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Abstract

The demand for the decolonization of academia wit-
nessed an upsurge in the last few years. In Belgium,
this is especially true after the Black Lives Matter
protests, in which students and faculty called on
their universities to take decolonizing measures,
from redesigning the curriculum to eradicating
colonial symbols from university buildings. One of
the academic realms in which faculty can exercise
their power to effect transformation is the class-
room. In this paper, I introduce a decolonial hacking
approach to explain how we can(not) use the class-
room realm to reconfigure the colonial machinery of
academia. From an auto-ethnographic perspective, I
discuss both the opportunities and challenges expe-
rienced as a non-white racialized woman academic
aiming to navigate and deconstruct the colonial
academic space. In particular, I discuss how I ‘hack’
the classroom to achieve the decolonial dream by
focusing on a) hacking the curriculum, b) hacking
the student-teacher relationship and the culmination
of both. Thus, I hope to contribute to the conversa-
tion of bringing decolonial praxis inside the colonial
machinery of academia.

Résumé

Depuis plusieurs années, on constate la montée en puis-
sance de la revendication de décolonisation de l'univer-
sité. En Belgique, cela est particulierement vrai apres
les manifestations de Black Lives Matter, au cours des-
quelles les érudiant€s et les professeurss ont appelé leurs
universités a prendre des mesures de décolonisation,
allant de la refonte du programme d’études a l’éradi-
cation des symboles coloniaux des batiments universi-
taires. L'un des espaces universitaires dans lesquels les
enseignant€s peuvent exercer leur pouvoir de transfor-
mation est la salle de classe. Dans cet article, j’intro-
duis une approche décoloniale du piratage (hacking)
pour expliquer comment nous pouvons (ne pas) utiliser
lespace de la classe pour reconfigurer la « machine-
rie » coloniale de l'université. Dans une perspective
auto-ethnographique, je discute a la fois des opportu-
nités et des défis rencontrés en tant que femme universi-
taire racialisée comme non-blanche cherchant a navi-
guer et a déconstruire l'espace académique colonial.
Jexplique en particulier comment je « pirate » la salle
de classe pour réaliser le réve décolonial en me concen-
trant sur a) le piratage du programme, b) le piratage
de la relation étudiant®-enseignant, et l'aboutissement
des deux. Jespére ainsi contribuer a la conversation
sur lintroduction d'une pratique décoloniale dans la
machinerie coloniale de l'université.

Une version intégrale de l'article en frangais est dispo-
nible sur le site /zttps://marronnages.org/
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Decolonial Hacking of Academia

he call for the decolonization of higher edu-

cation (HE) has become widespread across

both the Global North and South criticizing
higher education institutions (HEI) for their key role
in perpetuating coloniality materially, culturally and
intellectually. Decolonial student movements in par-
ticular sparked the debate on what decolonization
means for HEI and how it should be enacted (Ahmed
2020; Kwoba, Chantiluke, and Nkopo 2018; Monaville
2022; Bathily 2018). Since the 1960s, students have
been key players in anti-colonial and anti-imperial
movements, raising awareness of the need for both
material and intellectual decolonization within
HEL In South-Africa, the National Union of South
African Students and the South African Students’
Organization, led by figures like Steve Biko,
demanded an end to apartheid, racial segregation,
and the establishment of a non-racial, democratic
South-Africa. Also, in countries like Ghana, Vietham
and Cuba were students heavily involved in national
liberation with the aim to establish governments
that represented the interests of the Indigenous
population. These anti- and decolonial struggles
were supported by student movements in the Global
North, in particular connected with the Civil Rights
Movements in the late sixties in the United States as
well as the May 1968 student movements in Europe
(Choudry and Vally 2020).

These student movements have aimed at tackling the
colonial legacies in HE in several ways. One dimen-
sion has been the opposition of HE’s involvement
in military research and specifically their financial
support to corporations and states that supported
colonial or imperialist agendas. A common collabo-
ration has been and is still with the Boycott, Divest
and Sanctions movement calling their HEI to divest
from companies involved in the Israeli occupation
and to sever ties with Israeli academic institutions
(Abdulhadi and Shehadeh 2020). Another dimen-
sion was the push for more democratic governance
structures within HE, with demands for student
representation in decision-making bodies, but also
the demand for ethno-racial representation at the
top of the university hierarchy (Hendrickson 2022).
However, one of the most highlighted dimensions
has been education with the demand for ‘intellec-
tual decolonization.” This has, amongst others,
supported the establishment of departments and
programs like African Studies, Latin American
Studies, Asian Studies and Native American Studies,
which would explore indigenous cultures on their
own terms, rather than through a colonial lens
(Alkalimat 2021).

Over the past decade, the discourse on decoloni-
zation has gained significant momentum, largely
driven by the #RhodesMustFall movement initiated
at the University of Cape Town in South Africa. This
movement, spearheaded by students advocation
for removal of the statue of Cecil Rhodes, a British
colonialist, highlighted the importance of address-
ing material decolonization. These efforts included
the removal of colonial iconography on campus
that commemorate key figures of the colonial era
(Heleta 2016; Mbembe 2016; Stein and De Andreotti
2016). This advocacy extended to calls for reparations
related to the expropriation of resources, land, and
the exploitation of indigenous communities, which
have historically contributed to the establishment
and ongoing prosperity of HEI based on these appro-
priated resources. In light of the recent escalation
of violence in Palestine since 2023 and the horrific
genocide, student movements have once again mobi-
lized to advocate for Palestinian rights, and demand
an end to the Israeli occupation of Palestine. Facing
the active occupy movement in their campuses,
Global North HEI are experiencing pressures to take
a definitive stance on this matter.

Alongside material decolonization, both students
and scholars requestioned the core “business” of the
university, i.e. knowledge production (de Oliveira
Andreotti et al. 2015). Reviving the idea of ‘decol-
onizing the mind’ in HE, the aim is to challenge
and transform how knowledge and education are
produced, validated, and transmitted (wa Thiongo
1993). The demand for intellectual decolonization
has become increasingly translated into the demand
to transform the curriculum that continues to cen-
tralize Western epistemologies and ways of knowing
while being presented as universal and decontextu-
alized. Students, scholars and practitioners are advo-
cating for the incorporation of pluriversal knowl-
edge systems that acknowledge the existence of epis-
temologies, ontologies and worldviews from mar-
ginalized and Indigenous communities (Bhambra,
Nissancioglu, and Gebrial 2018; Mbembe 2016;
Shahjahan et al. 2022). These perspectives should not
be treated as peripheral or optional but are central
to producing and disseminating knowledge within
academic settings.

In this paper, I will particularly focus on the chal-
lenges of intellectual decolonization, which I under-
stand as decentering, contextualizing and de-uni-
versalizing Western onto-epistemologies. Race and
racism are rooted in historical processes of coloni-
zation, where imperial powers justified subjugation
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and exploitation through the construction of racial
hierarchies. The legacies of colonialism persist in
contemporary society, perpetuating systemic rac-
ism. Decolonization seeks to challenge and dis-
mantle these structures in various domains of life,
among which the educational domain. Addressing
racism is thus an integral part of the broader
decolonization process.

I expand on Andreotti et al.’s (2015) notion of ‘hack-
ing’ to explain the potential ways in which we could
use the classroom as a micro-realm for introducing
decolonial praxis and achieving intellectual decolo-
nization. While there is an increasing popularization
of intellectual decolonization in higher education,
the discussions remain at the theoretical-conceptual
level. A large gap can be observed when it comes
to operationalizing intellectual decolonization and,
thus, which practices can be implemented (Noroozi
2016). Inspired by la paperson’s (2017) and Andreotti
et al.’s work (2015) defining academic organizations
as ‘machineries’ that always subvert to decoloniz-
ing purposes, I employ the concept of ‘decolonial
hacking’ to explain how the decolonial aim of intro-
ducing pluriversal knowledge can be structurally
embedded within the classroom. I develop the idea
of decolonial hacking by providing insight into how
intellectual decolonization is a collaborative and
multidimensional effort of various knowledge hold-
ers. This effort is essential to overturn the colonial
episteme that impacts the organization, structuring
and modes of our work as educators in HE. These
practices can be diverse and are contextually situ-
ated, meaning that they can work within the particu-
lar context of Belgium but can be refined to contexts
across borders. I am aware of the critique on the
praxis of decolonizing the curriculum as too ‘soft’
and subtle (Tuck and Yang 2012) having the poten-
tial to be coopted by the institution while its colonial
foundations remain to exist. However, I argue that as
educators and faculty, we should not waste the (lim-
ited) power we have in (independently) developing
our classrooms into sites of radical transformation.

