 6, the focus was on the difficulty of instituting anti-racist and decolonizing practices in an organizational culture that is more concerned with maximizing income and minimizing organizational risk than tackling the deep systemic issues of institutionalized racism. These experiences have taught us not only about the institutional challenges involved in decolonizing education but also the enduring nature of coloniality itself and the necessary yet circumscribed role that education can play in relation to dismantling the wider economic, political and cultural barriers that constitute coloniality.

Nonetheless, we hope to have shown that some change is possible. We have documented the sometimes heroic efforts of students, Faculty, and professional services staff, mobilized around an anti-racist, decolonizing agenda to realize change. Case studies have drawn attention to the creative energy released following the toppling of the Colston statue and how this precipitated direct action across the University. These ranged from efforts to decolonize curriculum, pedagogy and assessment, to efforts to decolonize Library Services, to reorient research in the interests of populations around the world who continue to be marginalized and dispossessed on account of colonialism, patriarchy and capitalism, to making the university more responsive to the needs of disadvantaged communities in our own city and to use whatever opportunities and platforms became available to tackle racism in our own institution. Given the nature of the challenges faced, this has at times felt like two steps forward and one step back, or even one step forward and two steps back. It will be for future generations of scholars and activists and those at the sharp end of relations of coloniality to judge our success in nudging the dial over time.

It is important to continue to take inspiration from those who have struggled against colonialism and its legacy in the Global South as well as in the Global North and in the city of Bristol. A new ‘politics of the possible’ is required, in which ongoing struggles continually challenge and push the boundaries of what it is possible to change. Such a politics must build on the long history of HE as a place of disruption as well as a place where privilege is reproduced, to exploit the tensions that arise in what Barnett (2022) has described as the nooks and crannies and emotional spaces for change that are constantly emerging. Here, it is imperative that decolonizing efforts remain cognizant of and linked to wider struggles against colonialism and racism in HE and in society at large.

Here again, there are positive lessons to be drawn from the role of HE as a site of resistance and struggle, whether in the fight against colonialism and apartheid or in the context of more recent struggles by students and faculty in universities around the world at the time of writing to demand an immediate ceasefire in Gaza, and a demilitarization of research. Realizing a politics of the possible demands simultaneously what the Italian revolutionary Antonio Gramsci described as a pessimism of the intellect in acknowledging the enormous barriers to change and an optimism of the will in continuing to struggle for decolonial futures in HE.
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5 https://www.bristol.ac.uk/news/2023/november/reparative-futures-programme.html.
6 BBC News. ‘Colston Dolphin Removed from University of Bristol Logo’. 26 February 2024, sec. Bristol. https://www.bbc.com/news/uk-england-bristol-68404996.
7 Runnymede Trust, (2017).
8 Alice Phillips, Aisha Rana-Deshmukh and Chante Joseph, ‘BME Attainment Gap Report’ 2017. https://www.bristol.ac.uk/media-library/sites/sraa/Website%20bme-attainment-gap-report.pdf.
9 Adébísí, Foluke ‘Global University Rankings & Toilets’. Foluke’s African Skies (blog), 28 March 2017. https://folukeafrica.com/global-university-rankings-toilets/.
10 ScienceDaily. ‘Medical Textbooks Use White, Heterosexual Men as a “Universal Model”’. Accessed 8 April 2024. https://www.sciencedaily.com/releases/2008/10/081015132108.htm.
11 Carvel, John. ‘Concern as Women Outnumber Men in Medical Schools’. The Guardian, 4 July 2002, sec. UK news. https://www.theguardian.com/uk/2002/jul/04/medicalscience.nhs.
12 Bibbins-Domingo, Kirsten, and Alex Helman. ‘Improving Representation in Clinical Trials and Research: Building Research Equity for Women and Underrepresented Groups’ (2022). https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/books/NBK584396/#:~:text=Initially%2C%20the%20results%20from%20these,et%20al.%2C%202019.
13 Sirugo, Williams, Tishkoff, 2019: 1080.
14 https://www.blackandbrownskin.co.uk/mindthegap.
15 ‘Overview | Hypertension in Adults: Diagnosis and Management | Guidance | NICE’. NICE, 28 August 2019. https://www.nice.org.uk/guidance/ng136.
16 Barefoot, ‘Digital Resources: Chilean History’, in Oxford Research Encyclopaedia of Latin American History. https://doi.org/10.1093/acrefore/9780199366439.013.628. 2018.
Chapter 3

