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The colonization of knowledge 

 Civilization: a collection of societies with economic, political, 
social and cultural institutions that have a common cultural base. 

 The current cultural base of the colonial world civilization is the 
European Enlightenment. From 1492-1650, the cultural base was 
Christian theology, but after 1650 the European Enlightenment 
became the foundation for the colonial world civilization. 
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The colonial foundation of the Enlightenment 

 Eurocentrism and exceptionalism. 

 Racism. 

 Universalism. 
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Eurocentrism and exceptionalism 

In the White Enlightenment Europe is the center of world history. 
Europe is unique and exceptional in world history. Here is where 
humankind achieved its peak. Here is where scientific knowledge 
arose. No other place on the globe and at no point in history did 
humankind use reason to create the best possible society. 
Rationalism arose in Europe. Here is where people first started to 
think with their mind and not with other parts of their body as is the 
case in non-Western civilizations. Europe is exceptional. 
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Racism 

Europe is not just a geographical location. It is a point of racial 
identification for white people whether they live in Europe, the 
United States, Australia or South Africa. Scientific knowledge was 
produced by a white civilization. Non-White civilizations did not use 
reason but based their knowledge on backward superstition. Not only 
was Europe unique, but its white race was unique and superior to 
other races. 
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Universalism 

 The ideas developed during the Enlightenment were not only valid 
for Europe but for the whole world. Any modern society should look 
like a European society. Its university should be based on European 
universities. Its architecture should resemble European architecture. 
Its social-economic foundation should be based on the European 
social-economic foundation. Its political foundation should resemble 
the political foundation of Europe. 

 Higher education in the Global South were modeled on higher 
education in Global North. The quality of higher education in the 
Global South was defined in terms of how close they resemble the 
structure and content of higher education in the Global North. 
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Indigenous Knowledge Systems (IKS) 

 The concept of IKS is Eurocentric. All knowledge is indigenous: they 
are located geographically and culturally. Western knowledge system 
is indigenous to Europe. Colonialism has made it universal because 
of power, not because of the quality of its knowledge. It would be 
Eurocentric to make the distinction between Western (non-
indigenous) and non-Western knowledge systems (indigenous). 
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The concept of decoloniality - 1 

1. The acknowledgement that there is another side of modernity. 
Modernity is seen by the European Enlightenment as something 
good because it represents (European) progress and rationalism. 
The other side of modernity is the brutal colonial oppression and 
exploitation of the colonized world. 

2. The acknowledgement that colonialism has a cultural dimension 
besides the economic and political dimension. Decolonization is 
not only about liberating the colonized people from the political 
and economic shackles, but also about liberating colonized people 
from an oppressive colonial culture. 

8 



The concept of decoloniality - 2 

3. An important part of the cultural dimension is knowledge production. The 
European Enlightenment claims that the knowledge production of 
modernity is universal and objective. In the European tradition there was a 
critique of modernity from postmodern theorists. They question the grand 
narratives of modernity and its claims of universalism and objectivity, but 
they don't make the connection with colonialism as decoloniality does. 
Decoloniality analyses the bias in Eurocentric knowledge production and 
locates this in the colonial system of domination. Furthermore, it offers a 
fundamental critique of Eurocentric knowledge production by pointing out 
that its epistemology (the theory of knowledge which is at the basis of every 
knowledge production) is not objective, and influenced by the position from 
which the knowledge producer acts. Eurocentric scientists act from the 
position of defending Western colonialism. 
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The concept of decoloniality - 3 

4. The acknowledgement of the importance of race and racism in social 
relations and the impact of colonialism on these relations including in the 
field of identity formation. 

5. A critique of the nation-state as the center for social analysis and the need 
to look at colonialism from a global perspective. 
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A DTM critique of decoloniality - 1 

1. Decoloniality is not comprehensive. There is no decolonial economic or 
political theory. Many other disciplines of knowledge have no decolonial 
theory.  

2. Decoloniality is not coherent. Coherent means that the concepts of the 
different dimensions don’t contradict each other. They are consistent and 
logical. The many different contributions can contradict each other. Some 
thinkers argue that Eurocentric theory is biased, but then recommend 
economic theories that go back to Marxism, a major school of the European 
Enlightenment.  Some see feminism and intersectionality as part of 
decolonial theory, while others offer a decolonial critique of feminism and 
intersectionality. 
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A DTM critique of decoloniality - 2 

3. Decoloniality is not integral. Integral means that the concepts of the 
different dimensions are not just lumped together but are related to each 
other from one or more basic concepts. It is not clear what the foundational 
category for decoloniality is from which to reconstruct a whole new 
(decolonial) knowledge system.  

4. Decoloniality is mostly a critique, but in order to survive it needs to move to 
the stage in which it provides practical answers to practical problems. The 
lack of practical solutions for current world problems is a big defect of 
decoloniality. 