From an auto-ethnographic approach, I do not only
aim to share the opportunities but also the chal-
lenges that I experience when aiming to ‘move the
center’ within the (cultural) constraints imposed by
the universities’ field of power. I specifically depend
on my own experiences and hacking tactics I have
tried (and sometimes failed) at introducing within
the first-year undergraduate course of sociology. I
first provide an overview of the current debate on
intellectual decolonization. I then explain the notion

of ‘decolonial hacking’ as my strategy to push for-
ward the decolonial project within the realm of the
classroom. Finally, I share my hope that decolonial
hacking can be an effective tactic to break the colo-
nial boundaries by imagining alternative ways of
intellectual work in academia.

On Intellectual Decolonization
in Higher Education

Since the early twenty-first century, scholars
have increasingly recognized a ‘decolonial’ turn
(Grosfoguel 2007; Maldonado-Torres 2011). Some
view this as a new orientation within postcolonial
studies, while others regard it as an entirely distinct
field (Mignolo and Walsh 2018). It is crucial, how-
ever, to distinguish decolonization from postcolo-
nialism, as they are not synonymous. A postcolonial
approach is generally invested in the impact of the
colonial legacy on both European nations and for-
merly colonized nations focusing on the experiences
of subalterns and the ongoing effects of colonialism.
In contrast, decolonization, as conceptualized in
this paper, aligns with Mignolo’s notion of ‘undo-
ing’ or ‘delinking’ from the structures of knowledge
imposed by the West. Especially within the context
of the Global North where HEI have historically
played a critical role in legitimizing European colo-
nial projects through pseudo-scientific practices and
other means, the colonial legacy embedded in con-
temporary knowledge production urgently requires
critical examination and intervention. Mignolo
(2018) argues that this process of delinking must
be followed by “epistemic reconstitution” as a step
toward the liberation of the mind. This approach
frames decolonization as inherently tied to praxis,
emphasizing its role in “trans-local struggles, move-
ments, and actions to resist and refuse the legacies of
ongoing relations and patterns of power” (Mignolo
and Walsh 2018, 16). They, furthermore, consider
decolonization as an ongoing process, one that did
not conclude with the formal end of colonialism but
continues to challenge the reproduction of colonial
legacies in our ontologies and epistemologies.

Still, decolonization remains a contested term as it
is defined and interpreted in a multitude of ways.
According to Bhambra (2018, 2), this multitude of
approaches, perspectives, but also strategies and
responses is not necessarily a weakness nor an issue
as it is the simple result of the heterogeneity of “his-
torical and political sites of decolonization that span
both the globe and 500 years of history”. Therefore,
decolonization has been given different meanings
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across geographical contexts. Within settler-colo-
nial contexts in the Global North, like the US and
Canada, decolonization is considered to be a political
project of repatriating dispossessed indigenous land
(Tuck and Yang 2012). Other scholars like Bhambra
(2018), however, argue that this notion of decoloni-
zation does not work for most other countries in the
Global North. As most European countries are not
settler-colonial states as their colonial project took
place outside of the metropole, it is rather necessary
to focus on an intellectual form of decolonization
(Grosfoguel 2015; Mignolo 2009; Ndlovu-Gatsheni
2013; 2020).

Global South scholars such as Quijano (2000),
Maldonado-Torres (2007), Grosfoguel (2015) and
Mignolo (2009) demonstrated how the coloniality'
of knowledge shapes our contemporary societies.
They argue that “coloniality survives colonialism” in
the sense that it is “maintained alive in books, in the
criteria for academic performance, in cultural pat-
terns, in common sense, in the self-image of peoples,
in aspirations of self, and many other aspects of our
modern experience” (Maldonado-Torres 2007, 243).
Therefore, intellectual decolonization is to inter-
rogate the structures of knowledge and knowing
(Mignolo and Walsh 2018). This entails ‘epistemic dis-
obedience’ of the so-called ‘zero-point’ epistemology,
or the resistance to modern Western epistemology
that dominates the global knowledge structure across
HEI Ndlovu-Gatsheni (2021) accurately defines HEI
as one of the key institutions of the cognitive empire.
The cognitive empire entails the way in which the
colonial legacy of HEI is a form of imperialism that
operates through the control and manipulation of
knowledge and information (Ndlovu-Gatsheni 2013;
2021). The cognitive empire uses knowledge as a tool
of domination, shaping and controlling the way
people think, perceive, and interact with the world.
In this sense, a cognitive empire goes beyond tradi-
tional notions of imperialism, which focus on ter-
ritorial domination, and instead seeks to dominate
the minds and consciousness of people. He argues
that the cognitive empire perpetuates a global epis-
temic injustice by marginalizing and silencing alter-
native knowledges and worldviews that challenge its

1 The concept of coloniality was developed by Anibal
Quijano, a Peruvian sociologist and decolonial theorist, in the
late 20th century as a way to understand how the legacy of colo-
nialism continues to shape global power structures on micro and
macro level. Quijano argued that colonialism established a global
power system that persists through economic, political, and cultu-
ral dominance of the Global North over the Global South. This
coloniality encompasses three key dimensions: the coloniality of
power, the coloniality of knowledge and the coloniality of being.

dominant paradigm. Therefore, he calls for a decolo-
nization of knowledge production and a recognition
of the plurality of epistemologies and ways of know-
ing (Ndlovu-Gatsheni and Msila 2021).

On a theoretical level, decolonial scholars provide
revolutionary prescriptions and definitions of intel-
lectual decolonization. However, as Morreira (2020,
2), among others, argues, “there is a gap between
high-level decolonial theory and its practices of
implementation” As such, on the level of praxis,
scholars and practitioners are still trying to grasp the
operationalization and direct application of intellec-
tual decolonization in contexts in which coloniality
is still deeply entrenched. Over the past two decades,
two trajectories have been developed in operation-
alizing intellectual decolonization (Shahjahan et al.
2022). First, scholars called for the decolonization
of disciplines mostly focusing on interrogating the
dominant disciplinary theories and research meth-
ods. This first trajectory quickly shifted to a second
one in which student movements, scholars, and civil
society actors raised concerns about the knowledge
offered within their curriculum. This shift caused
the understanding of intellectual decolonization to
emphasize the micro-realm of the classroom and in
particular the role of the curriculum.

Decolonizing the curriculum generally aims at ‘mov-
ing the centre’ of knowledge (wa Thiongo 1993).
That centre within HE has always been assumed
to be the ‘West’” in which Eurocentric epistemol-
ogies and ontologies are considered superior to all
other forms of knowledge and knowing. A decolo-
nized curriculum thus entails questioning a “set of
knowledge/power relations that privileges a certain
gaze or representation of the world deemed uni-
versal, delocalized, and applied unquestioningly”
(Shahjahan et al. 2022, 76). It is about questioning
the “who is doing it, where, why and how” (Mignolo
and Walsh 2018, 108). Again, depending on the geo-
graphical context, decentring Eurocentric modes of
knowledge production materializes in a variety of
ways. For European HEI, a common notion of what
decolonization of the curriculum means has yet to be
developed. Currently, most of the institutional-level
debates have taken place in the United Kingdom
compared to a relative silence on decolonization in
HEI in the European mainland. In the UK, the fun-
damental work of Bhambra (2018, 2) emphasizes that
besides offering alternative ways of knowledge and
knowing in the curriculum, colonialism, empire,
and racism should be introduced as “empirical and
discursive objects of study” as they are “key shaping
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forces of the contemporary world”. She argues that
by ignoring forces like colonialism in the curriculum
students only develop a partial understanding of our
contemporary world.

In this paper, I particularly look at the context
of the social sciences. The colonial origins of the
social sciences have received increasing attention
in scholarly work. In his famous essay Discourse on
Colonialism, Aimé Césaire (2000, 11) speaks about
how not only “sadistic governors” and “greedy bank-
ers” are the enemy of the colonized people, but also
the “goitrous academicians”, the “ethnographers”,
and the “agrarian sociologist”. He exposes the role of
social scientists in supporting colonialism and rac-
ism through “rigged investigations, their self-serv-
ing generalizations, their tendentious speculations,
their insistence on the marginal, ‘separate’ character
of the non-whites” claimed to be based on “the firm-
est rationalism” (Césaire 2000, 12).

