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The (de)colonial elephant in the 
room: Challenging the comfort 

zone of academic norms



Learning 
Intention & 
Success Criteria

• Critically define decoloniality and decolonising the 
curriculum, including their theoretical foundations and 
implications for higher education practice.

• Interrogate academic knowledge systems through the 
lens of epistemic injustice and extractivism, using case 
studies such as Maslow’s hierarchy and Indigenous 
knowledge.

• Apply decolonial principles to curriculum design, 
particularly in evaluating and transforming reading lists 
to include diverse epistemologies and challenge 
dominant narratives.



What does it mean to 
cha llenge a ca demic norms?

Wha t is the  “(de)colonia l 
e lepha nt” in your subject?

Decolonising is not a  meta phor 
(Tuck & Ya ng, 2012)

Setting the scene - 
why are we here?



Colonialism ended but coloniality  
rema ins (Quijano, 2000)

A system of power tha t shapes:
• Knowledge
• Being (ontology)
• Perception

What is 
decoloniality?



Too often interpreted narrowly: as 
the inclusion of “diverse voices” or 
“non-Western a uthors.” While  
inclusion is importa nt, it doesn’t 
funda menta lly cha llenge the 
structures tha t determine wha t is 
legitima te knowledge in the first 
pla ce. True decolonisa tion 
interroga tes the very founda tions 
of the curriculum - its content, its 
delivery, its a ssumptions a bout the 
lea rner a nd the tea cher.

What is decolonising the curriculum  

Decolonising the curriculum 
involves recognising epistemic 
diversity (different wa ys of 
knowing the world). It disrupts 
the universa lism of Western 
thought, a sking: Is this theory or 
fra mework a pplica ble  beyond 
the Globa l North? Wha t 
knowledge systems ha ve been 
suppressed in the construction of 
this discipline?

It a lso mea ns cha llenging 
epistemic extra ctivism - the 
pra ctice of using knowledge 
from ma rgina lised communities 
without a cknowledging their 
origins or contexts. As we’ll 
explore la ter in the session, this 
extra ctivism is often visible  in our 
rea ding lists, our cita tions, a nd 
our a ca demic heroes.

More tha n a dding diverse  
a uthors (Bha mbra  e t a l., 2018)

Questions dominant 
knowledge systems

Recognises and values 
multiple epistemologies

Challenges Eurocentr  
extractivism, and invisibility



A founda tiona l principle  in decolonia l thinking is tha t 
knowledge is never neutra l. It is a lways situa ted and shaped 
by power, culture , history, and context. Wha t is considered 
∂academic∑ or ∂legitima te∑ knowledge is the  result of 
complex systems of va lida tion tha t have historica lly 
privileged Cs pmac l rpga , u f grc , k _ jc , and c jgrc  voices.

Dpgai c p“q concept of epistemic injustice  (2007) is useful 
here . She identifies two forms:

• Testimonia l injustice: when someone�s knowledge is 
dismissed due to prejudice  (e .g., a  student of colour 
being seen a s less credible)

• Hermeneutica l injustice : when someone lacks the  
resources to make sense  of their own experiences 
because dominant discourses exclude their worldview

Knowledge is  
neutral



Niitsitapii  Values

Kakoysin - Be aware of your environment, be observant

Pommotsiiysinni - To transfer something to others

Ihkanaitapstsiwa - Everything that is given to a person to do what they 
want with

Aoahkannaistokawa - Everything Comes in Pairs (Balance)

Isspommaanitapiiysinni - Being Helpful to Others

Aksistoiyipaittapiiysinni - Being Able to Take on Tasks Independently

Ihpipototsp - Purpose for being there

Niitsitapiiysinni - To be Blackfoot

Innakotsiiyinni - Respect for Others

Kimmapiiypitsinni - Kindness to others

Aatsimoyikaan - Spirituality



We can take inspiration from 
de Sousa  Sa ntos (2014), who 
a rgues for the recognition of 
epistemologies of the South—
knowledge systems rooted in 
the lived experience of those 
historica lly excluded from the 
a ca demy: Indigenous, Afro-
descenda nt, pea sa nt, feminist, 
a nd suba ltern communities.

Reclaiming 
Epistemologies

He ca lls for “cognitive  justice”, 
where  the  dignity of a ll forms of 
knowing is upheld. This includes 
not only the  contentof wha t we 
teach, but a lso the  
methodologies through which 
knowledge is produced and 
sha red—storyte lling, embodied 
practices, land-based lea rning, 
collective  inquiry.

This requires a  shift a wa y from 
extra ctive models of educa tionµ
where lea rners ∂ta ke∑ knowledgeµ
a nd towa rd reciproca l models of 
lea rning a nd unlea rning.
In short, decolonia l pra ctice 
cha llenges us to move beyond 
knowing a bout other cultures, to 
recognising those cultures a s 
sources of knowledge in their own 
right.

Embrace epistemic 
plurality—many 
ways of knowing

Shift from extrac  
to reciprocal lea

Beyond written 
text



Rea ding lists reflect power structures
 a nd disciplina ry ca nons

∂Founda tiona l texts∑ often = white , ma le , 
Euro-America n voices

Inclusion ≠ tra nsforma tion (Ahmed, 2012)

U f m� gq� t gqg̀ jc =� U f m� gq� qgjc l ac b=

The Reading List a   
Site of Power



1.Where does this knowledge origina te?

2 .Was it produced in a  colonia l or imperia l 

context?

3.Who does it serve or benefit?

4 .Who does it ma rgina lise  or era se?

5.Is it globa lly re levant?

6.Are other epistemologies present?

A Critical Lens for 
Reading Lists



Education module with 90% UK/US white male 
a uthors

Actions to ta ke:
• Add Indigenous, Bla ck, a nd Globa l South 

schola rs
• Refra me lea rning outcomes to include epistemic 

plura lity
• Annota te  rea dings with positiona lity/ context

Hypothetica l outcome: More critica l enga gement 
a nd diverse student pa rticipa tion

Reworking a 
Reading List



In sma ll groups, exa mine a  sa mple  
rea ding list using the  6 decolonia l 

questions from Slide 10.

Discussion prompts:
• Whose voices domina te  this list?

• Wha t knowledge systems a re  
included or excluded?

• Wha t could be a dded, removed, 
or recontextua lised?

 Suggest one new rea ding a nd 
expla in why it would cha llenge or 

expa nd the  epistemic scope of the  
module .



Decolonising is not a checklist or one-time 
project

It involves discomfort, unlea rning, a nd 
reima gining

Requires epistemic disobedience (Mignolo, 
2009)

A rela tiona l, e thica l, a nd continuous pra ctice

Moving Beyond 
Inclusion



• What a ssumptions underpin 
my curriculum design?

• Who is centredµand who is 
era sedµin my reading lists 
and teaching?

• How do dominant knowledge 
systems shape a ssessment, 
pedagogy, and recognition?

• How can I hold space for 
multiple  epistemologies in my 
discipline?

• Am I ready to feel discomfort 
in pursuit of justice?

Key 
Takeaways

• Wha t would a  
decolonised module look 
a nd feel like on your 
progra mme?

• How ca n we mea ningfully 
involve students in this 
work?

• Wha t institutiona l ba rriers 
exist - a nd how might we 
cha llenge them?

• How do we build long-
term communities of 
pra ctice?

Reflections Future Work



Thank you
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