1 A well-cited such call is ‘Why is my curriculum white?’ See also the newspaper article below which, though framed in terms of decolonizing the university is really talking about curriculum: https://www.theguardian.com/education/2020/jun/17/students-want-to-confront-it-academics-on-how-to-decolonise-the-university.
2 On the various interpretations of the term ‘decolonization’ in relation to education, see Gopal (2021) who takes issue with the well-known interpretation in Tuck and Yang (2012). See also the recent critique by Taiwo (2022), who suggests the term may have become so encompassing that its usefulness has waned.
3 Barnett’s use of ‘ecological’ here is intended to signal a university that is embedded within the ecosystems in which it is located.
4 Of course, wilful silence can also be used as a form of agency. See Fernandez (2018).
5 https://bilt.online/the-office-authentic-learning-in-civil-engineering/.
6 https://www.johnbiggs.com.au/academic/solo-taxonomy/.
7 https://www.bristol.ac.uk/media-library/sites/sraa/Website%20bme-attainment-gap-report.pdf.
8 https://www.theguardian.com/world/2023/dec/31/british-private-schools-in-china-under-threat-as-new-patriotic-law-comes-in.
9 https://www.bristol.ac.uk/study/outreach/asian-black-minority-ethnic-students/frequently-asked-questions/#:~:text=The%20city%20of%20Bristol%20is,reflect%20the%20city%27s%20diverse%20character.
10 https://www.bristol.ac.uk/international/why/#:~:text=The%20University%20is%20home%20to,cultural%20celebrations%20throughout%20the%20year.
11 See: https://www.bristol.ac.uk/bilt/our-work-and-who-we-are/curriculum-enhancement/curriculum-framework/.
12 Dr Lara Lalemi is the Equality, Diversity and Inclusion Officer in the School of Biochemistry and the Faculty of Health and Life Sciences at the University of Bristol. Dr Lalemi was selected based on the experienced she gained in conducting the decolonizing the science curriculum workshops with the DSCWG during her postgraduate degree. Dr Lalemi is an author within the collective for this book.
Chapter 4

1 https://bristolblackhumanities.blogs.bristol.ac.uk/.
2 chrome-extension://efaidnbmnnnibpcajpcglclefindmkaj/https://parc.bristol.ac.uk/files/2024/05/Africa-Charter-web-new-cover-52e5a047925be9dc.pdf.
Chapter 5