Focusing on sociology, this academic discipline
was built in the midst of the colonial projects. Even
more, sociology has been used as a (nation) tool to
legitimize, produce and reproduce the inferiority of
colonized subjects and the superiority of the former
colonizers. Therefore, sociology consists of colonial
episteme, and the foundation of the ways of knowl-
edge and the ‘knowledge body’ are directly based on
a colonial differentiation of the colonizer and the col-
onized. In addition, the sociological canon in Europe
mostly exists of ‘classical’ texts of the supposed
‘founding fathers’. As Grosfoguel (2015) demon-
strates, these ‘founding fathers’ originate from five
European countries, which consist of only 12% of
the world’s population. Still, their body of work are
universally applied to every society. Meanwhile, it is
important to note that these founding fathers who
aimed to create a “workable theory of progress” con-
structed the idea of progress on a colonial divide
(Todd, 1918: as cited by Connell, 1997). They studied
the historical transformations of European societies
and directly linked this progress to not only mate-
rial (economic), but moral (cultural) improvement.
The concept of progress rested on the differentiation
between the metropole, where all sociologists were
based, and the colonial Other in colonized territo-
ries. At the same time, they did not shy away from
supporting colonialism as Marx considered it a “nec-
essary evil” for “primitive” societies to evolve?.

2 Marx’ standpoint became more nuanced at the end of
his life as he saw the destructive consequences of colonialism, read
more (Budgen 1994).

While one needs to contextualize scholars’ work and
point of view within their time and context, schol-
ars agree that this colonial differentiation and the
Eurocentric standpoint of sociology remains to be
reproduced. According to Meghiji (2021), this is con-
tinuously reproduced in two ways. First, through
an Orientalist lens in which the binary of the East
versus the West, the developed and underdevel-
oped, serves as a foundation for sociological theory.
Secondly, bifurcation is the belief that the West can
be separated from the rest of the world as if the West
is not influenced by global dynamics, international
ties, and in particular colonial ties. The presence
of this coloniality of knowledge demands a decolo-
nial sociology and social sciences in general, where
such Orientalist lens and bifurcation are tackled. In
Europe, social scientists also call for a ‘post-west-
ern sociology’ (Rouleau-Berger and Peilin 2018) or
a ‘non-hegemonic globalized sociology’ (Dufoix
and Macé 2019). They all demand the same thing: to
decenter Eurocentric episteme, denouncing Western
epistemic hegemony, to look beyond the knowledge
boundaries, and allow space for a plurality of knowl-
edge systems.

Decolonial hacking as a
transformative approach

The overview demonstrates that while, on a theoret-
ical level, decolonization aims at deconstructing sys-
tems of power and oppression within HE, on the level
of praxis, questions remain unanswered on how to
introduce decolonial praxis within the academe, and
specifically, within the micro-realm of the classroom.
In this paper, I start with la paperson’s (2017) con-
ceptualization of academic organizations as complex
“machineries” composed of “technologies” that keep
the colonial foundations intact. To decolonize this
machinery, we need “system interference” in which
various individuals at different levels of the hierarchy
come together in dynamic and contingent ways.

Andreotti and colleagues (2015) introduced the
notion of “system hacking” which I argue is more
fitting when perceiving the academic organization
as a machinery. They (2015, 27) define system hack-
ing as “creating spaces within the system, using its
resources, where people can be educated about the
violences of the system and have their desires re-ori-
ented away from it. This requires ‘playing the game’
of institutions at the same time that rules are bent
to generate alternative outcomes. This strategy can
also be remarkably creative and generative”. I argue
that this decolonial hacking is essential using the
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“bits and pieces” of the machinery to “reassemble”
the centre in such a way that it no longer privileges
Western Eurocentric epistemes (la 2017). I expand
their brief description of system hacking by looking
into the genealogy of hacking to inform my decolo-
nial praxis.

In popular culture, hacking is often misrepresented
as a criminal practice. Hacking, however, did not
always have this negative connotation. The original
practice of hacking was considered a means of intel-
lectual exploration. Hackers are driven by knowl-
edge seeking and knowledge creation with the aim
of finding shortcomings in the system to improve the
system (Cohen and Scheinfeldt 2013; Jordan 2017).
With hacking, technologies are manipulated to make
them do things they were not designed for nor were
expected to do (Jordan 2017, 532). The hacker uses
knowledge that is not mainstream and are there-
fore often autodidacts that look at systemic knowl-
edge structures and learn about them from making
and doing. It requires the willingness to experiment
with new approaches and techniques, and accepting
the process of trial and error. More recently, hack-
ing has been studied in a new light, understanding
it as a new kind of work (Himanen 2001). It’s a type
of work that is driven by an ethical duty to create
systems that are accessible and valuable to a larger
community which goes against hyper individualism
and instead centers on collaboration. Genealogically,
hackers have always been a subculture who have
common interests where hacking is “a self-con-
scious and widely noticed community of practice”
and potentially develop “as a political community”
(Jordan 2017, 534; Kollock and Smith 1998). As such,
in the context of hacking as a decolonial praxis, to
re-assemble, re-configure, or dismantle this machin-
ery requires the structural agency of a collective of
‘hackers’ who are knowledge holders each introduc-
ing alternative forms of knowledge through their
distinct socio-professional position.

A final key characteristic of hacking is the contin-
uous power dynamics and tensions between those
who aim to hack the system and those who aim to
keep the status quo. As hacking can be debilitating
to the system, maintainers of the status quo try to
quickly shut off any risks to the stability and security
of the system. As a result, the sabotaging potential
of hacking increases the risk of hacking becoming
criminalized as members of the system are unwill-
ing to pay the costs that hacking caused to their
system nor are they interested in the (unwanted)
advice. A similar tendency can be observed with

decolonization movements in HE that are highly
surveilled and to some extent criminalized as they
are unwanted within the Eurocentric Western HE
system (Shain et al. 2021). More recently, the crim-
inalization of decolonization movements is largely
connected to the attack on left-wing academics
for being “woke” or “Islamo-leftists” (Dawes 2023;
Cammaerts 2022). This brings us back to the common
negative perception of hacking as a criminal activity
since this strongly aligns with Harney and Moten’s
analysis (2013) that the only relationship minoritized
members can or should have with the university is
a “criminal one”. This notion of criminality is not
necessarily perceived as negative, but rather as the
essential need to have subversive intellectuals within
the university for change to become possible. This,
therefore, also means that subversive intellectuals or
hackers put themselves at risk for working towards a
decolonial university space.

I acknowledge that within this debate some anti-rac-
ist and decolonial scholars argue that we “cannot
change the master’s house with the master’s tools”
(lorde 1984), and that working towards decoloniza-
tion within the existing modern universities is only a
“settler move to innocence” (Tuck and Yang 2012). We
also need to remain cognizant about whether “one
is ‘hacking’ the system or ‘being hacked’ by it” (de
Oliveira Andreotti et al. 2015, 27). However, I remain
hopeful that decolonial hackers who work within the
machinery of the current university model aim to
use “specific machined privileges that may be put to
work in the service of decolonization” (la 2017, xii).
Therefore, there is not one ideal way of decolonizing
the university, but several pathways combined can
work towards achieving the same decolonial dream
by working differently within the machine.

Furthermore, I consider the classroom to be the
entry point for decolonial hacking within academia.
This is because the classroom is not only a pedagog-
ical space, but a personal, political and performative
space (hooks 1989). This micro-realm’s main purpose
is to be a space of ‘critical’ reflection, knowledge pro-
duction, transfer and absorption. In addition, it is
one of the sole spaces in the university in which we
as faculty and educators have a certain level of power
and autonomy to hack the colonial boundaries of
academia. I, therefore, argue that decolonial hack-
ing in the classroom is the manipulation of colonial
technologies to achieve decolonial dreams. To make
it more practical, the colonial technologies are the
primary tools of pedagogy in the classroom, which
are 1) the development and use of the curriculum,

Aio4

Marronnages



Dounia Bourabain

and 2) the relationship and interaction between stu-
dents and teachers. These colonial technologies are
within our contemporary HEI built around three
colonial binary divides: a) ‘inside | outside’, often
considering the classroom to be a vacuum looking at
the ‘real outside’ world and studying it as if they are
not part of it; b) ‘non-knower / knower’ defining the
student-teacher relationship, considering students
to be passive in the production of knowledge and
expected to absorb the knowledge of the educator,
often uncritically; c) ‘objective / subjective’ concern-
ing the divide between theory and lifeworlds or expe-
riences, with the former being considered superior
to the latter in academic pedagogy (Freire 1970). All
these binary divisions eventually sustain the prime
divide between the oppressor and the oppressed
upon which contemporary pedagogy in our institu-
tions is built.