5. Decoloniality does not provide organizational concepts for social struggle. 
How do we decolonize the university? What does decoloniality suggest? 
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The next step in the decolonial movement 

I propose that we move towards a comprehensive, coherent and integral 
decolonial theoretical framework. This enables us to overcome the defects 
of decoloniality. I have made a first attempt to develop such a framework 
under the label Decolonizing The Mind (DTM).  

I base the DTM framework on the concept of mental slavery and the 
concept of civilization. The concept of mental slavery was introduced by 
Marcus Garvey (1887-1940) in 1938. I build on this concept to develop the 
DTM framework. I take the concept of civilization to characterize the world 
system we are living in. I regard capitalism as part of colonialism and not 
vice versa. In my view this enables us to overcome the defects of 
decoloniality. 
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Three dimensions in DTM 

1. The critique of Eurocentric knowledge production. In this regard it resembles 
decoloniality. But DTM goes further. DTM moves to the critique of individual 
disciplines, including mathematics and natural sciences. 

2. The development of an alternative comprehensive, coherent and integral 
knowledge production. DTM goes deep into the knowledge that was produced in 
civilizations from the Global South and looks for useful concepts that can be 
integrated in a trajectory to decolonize the disciplines and reconstruct new 
knowledge per discipline.  

3. The translation of this new knowledge into viable policies to build a new pluriversal 
world civilization. DTM tackles the problem of power. For example: how to 
reconstruct a new economic order? What are the practical implications of this 
reconstruction? What kind of economic institutions are needed and how will they 
be built? How do we organize to transcend from the colonial world civilization to a 
new world civilization? 
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There are five steps in decolonizing a discipline 

1. Questioning the purpose of a discipline. 

2. Isolating the basic concepts that are used in a discipline. 

3. What new concepts can we think of when we want to reconstruct the 
discipline? How do they relate to the old concepts from other 
civilizations? 

4. Outline the methodology of the discipline. 

5. Set up research and teaching trajectories for the discipline that takes 
the first four steps into account. The end results are new textbooks for 
reconstructing disciplines. 
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Theory of racism as a foundation of DTM 

 The DTM theory of racism is a foundation of the theoretical framework. It 
differs from liberal theories, which are rooted in a common approach that 
centres the individual in the analysis of racism. In psychological theories 
racism is about the perceptions and behaviour of individuals, mostly of 
the racist who is inhibited with prejudices. Studies on racism and the 
Holocaust focus on how personalities are formed in their psychological 
constitution. Theories of white privilege, everyday racism, 
intersectionality, and critical race take individual experiences as the basis 
for their analysis. 
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What is racism? 

 In DTM we define racism as a global system of economic, political, social 
and cultural institutions that organize the relationship between human 
beings on the basis of superiority and inferiority. The defining 
characteristic is not biological race and not even ethnic group, but the 
organization of relationships between human beings on the basis of 
superiority and inferiority. The principle of this organization can be race or 
ethnic group, but colonialism started with religion as the organizing 
principle. Although the term racism contains “race” as the core concept, 
the system should not be limited to race. It is about superiority/inferiority 
that is linked to race, but not limited to race. 
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Three concepts of racism 

 Theological racism: the concept of superiority/inferiority is argued 
from theology and is linked to theologians as the authority of 
knowledge production. 

 Biological racism: the concept of superiority/inferiority is argued from 
philosophy and the natural sciences and is linked to philosophers and 
natural scientists as the authority of knowledge production. This 
coincide with the rise of the trans-Atlantic slave trade. 

 Cultural racism: the concept of superiority/inferiority is argued from 
the social sciences and is linked to social scientists as the authority of 
knowledge production.  

Racism was embedded in the different disciplines of knowledge production of the 
European Enlightenment. 
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Examples of decolonizing the disciplines 

1. World history 

2. Philosophy 

3. Mathematics 

4. Biology 

5. Physics 

6. Applied linguistics 

7. Economic theory 

8. Social theory 

9. Political theory 

10. Cultural theory 
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DTM and Moshoeshoe I 

 When Morena Moshoeshoe I moved from Butha-Buthe to Thaba Bosiu in 
1824 to found the Basotho nation, he and his intellectual thinkers had to 
develop ideas about how to organize and economy, political institutions, 
social relations and education.  

 DTM is about taking a look at the relevance of the ideas of Moshoeshoe I 
and his team for Lesotho. We study these ideas that might be transmitted 
through oral or other means) from a particular perspective: what kind of 
concepts did they produce to organize a society in economic, social, 
political, cultural and technological way. How can these concepts 
contribute to reconstructing the disciplines? 

 In this way Lesotho can make important contributions in decolonizing 
higher education and developing the DTM framework. 
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Thanks! 
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