1 ‘Modernity/coloniality’ is the term Anibal Quijano (2007) uses to denote the necessary historical conjuncture of modernity and colonialism. Their conjunction, he argues, means they must be understood together. It is a conjunction now widely recognized and increasingly employed in academic writing.
2 These authors are of a suite of consensus among many, including perhaps this book’s collective, that under the neoliberal guise of contemporary British – and most global – universities, decolonization is impossible. Decolonization, in Adébísí’s words (2023), must disrupt the reproduction of colonial logics, and that cannot happen ‘as long as the system of higher education retains its role in creating the knowledge that reproduces a vastly unequal status quo’ (Andrews, 2018: 139).
3 A recent example of this community listening, which has led to partial governance and material reform at the University of Bristol, is the 2023 community consultation project with local Bristol Black community leaders, co-led by Marie-Annick Gournet. The community consultation project resulted in the University investing £10 million over ten years in a Reparative Futures Programme (discussed further in Chapter 6).
4 A recent headline commitment the University of Bristol uses to brand its future vision and strategy. See: www.bristol.ac.uk/university/strategy/meet-our-contributors/.
5 This is why universities confer degrees and qualifications on named individuals rather than some other social body (e.g. groups, collectives, families, organizations, non-human colleagues, etc.).
6 The BA English Literature and Community Engagement, a part-time flexible degree for mature learners at the University of Bristol, is one example of navigating the boundary to access. The programme is a legacy of the university’s extra-mural programme. Students can access the BA course based on potential and not qualifications. An offer to study is based on an interview and evidence of prior learning, including completing an admissions statement justifying the appeal for entry.
7 Disciplinary degrees are, after all, conferred on individualized subjects. Individuals typically attend university to study particular subjects, and so are disciplined to become particular subjects. A relative few will cross disciplinary boundaries in interdisciplinary study. Their comparative scarcity proves a normative pattern, if not rule.
8 University educated subjects do not only exist as one particular form. Subjectivity is always multiple and multiply inhabited. The extent to which, however, a particular recognizability as a subject position – an engineer for instance – moves across social worlds in the discursive exercise of being an engineer is what interests us here.
9 ‘Society in the Making: A Study of Development and Redevelopment within a County Borough’ Volume 1, 1956, Archive ref: DM1496.
10 ‘Society in the Making: A Study of Development and Redevelopment within a County Borough’ Volume 1, 1956, Archive ref: DM1496.
11 This is not to dismiss or ignore numerous civilian infrastructures that are made possible in their dispossession and primitive accumulation of land by the exercise of state violence.
12 This research was part of a wider UKRI Citizen Scientists-funded research initiative, entitled ‘Citizens Researching Together’.
13 The slogan ‘Nothing about us without us’ is often used to emphasize the need for participation of affected communities in decision-making processes that directly impact them. It derives from the 1505 Polish act ‘nihil novi sini commune consensu’, which translates as ‘nothing new without the common consent’. This statement was interpreted in vernacular from ‘nihil de nobis, sin nobis’, Latin for ‘nothing about us without us’ (Zamoyski, 1987). The term gained prominence in the 1990s disability rights movement as a rallying cry for the inclusion of disabled people in policymaking and discussions about issues affecting them. ‘Nothing about us without us’ resonates across various social justice movements to emphasize the fundamental principle of representation and empowerment of marginalized voices.
14 https://www.ons.gov.uk/visualisations/censuspopulationchange/E06000023/.
Chapter 6

1 For a discussion of this term, see Sriprakash et al.
 (2023).
2 The term ‘entrepreneurship’ is used to emphasize the importance of (often individual) strategic leadership, which can be critical in unlocking institutional change within a context of community efforts as described below. It is not intended to imply that the source or capacity for change resides at the individual level.
3 https://www.bristol.ac.uk/inclusion/governance-policy-and-guidance/edi-strategy-and-governance/#:~:text=EDI%20is%20a%20cross%20cutting,enable%20us%20to%20do%20so.
4 For a discussion of some risks, see Moosavi (2020).
5 www.universalcity.co.uk.
6 https://www.futurelearn.com/courses/decolonising-education-from-theory-to-practice. The course is not currently free, as it is provided within the usual terms of the FutureLearn platform. However, there are plans to convert it to a set of free resources within BILT.
Conclusion

1 Napalm (gelled petroleum) was developed at Harvard University by Louis Fiesner and colleagues, originally as a new form of fuel for fighter planes, and then repurposed for use on the battlefield. A fuller documented account of its development, against the backdrop of student anti-Vietnam war protests later in the same University, is given here: https://www.thecrimson.com/article/2023/2/16/napalm-scrut/.
2 Only a fifth of UK universities say they are ‘decolonizing’ curriculum. Black Lives Matter movement. The Guardian, 11 June 2020. https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2020/jun/11/only-fifth-of-uk-universities-have-said-they-will-decolonise-curriculum.
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Race Inclusion Advocates (RIAs), here–here

Reparative Futures here, here, here, here–here, here–here, here, here

Black Bristol Scholarship Programme here, here, here

School of Education

‘Deep Understanding’ for anti-racist school transformation here–here

SETA (Education System for an Anti-racist Transformation) here–here

Transformative Inclusive Pedagogy (TIP) here–here

University Education Committee (UEC) here

University’s Executive Board (UEB) here, here–here, here, here, here

University Reimagined here–here

University of California-Berkeley here

University of Cambridge here

University of Cape Town (#RhodesMustFall) see also decolonization, of teaching, #FeesMustFall here, here, here–here

university settlements here, here–here

Barton Hill, Bristol see University of Bristol, Barton Hill Settlement

British Association of Settlements here

Cashmore see Cashmore, Hilda

Hull-House (Chicago) here

Manchester University Settlement here

Toynbee Hall (London) here–here

University Settlement Movement here

Urwick, E. J. here

Viswanathan, Gauri here

Workers Educational Association (WEA) here
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