The Belgian Higher Education
Landscape: Decolonization
a faraway dream?

Belgian decolonial scholar Withaeckx (2019) attrib-
utes the prevailing “silence” concerning the topic of
decolonization in HEI to the autonomy these institu-
tions possess in resource allocation. The absence of
institutionalized programs, such as Africana Studies,
Black Studies, Decolonial, and Critical Race Studies,
is indicative of their perceived lack of worthiness for
investment. This phenomenon is closely linked to
the comparatively limited engagement in student
and staff’ activism within Belgium when compared
to counterparts in the Global North, where scholarly
communities emerged from student-led revolts and
academic allies (Chigudu 2020; Peters 2015; Winter,
Webb, and Turner 2024). However, a noteworthy
shift has occurred in the past five years, marked
by the emergence of student organizations within
Belgian HEI dedicated to decolonization, such as
WeDecolonizeVUB  (Vrije Universiteit Brussel),
UnDividedKUL (Katholieke Universiteit Leuven),
and BINABI (Université libre de Bruxelles). Despite
their endeavors, these groups frequently encounter
resistance from institutional leadership, facing sys-
tematic dismissal and neglect in discussions regard-
ing inclusion within the academic setting. A recent
instance exemplifying this resistance is the defund-
ing of a KUL decolonial student organization, justi-
fied by the university’s rector citing concerns about
the infiltration of “wokeness” (Van Fleteren 2021).

In HE across both the Walloon and Flemish regions,
institutions have introduced diversity policies

akin to practices in many Global North countries
(Bourabain and Verhaeghe 2022). These policies
serve as mechanisms for institutions to demon-
strate their commitment to fostering diversity and
equal opportunities among students and faculty,
irrespective of background. Although the Flemish
and Walloon Education Councils acknowledge the
importance of aligning student demographics with
the superdiverse society, diversity initiatives primar-
ily adopt an economic-instrumental rationale. The
perceived benefits of diversity for universities lie in
enhancing excellence and competitivity within the
global educational landscape. Furthermore, diver-
sity initiatives are predominantly gender-focused, a
trend influenced by the European Commission on
imposing sanctions on institutions failing to address
gender imbalances in academic leadership (Bhopal
and Henderson 2021; Bourabain 2020; Henderson and
Bhopal 2022; Rees 2001).

Consequently, faculty members face limited
resources and tools to actively engage with ‘diver-
sity’, let alone addressing issues of racism and decol-
onization. Dissatisfied with superficial diversity
campaigns, student organizations are advocating for
more direct decolonization strategies (Sonck 2021;
WeDecolonizeVUB 2022). Ethnic student organi-
zations initially pioneered decolonization efforts to
create inclusive spaces for racialized students, par-
ticularly in response to exclusionary practices in
traditional student organizations. Some universities
have witnessed the emergence of student organiza-
tions centered on decolonization as a primary focus,
aiming to raise awareness of institutional colonial
legacies and fostering ‘safe(r)” and ‘brave(r)’ spaces.
Notably, recent initiatives have built Palestinian soli-
darity movements within and across Belgian univer-
sities (WeDecolonizeVUB 2023).

In the absence of robust top-down support and
amidst failing diversity policies, decolonization
remains elusive within Belgian universities. Despite
this, faculty members are individually and collectively
incorporating decolonial perspectives into their pro-
grams, by organizing faculty-wide classes on topics
of decolonization and decolonial perspectives, but
also by working together with external partners to
develop decolonial knowledge within their regions

(VLIR-CREF 2021).

Method

This paper adopts an auto-ethnographic approach to
extend our understanding of decolonial hacking in
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the university. Auto-ethnography scrutinizes “dom-
inant narratives, suggest alternatives and proffer
viewpoints previously discarded as unhelpfully sub-
jective” (Turner 2013, 225). Given the existing struggle
in decolonial scholarship to bridge the gap between
theory and praxis, this approach provides a means to
delve into the practical aspects, addressing the ques-
tion of ‘how’ and challenging “Western philosophy’s
privileging of abstract thought” (Morreira et al. 2020,
9). In order to share hacking approaches, I argue that
it is essential to start from personal experiences and
center my experiential knowledge to develop praxis.
As I commence from my personal experiences as an
educator in HEI, it is crucial to discuss my position-
ality and the context I aim(ed) to hack.

I am an assistant professor at the School of Social
Sciences at Hasselt University, the youngest univer-
sity in the Flemish region of Belgium. Despite its rel-
atively recent establishment, Hasselt University has
a long history of striving for recognition within the
region. The School of Social Sciences is currently
in its third year, as the university has traditionally
focused on fields such as medicine, engineering, and
the natural sciences. Our School of Social Sciences
revolves around three ‘grand challenges’ or three
D’s - Digitalisation, Diversity and Democracy -
using case-based education to bring theory into the
lifeworlds of students. Being in a young starting
school has given me various opportunities and even
freedoms to bring in my approaches to teaching,
develop my courses, and gain a large autonomy in
deciding the content and curriculum of my courses.
When referring to ‘freedoms’, I am addressing the
increasing challenges associated with integrating
decolonial approaches within the Eurocentric epis-
temic hegemony. These challenges are particularly
pronounced in the context of the rising influence of
so-called ‘anti-woke’ movements, which often resist
and undermine efforts to diversify and decolonize
academic discourses and curricula. This resistance
further entrenches the dominance of Eurocentric
perspectives, making it increasingly difficult for
decolonial epistemologies to gain legitimacy within
educational programs. One of the courses I teach,
which I will use as the main example for this paper,
is the first-year undergraduate course in sociology.
Despite the relative freedom, I perceive a sense of
discomfort, akin to being a ‘space invader’ within the
predominantly white university space, as described
by Puwar (2004). This discomfort arises from subtle
and explicit confirmations of ‘normative bodies’ that
do not perceive me as belonging to the same space,
manifesting in student comments about ‘women

wearing a headscarf” being ‘radical’ or ‘extremely
religious’ when discussing topics of equality. Or stu-
dents asking me about ‘terrorist attacks’ and ‘Muslim
bombers’ in the first class, confirming how they cate-
gorize me based on my appearance.

Being racialized as non-white navigating through a
predominantly white university environment, I am
a space invader that experienced misidentification,
exclusionary encounters, and a palpable awareness
of whiteness in the institutional corridors (Puwar
2004). This heightened awareness is particularly
pronounced after transitioning from a more diverse
institution in terms of student population to one
characterized by significant racial underrepresenta-
tion among both students and staff. In terms of the
student composition of the program, women are
overrepresented, but the cohort lacks ethno-racial
diversity. Approximately less than 10% could be iden-
tified as non-white racialized students. Religious
diversity is also limited, with a small number of
Muslim students compared to a larger representa-
tion of Christians. Reflecting the region’s historical
context, a significant proportion of students come
from labour-class backgrounds. However, I am
grateful for my space invader perspective and double
consciousness as it informs my understanding of the
inner workings of the university, revealing its dynam-
ics that are invisible to others. My position motivates
my ongoing questioning of how this machinery can
be transformed to defy oppressive conditions, exclu-
sion, and marginalization faced by space invaders.

The case of this study is the sociology course I have
taught for the past two years, which is a course that
was built from scratch as I became a faculty in the
first year of our program. This rare opportunity
has allowed for the development of a space condu-
cive to a radical curriculum and pedagogy (Badat
2017). To discuss my implementation of decolonial
hacking within this course, I focus on two interre-
lated topics: 1) the curriculum, addressing how and
what content is included (epistemic relations); and 2)
student-teacher interactions, exploring how social
power relations are negotiated and impacting how
knowledge is taught (social relations) (Maton 2014;
Morreira et al. 2020).

Hacking the curriculum:
to hack what we know
and how we see

The sociological imagination, a foundational con-
cept in the introductory sociology courses, serves to
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acquaint students with the notion that the personal
is intricately interconnected with the structural. It
posits that personal troubles are not idiosyncratic
and isolated experiences but must be comprehended
within their broader social and historical contexts.
Despite the sociological imagination being presented
as a neutral and objective lens, critical scholars con-
tend that the sociological imagination has histori-
cally perpetuated a Eurocentric colonial gaze in the
practice of sociology within our contexts (Bhambra
2007; Connell 1997; Meghji 2021). Consequently,
engaging in decolonial praxis within the sociology
classroom necessitates a (re)examination of what
and how we ‘see’.

To hack the sociological imagination, a critical
awareness must be cultivated regarding the knowl-
edge deemed valuable for recognizing societal issues,
understanding challenges, and comprehending the
fabric of society. My approach to determine the rel-
evance and indispensability of knowledge for train-
ing students as sociologists draws inspiration from
an interview between Aimé Césaire and Haitian
poet René Depestre at the Cultural Congress of
Havana in 1967 (Césaire 2000). Césaire’s assertion
(2000, 86), “Marx is alright, but we need to com-
plete Marx”, reflected his apprehension that he and
other Martinican students might assimilate French
communist worldviews, neglecting their histori-
cal peculiarities. This concern persists today when
applied to the Eurocentric curriculum prevalent in
Global North universities. Critics have raised con-
cerns about decolonization, fearing the replacement
and even abolishment of Furopean thought with
Indigenous or Global South scholarship. However,
decolonizing the curriculum, in the understanding
of myself and numerous decolonial scholars, is not
about erasure and complete replacement. Rather, it
involves nuanced adjustment or tweaking bits and
pieces that, collectively, alter the aim and trajectory
of the entire educational machinery. In this context,
sharing knowledge with students to foster their soci-
ological imagination entails redefining the canon.
This includes the inclusion of works by European
sociologists commonly studied across Global North
universities, coupled with discussions on their the-
oretical relevance. Simultaneously, it involves incor-
porating the contributions of sociologists who have
been historically marginalized both within and out-
side the Global North. Moreover, a critical aspect
of this process is consistently ‘provincializing’ the
works of ‘canonical’ figures (Mbembe 2016).

As I was and still am dissatisfied with the existing

Dutch introductory readers for sociology, I initiated
a discussion with fellow sociologists from diverse
institutions who share a commitment to challenging
the Eurocentric orientation prevalent in sociologi-
cal curricula. I realized that they too are experienc-
ing the same struggle, not finding suitable Dutch-
written sociological texts (as it is a requirement by
the Flemish government to teach the majority of the
course in Dutch). Consequently, I decided to create
a personalized reader comprising a diverse selection
of texts aimed at introducing plurivocal perspec-
tives and knowledges, while deliberately decentering
whiteness. This means for example that discussing
‘foundational’ theories of sociologyis not Eurocentric
by only speaking of the ‘threesome’ Karl Marx, Max
Weber and Emile Durkheim, but at an equal footing
discussing the work of W. E. B. DuBois, Jose Rizal,
and Ibn Khaldun among others.

However, hacking the canon does not mean to merely
‘add’ those names to the curriculum. What it means is
to actively reveal the whiteness and Eurocentric con-
text in which the sociological canon is constructed.
So, in the second class of the course, we do not only
discuss what these sociologists are known for, but we
discuss why the works of DuBois, for example, have
not been recognized in the past and are still not con-
sidered to be part of the canon (Morris 2017). In this
way, students do not only learn what is part of the
canon, but how the canon is constructed and repro-
duced within sociology. To hack is thus to contex-
tualize. I still use this idea of the ‘canon’ to develop
the curriculum, but I rearrange the bits and pieces
so that students are aware of how the ‘sociological
imagination’ is not neutral to implicitly and explic-
itly transfer a decolonial way of how to ‘imagine’
sociologically.

Another example that is a main subject of sociology
is modernity (Connell 1997). European social scien-
tists were keen to develop the discipline of sociology
during grand societal upheavals and transformations
in Europe. Today, the developments and stages of the
modernization process are a fundamental subject in
sociology courses in Europe. However, the modernity
story presented to students downplays the colonial-
ist foundation (Mignolo 2007). I am a product of the
Belgian education system where modernity has been
the core topic of my sociology university program
for four years. How modernity has been presented to
me, and how I initially internalized the idea, is that of
the development and progress of Western European
societies without any connection with the rest of
the world. I studied the various dynamics that led to
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modernization, which was the progress in terms of
the economy, such as industrialization, but also the
progress made on the social level, referring to the
secularization of ‘modern’ societies and the rise of
scientific knowledge ‘thanks’ to the Enlightenment.
Having studied at a university that considers itself
‘free’, mostly referring to free from any religious
indictments, the emphasis on the modernization of
European societies was put on the human progress
shackling one away from religion and becoming the
‘free’ man.

Again, in my course, it is not a matter of ignoring
the topic of modernity, but it is to contextualize and
reveal the power dynamics at play for the develop-
ment of modern societies in Europe. Therefore, the
two classes on modernity immediately start from
Mignolo’s concept of ‘modernity/coloniality’ indi-
cating how modernity cannot be understood with-
out discussing the ‘dark side’ of the Enlightenment,
and therefore, discuss the global power dynamics of
colonization and coloniality. To ensure that, again,
they are aware of the power dynamics at play within
the field of sociology, and to develop our sociological
imagination, these different notions of modernity
already come back in one of the first classes where
we discuss the roots of sociology as a discipline. In
addition, my experience of learning about modernity
has always had an impact on my religious identity. I
always felt very visible as a Muslim student in class
when we talked about modernity, because it was
always linked with the transformation of back-wards
religious people to freed intellectuals. This trans-
formation allowed to develop the field of sociology
that only uses observation and reason to produce
knowledge. As such, there was the direct under-
standing that if one aims to be a sociologist, one can-
not believe in a higher entity. Therefore, it was also
important for me to make students critically examine
how modernization impacted the definition of a sci-
ence generally, but sociology more specifically.

One example is the discussion of one of the European
‘pioneers’, August Comte (1830), who developed the
‘Loi des trois états’ arguing that societies evolve
through three distinct stages of intellectual develop-
ment: 1) the theological stage where people explain
phenomena through religious or other supernatural
beliefs; 2) the metaphysical stage which is a transi-
tional stage where individuals begin to move away
from purely religious explanations and attribute
events to abstract forces; and 3) the scientific or posi-
tive stage which is, according to Comte, the final and
most advanced stage of societal development where

individuals base their understanding of the world on
empirical evidence, scientific observation and sci-
entific method. While I introduce Comte’s theory,
I discuss with students how they would interpret it.
And it is remarkable to see that students are aware
of how this notion of societal progress creates ten-
sions between one’s religious background and the
ability to produce scientific knowledge. So again,
while I keep ‘in’ the theories such as those of Comte
that have been influential in understanding societal
progress, we deconstruct this theory from a deco-
lonial lens. This allows us to question and criticize
the Eurocentric and anti-religious understandings of
societal progress and science production.

The question, however, remains what the best praxis
is to complete the curriculum and avoid the reproduc-
tion of the knowledge hierarchy. This required a high
investment of time and trial and error to challenge
my own mind which is the product of Eurocentric
sociology. One example of this trial-and-error expe-
rience is the following:

I had a conversation with a colleague who was
developing their course taking place in the second
semester. We were discussing how challenging it
is sometimes to resist our own minds that have
been a product of a colonial education system. We
were brainstorming about the best way to ‘include’
feminist, decolonial and critical race scholarship into
our curricula. Thus, we questioned whether it would
be structurally more appealing if we prepare several
classes that focus on the work of ‘prominent’ European
scholars in the first couple of classes and in the second
part introduce the work of Global South scholars
separately. While this structure could help students
to become aware of the different contexts and types
of epistemologies, I felt that I was more in favor of
a second option, which is to ‘mix’ different scholars
and epistemologies around the course’s main themes.
Separating scholars based on their global context
may reinforce and legitimize the racial hierarchy that
considers European episteme to be (superiorly) distinct
from ‘Other’ knowledges. Through discussing these
matters with one another, we agreed that it is best to
opt for the second strategy for students not to make a
distinction between Global South and North scholars.

What this example, furthermore, demonstrates
is the fear that is still instilled within us that we
might do our students short when they will grad-
uate and eventually arrive in a labor market where
Eurocentric knowledge remains dominant and is,
thus, rewarded. This idea that we would disfavor
them by decolonizing the mind shows the trickiness
of coloniality. Therefore, hacking requires to focus
on these ‘details’ that have a substantial impact on
what knowledge is transferred, shared and produced.
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At the same time, it is crucial to recognize the cau-
tionary insights of Tuck and Yang (2012), who remind
us that initiatives such as diversifying the curricu-
lum, while valuable, do not in themselves constitute
intellectual decolonization. Although curriculum
diversification is a necessary initial step, it should
not be regarded as a sufficient or isolated measure.
Decolonization requires a fundamental disruption
of colonial structures, necessitating a broader exam-
ination that extends beyond curriculum content to
encompass the everyday pedagogical practices that
perpetuate coloniality. Consequently, in the follow-
ing section, I examine faculty-student interactions
and the material spaces in which learning occurs, as
these are integral to understanding and addressing
the deeper entrenchment of colonial legacies in edu-
cational environments.

Hacking the Faculty-Student interaction

According to scholars like Paolo Freire (1970), bell
hooks (1989), and Jamal Richardson (2018, 231),
the classroom is the key site in which “the colo-
nial nature of universities manifests itself”. This
means that while it is quintessential to challenge
Eurocentric knowledge systems and epistemolo-
gies in the (hidden) curriculum, it simultaneously
requires extending the decolonizing project to the
structural and physical space in which the curricu-
lum is taught. Knowledge transmission not only hap-
pens discursively but also materially. This means that
Eurocentrism in books or texts is reproduced across
time and space through the interactions of individ-
uals. Therefore, it is essential to look into the inter-
actions that take place, especially between students
and faculty as well as the place itself, meaning the
material space around us and in which we teach.

One of the major challenges I experience in inter-
acting with my students is the restrictions defined
by the physical space we are supposed to teach in.
Our typical lecture halls and classrooms consist of
rows of chairs facing the front where a large chalk-
board and other material tools for teaching are situ-
ated. This physical design of a classroom originates
from the colonial era (1750s onwards), which materi-
ally demonstrates the coloniality of knowledge and
power in the classroom (Darian-Smith and Willis
2017). The architecture of the lecture hall is built
around the idea that within the process of knowledge
transfer you have the ‘knower’ standing in front of
the classroom (sometimes even on a step) with ample
space to move around and the ‘non-knowers’ sit
together all looking into the direction of the ‘knower’

having limited space to move and look around. This
environment completely disrupts the opportunity
to build a climate of back-and-forth discussion and
conversation. It is also something that I commonly
hear from faculty that students are not reacting to
questions, or they are struggling with starting a dis-
cussion or conversation amongst the students. The
knowledge hierarchy is thus reproduced by the phys-
ical space in which we teach.

To deconstruct this hierarchy, I have aimed to expand
the ways of teaching by, for example, having outings
with the students to spaces outside the ‘lecture hall’.
This is inspired by the emphasis on relationality
within Other knowledges (Freire 1970), referring to
the relationships among actors (students-teachers),
but also the artifacts (i.e. the concrete tools we use
to teach) and especially the spaces in which knowl-
edge is constructed. In 2023, I organized an excur-
sion to an arts center that was holding an exhibition
on identity with artists from various disciplines but
also racialized backgrounds. In 2024, we visited a
Sikh temple as a way to understand how institutions
are key to the reproduction of culture and religion.
In both excursions, students had the opportunity
to interact with one another, with the art, and with
members of religious communities. Going to an arts
center or a religious center validates that knowledge
is rooted in a specific location and the history of that
location (Sefa Dei 2012). It (hopefully) makes stu-
dents aware that we can learn by being ‘elsewhere’,
and that knowledge can be found in art but also a
spiritual-religious space.

In addition, moving away from the classroom also
facilitated the interaction between students as well
as with the teachers present. To make the interac-
tion as smooth as possible, we divided our students
into smaller groups of a maximum of 20 people. By
moving outside of the classroom space, there is no
longer a fixed space for the teacher nor the student
making the discussion less hierarchical. It allowed
students to open up about their lifeworlds, also real-
izing the importance of experiential knowledge.
Students talked about their religion (which remains
a highly sensitive issue in Belgian education and
society in general), asking us whether they could
be of any help in organizing such an excursion next
year in their religious center. This contrasted starkly
with conversations in the classroom, where students
feel like they have to erase their identity, and in par-
ticular, students racialized as non-white. They feel
the weight of the room in which sharing their life-
worlds is considered irrelevant, even when asking
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about it explicitly. By moving outside the classroom,
and bringing in the experiential knowledge of stu-
dents, we not only delink from the normative ways
of thinking and learning, but we also reconstitute, as
Mignolo would argue, as we validate and tackle the
erasure of different knowledges. Taking their knowl-
edge seriously opens up the possibility of interrogat-
ing the traditional Eurocentric ways of knowing.

Another difficulty of bringing in students’ lifeworlds
to develop and transfer knowledge, is the confron-
tation with the ‘racial illiteracy’ among students
(Brown, Kelada, and Jones 2021). Both students
racialized as white and non-white have little to no
prior experience with a learning environment in
which topics of discrimination, inequality, colonial-
ism, Eurocentrism, and so on are discussed. This is
a common experience in the Dutch-speaking educa-
tion system in Belgium where little attention is pro-
vided to topics like colonialism beyond a historical
approach. Thus, I have seen how students racialized
as non-white tend to (physically) tense up when I
speak about discrimination against people racialized
as non-white. Even when I try to introduce their life-
worlds more, trying to show that their knowledge
matters too, it sometimes fails.

To give an example, when I use concepts that have
been developed outside the Anglophone world, and
use the concept in their original language before
translating it, I ask if someone might know what it
means. One essential concept in Ibn Khaldun’s work
is &ae or assabipah and I asked in the classroom if
anyone speaks Arabic and wants to try translating it.
When I looked around in the classroom, I felt that
I created a moment of discomfort among students
racialized as non-white. First of all, because students
racialized as white started looking around the class-
room targeting those who they might perceive as
‘Arab’. And second, because I can imagine that stu-
dents may have received these questions before in
an education system that has been hostile to them
and in which this question was not to value them,
but rather punish them. This is especially the case
in Flanders in which language is used as a marker
of academic excellence, another common form of
reproducing the coloniality of power where lan-
guage is used as a tool of control. Language diversity
is not considered to be a characteristic of academic
excellence, especially languages from the Global
South (Agirdag 2017). This experience has helped me
to recalibrate how I want to bring in students’ life-
worlds while still maintaining a safe environment, in
particular for students racialized as non-white. One

practice is having students write an essay in which
theoretical concepts seen in class are linked to expe-
riences in their own lives. By considering the essay as
an assignment that is evaluated and graded, we value
their own knowledges and experiences to develop
their sociological imagination. At the same time,
however, it is important to highlight that the use of
essays as an assignment can reproduce inequality as
it only considers the written form of knowledge pro-
duction as a skill. Therefore, throughout the course,
students were evaluated on both oral, written and
creative assignments.

Furthermore, I experience that my racialized posi-
tion as non-white tends to make it questionable
whether topics of racism and colonialism are aca-
demic enough. I particularly felt this during one of
my classes that was about discrimination. At one
point we were discussing the difference between
‘freedom of speech’ and ‘discriminatory speech acts’.
In order to introduce a real-life example that could
make the point come across, I showed a short clip of
a documentary on the extreme right-wing (student)
movement “Schild & Vrienden” who are sued for rac-
ism and discrimination. As I clicked on the link and
the clip appeared, I noticed that one student rolled
her eyes. While some students gasped at the racist
discourse of the group’s president, she held a straight
face with arms crossed. Throughout the class, she
refused to take any notes, and looked around the
classroom actively showing her disinterest. At the
same time, other students were much more engaged
with the topic than in previous classes. Three stu-
dents that usually sit in the last row, two students
racialized as non-white and one white racialized stu-
dent, switched to sit in one of the front rows during
the break. During the second part of the class, they
were actively discussing the cases I presented and
dared to share their thoughts much more compared
to previous classes.

These contradictory reactions of students demon-
strate how the increasingly diverse student popula-
tion that brings along different positionalities and
political worldviews, makes talking about topics of
race, racism and colonialism more challenging. Even
more, scholars have shown time and again how stu-
dents are more or less accepting towards discussions
on such topics depending on who is standing in front
of the classroom (Gutiérrez y Muhs 2012). Therefore,
it is essential that decolonial pedagogies recognize
the possibility of the teacher being the oppressed and
the student being the privileged, which challenges
traditional power dynamics and assumptions about
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authority in the classroom (Gatwiri, Anderson, and
Townsend-Cross 2021; Schick 2000; Sonn 2008).
Talking about decolonial topics and being a non-
white racialized teacher can cause friction with
(white racialized) students. As the non-white racial-
ized teacher already has to prove their legitimacy to
be a ‘knower’, it is not an easy task to also central-
ize non-white racialized life experiences and world-
views within their teaching. Working in a constant
state of ‘suspicion’ and ‘doubt’ makes it challenging
to introduce decolonial classroom practices. How to
deal with these frictions in white-dominant spaces
therefore requires more attention.

I share these experiences to show that sometimes
hacking may not have the expected outcome. And
that is because hacking is about trying out what
works and doesn’t work, like autodidacts through
trial and error to eventually ‘crack the code’. In this
instance, explicit efforts to incorporate students’ life-
worlds in the classroom with the intention of de-hi-
erarchizing the learning environment proved inef-
fective. This outcome would most likely be similar
in other first-year courses across Belgian HE, where
the majority of students have not developed racial lit-
eracy within their past educational trajectory.

Hacking it all:
when epistemic hacking
and social relations collide

In the last months of 2023, colonization and coloni-
ality became more visible than ever. The heightened
violence against Palestinians after October 7" raised
renewed awareness that colonization is not a matter
of the past and continues to marginalize and erase
cultures and people. This has caused a chain reac-
tion within universities, mostly from student organi-
zations and collectives of academics to pressure their
institutions to use their power in ending the occupa-
tion of the Palestinians. Student organizations, like
UAntwerpforPalestine, kul4Palestine, ulb4palestine,
Occupation étudiante Uliege Palestine and Occupy
UGent, have been organizing various activities to
demand their universities to cut ties with institutions
and companies that support the settler-colonial pro-
ject of Israel and to pressure the government in tak-
ing political sanctions against Israel. At the KUL, for
example, students have kept their occupation alive
over the summer holidays, but have been threatened
by the university to be evicted. Students at UGent,
UAntwerp, VUB and ULB have organized several
protests against the institution’s demand to termi-
nate the encampments. The encampments were

frequently accompanied by weekly sit-ins, during
which students and faculty collaborated on activities
such as collective reading sessions (e.g., at UGent).
Faculty members have also supported students'
demands by writing open letters to their rectors and
the interuniversity council, with the first letter gar-
nering over 700 signatures (Martin 2023).

Belgian universities have had mixed responses,
going from complete silence to vague stances on
the genocide in Palestine. My university remained
silent for over seven months, only recently issuing
a brief statement indicating that they are currently
evaluating their research collaborations with Israeli
partners. This prolonged silence has not gone unno-
ticed by our students, some of whom have personally
approached me to inquire why the topic of Palestine
had yet to be addressed in class. During a class on
the topic of power in November 2023, as the genocide
was publicly broadcasted, a student approached me
during the break to ask whether we would address
the ongoing situation in Palestine. He expressed his
frustration at struggling to find the right words to
describe the current events and his difficulty in using
‘scientific evidence’ to support his views. When I
inquired whether other students were interested
in discussing the topic, he confirmed that it was a
subject of discussion and had even sparked heated
debates among his peers. He then quietly asked
whether this topic was “censored” at our university.

The notion of censorship struck me deeply, as it
underscored the awareness among non-white racial-
ized students that not all forms of knowledge receive
equal attention within academic institutions. I assured
him that there was no censorship at our university
and emphasized that if students expressed a desire to
explore these topics, the faculty would consider incor-
porating them into the curriculum. Despite several
pro-Palestinian initiatives across Belgian universities,
the student’s perception of censorship highlights the
silencing tactics often employed by Global North insti-
tutions to avoid engaging with topics such as coloni-
alism. In that moment, I chose not to delve into these
complexities with the student, wanting to protect a
first-year student still finding his place within the uni-
versity. This brief exchange, however, prompted sig-
nificant reflection on my decolonial praxis. Why had
I not considered addressing the situation in Palestine
in my classes? Does this render me complicit in the
broader silence surrounding the issue? Can I afford
to take time to thoughtfully consider how to integrate
this topic into my teaching?
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This conversation illustrates how students bring
‘the outside’ in, actively shaping the knowledge that
should be prioritized in the curriculum in response to
current events and how they are affected by them. It
shows the multitude of ways in which hacking is pos-
sible. On the one hand, students themselves become
hackers within the classroom by making visible issues
that remain overlooked within this machinery. These
conversations represent active negotiations on how
new knowledges can be brought into the traditional
classroom setting. On the other hand, hacking also
involved leveraging the institutional power vested in
faculty, including myself and our team, to support
students’ demands. Again, the significance of context
cannot be overstated; as it was fairly easy to set things
in motion, which is not a given. Combined with the
increasing need for a Palestine solidarity network in
our university, our school eventually organized the
first panel discussion at the university with experts
in the field to talk about the occupation and eth-
nic cleansing of the Palestinian people by Israel. In
doing so, we expanded the classroom by defying the
inside/outside binary by incorporating professional
and personal insights of speakers who have lived in
Palestine, thereby creating a transformative learning
environment where students could actively engage.

CONCLUSION

In this paper, I aimed to portray the challenging task
of intellectual decolonization. As Fanon (1963, 36)
describes “decolonization never takes place unno-
ticed” so are we as faculty aware of the field of power
in which we ‘play’. The coloniality of power perpetu-
ated in HEI challenges me to find ways to play within
the machinery. This playing can manifest in various
forms, ranging from ‘playing by the rules of the
game’ via minor hacking tactics, such as tweaking
the sociological imagination by reframing the canon,
to more radical hacking tactics in which we collec-
tively break the rules of the game, such as redefin-
ing the inside-outside boundaries of the classroom.
These various ways of playing position us as hack-
ers, those “who have picked up colonial technologies
and reassembled them to decolonizing purposes” (la
2017, xiv). As hackers, the objective is to translate our
decolonial dreams into practical work, a process that
is fraught with challenges. Instead, our decolonial
journey is one of learning, failing and learning out
of our failures. It is about weighing out our account-
ability towards different actors and, in particular,
making the decolonial dream a collective one.

This paper provided insight into how intellectual

decolonization is a collective process in which pock-
ets of power are sought to transform the micro-realm
of the classroom. It is the power we create ourselves
within the synergy of student-teacher interactions,
power that the institution may (not) give us, and
which we take (un)noticeably. This demonstrates
how decoloniality is “not a condition of illumination
or enlightenment that some possess and others do
not” (Mignolo and Walsh 2018, 94). In the pursuit
of advancing decolonial praxis within academia, it
is imperative to transcend the individual level and
embrace a collective approach to decolonial praxis.
As elucidated earlier, the concept of hackers as a net-
work underscores the collaborative nature inherent
in transformative educational practices. However,
the current landscape remains marked by isolated
efforts, with researchers and educators working
independently, both within and across institutions.
To overcome this, a communal and collective effort
is essential, one that encourages the dissemination
of successes and failures alike. By fostering a com-
munity-centric ethos, educators can build upon each
other’s praxis, thereby circumventing the need for
individuals to initiate educational endeavours from
scratch.

Therefore, we must extend our knowledge beyond
theoretical frameworks and encompass the sharing
of practical experiences, a form of knowledge that
possesses the potential for true transformation. I
currently practice this by sharing my own work in
conferences with like-minded people. I take part in
networks of scholars working on decolonizing and
anti-racist education, and have been spending my
time developing such a network with colleagues,
who are now friends and comrades. Fostering intel-
lectual decolonization through the documentation
and dissemination of on-the-ground experiences is
a responsibility of the entire academic community,
including academic journals who play a pivotal
role in the advancement of academic knowledge
and often act as gatekeepers deciding what form of
knowledge is valued. This inclusive approach advo-
cates for a re-evaluation of what constitutes valuable
contributions to academic discourse.

Finally, this paper aimed to show the relevance of
hacking as a tool to dismantle entrenched structures
that perpetuate colonial ideologies. I do not claim
that my hacking tactics are universal, and that this
form of hacking will entirely solve the persistent
intellectual coloniality in HE, but I hope this offers
some guidance in the colonial machinery that HE
is. It is important to remember, as Thiong’o argues,
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that “the decolonial is always already amid the colo-
nial” (2010, 166), and this is especially true for HEI
that have always served as spaces of resistance and
radical imagination. Therefore, I hope this paper has
shown that making ‘tiny” cracks through decolonial
hacking in the colonial machinery allows us to get
one step closer to achieving the decolonial dream.

BIBLIOGRAPHY

Abdulhadi, Rabab Ibrahim, and Saliem Shehadeh.
2020. “Resisting the US Corporate Unvier-
sity: Palestine, Zionism and Campus Poli-
tics.” In The University and Social Justice.
Struggles Across the Globe. Edited by Aziz
Choudry and Salim Vally, 16—26. London:
Pluto Press.

Agirdag, Orhan. 2017. “Het straffen van meertalig-
heid op school: de schaamte voorbij.” In
Meertaligheid en Onderwijs. Nederlands
Plus, edited by Orhan Agirdag and ER Kam-

bel. Amsterdam: Boom uitgevers.

Ahmed, AK. 2020. “#RhodesMustFall: How a Deco-
lonial Student Movement in the Global
South Inspired Epistemic Disobedience at
the University of Oxford.” African Studies
Review 63 (2): 281-303.

Alkalimat, Abdul. 2021. The History of Black Studies.
London: Pluto Press.

Badat, Saleem. 2017. “Trepidation, Longing, and
Belonging: Liberating the Curriculum at
Universities in South Africa.” Presented at
the Public Lecture Series on Curriculum
Transformation Matters: The Decolonial
Turn, University of Pretoria.

Bathily, Abdoulaye. 2018. Mai 68 a Dakar, Ou La
Révolte Universitaire et La Démocratie. Paris:
L’Harmattan.

Bhambra, Gurminder. 2007. Rethinking Modernity:
Postcolonialism and the Sociological Imag-
ination. Basingstoke & New York: Palgrave
Macmillan.

Bhambra, Gurminder, Kerem Nissancioglu, and
Dalia Gebrial. 2018. Decolonising the Univer-

sity. London: Pluto Press.

Bhopal, Kalwant, and Holly Henderson. =2021.

“Competing Inequalities: Gender versus
Race in Higher Education Institutions in the
UK.” Educational Review 73 (2): 153-60.

Bourabain, Dounia. 2020. “Everyday Sexism and
Racism in the Ivory Tower. The Experiences
of Female Early Career Researchers on the
Intersection of Gender and Ethnicity in the
Academic Workplace.” Gender, Work &
Organization.

Bourabain, Dounia, and Pieter-Paul Verhaeghe.
2022. “Shiny on the Outside, Rotten on the
Inside? Perceptions of Female Early Career
Researchers on Diversity Policies in Higher
Education Institutions.” Higher Education

Policy 35:542-60.

Brown, Lilly, Odette Kelada, and Dianne Jones. 2021.
““While I Knew I Was Raced, I Didn’t Think
Much of It The Need for Racial Literacy
in Decolonising Classrooms.” Postcolonial
Studies 24 (1): 82-103.

Budgen, Sebastien. 1994. “Notes Critiques Sur l'arti-
cle d’Olivier Le Cour Grandmaison.” Con-
tre-Temps, 185-89.

Cammaerts, Bart. 2022. “The Abnormalisation of
Social Justice: The ‘Anti-Woke Culture War’
Discourse in the UK.” Discourse & Society 33

(6): 730-43.

Césaire, Aimé. 2000. Discourse on Colonialism. Trans-
lated by Joan Pinkham. New York: Monthly
Review Press.

Chigudu, Simukai. 2020. “Rhodes Must Fall in
Oxford: A Critical Testimony.” Critical Afri-
can Studies 12 (3): 302-12.

Choudry, Aziz, and Salim Vally. 2020. 7he Univer-
sity and Social Justice. Struggles Across the
Globe. London: Pluto Press.

Cohen, Daniel J., and Joseph Thomas Scheinfeldt.
2013. Hacking the Academy: New Approaches
to Scholarship and Teaching from Digital
Humanities. University of Michigan Press.

Comte, Auguste. 1830. Cours de Philosophie Positive.
Paris: Bachelier.

Connell, R. W. 1997. “Why Is Classical Theory

Vol. 4 - n°1 - 2025

Ang



Decolonial Hacking of Academia

Classical?” American Journal of Sociology 102

(6): 1511-57.

Darian-Smith, Kate, and Julie Willis. 2017. Designing
Schools: Space, Place and Pedagogy. New
York: Routledge.

Dawes, Simon. 2023. “'Islamogauchisme' ? The Fal-
lacy and Function of an Empty Signifier.”
French Cultural Studies 34 (3): 227-33.

Dufoix, Stéphane, and Eric Macé. 2019. “Les Enjeux
d’'une Sociologie Mondiale Non-Hége-
monique.” Zilsel 1 (5): 88-121.

Fanon, Frantz. 1963. The Wretched of the Earth. New
York: Grover Press.

Freire, Paulo. 1970. Pedagogy of the Oppressed. New

York: Continuum.

Gatwiri, Kathomi, Leticia Anderson, and Marcelle
Townsend-Cross. 2021. ““Teaching Shouldn’t
Feel like a Combat Sport How Teaching
Evaluations Are Weaponised against Minor-
itised Academics.” Race Ethnicity and Edu-
cation 27 (2): 139-155.

Grosfoguel, Ramon. 2007. “The Epistemic Decolo-
nial Turn: Beyond Political-Economy Para-
digms.” Cultural Studies 21 (2-3): 21-23.

—. 2015. “Epistemic Racism/Sexism, Westernized
Universities and the Four Genocides/Epis—
temicides of the Long Sixteenth Century.”
In Eurocentrism, Racism and Knowledge.
Edited by Marta Araujo and Silvia Rodriguez
Maeso, 23-46. London: Palgrave Macmillan
UK.

Gutiérrez y Muhs, Gabriella, ed. 2012. Presumed
Incompetent: The Intersections of Race and
Class for Women in Academia. Boulder,
Colo: University Press of Colorado.

Harney, Stefano, and Fred Moten. 2013. The Under-
commons. Wivenhoe: Minor Compositions.

Heleta, Savo. 2016. “Decolonisation of Higher Edu-
cation: Dismantling Epistemic Violence and
Eurocentrism in South Africa.” Transforma-
tion in Higher Education 1 (1).

Henderson, Holly, and Kalwant Bhopal. <2022.

“Narratives of Academic Staff Involvement
in Athena SWAN and Race Equality Char-
ter Marks in UK Higher Education Institu-
tions.” Journal of Education Policy 37 (5):

781-97.

Hendrickson, Burleigh. 2022. Decolonizing 1968.
Transnational Student Activism in Tunis,
Paris, and Dakar. Ithaca: Cornell University
Press.

Himanen, P. 2001. The Hacker Ethic: A Radical
Approach to the Philosophy of Business. New
York: Random House.

hooks, bell. 1989. “Choosing the Margin as a Space
of Radical Opennes.” The Journal of Cinema
and Media, No3b, 15-23.

Jordan, Tim. 2017. “A Genealogy of Hacking.”
Convergence: The International Journal of
Research into New Media Technologies 23
(5): 528-44.

Kollock, P., and M. Smith, eds. 1998. Communities in
Cyberspace. London: Routledge.

Kwoba, Brian, Roseanne Chantiluke, and Athi-
nangamso Nkopo. 2018. Rhodes Must Fall:
The Struggle to Decolonise the Racist Heart
of Empire. London: Zed Books.

la, paperson. 2017. A Third University Is Possible.
Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press.

lorde, audre. 1984. Sister Outsider: Essays and
Speeches. Berkeley: Crossing Press.

Maldonado-Torres, Nelson. 2007. “On the Colonial-
ity of Being: Contributions to the Develop-
ment of a Concept.” Cultural Studies 21 (2-3):
240-70.

—. 2011 “Thinking through the Decolonial Turn:
Post-Continental Interventions in Theory,
Philosophy, and Critique—An Introduction.”
Transmodernity: Journal of Peripheral Cul-
tural Production of the Luso-Hispanic World
1(2).

Martin, Michiel. 2023. “Meer Dan 700 Vlaamse
Academici Roepen in Open Brief Op Tot
Boycot van Israél.” De Morgen, October 20,
2023. https://www.demorgen.be/snelnieuws/

An4

Marronnages



Dounia Bourabain

meer-dan-7oo-vlaamse-academici-roepen-
in-open-brief-op-tot-boycot-van-israel~b-
fo4dS8fo/.

Maton, K. 2014. Knowledge and Knowers: Towards
a Realist Sociology of Education. Abingdon:
Routledge.

Mbembe, Joseph Achille. 2016. “Decolonizing the
University: New Directions.” Arts and
Humanities in Higher Education 15 (1): 29-45.

Meghji, Ali. 2021. Decolonizing Sociology. An Intro-
duction. Cambridge: Polity Press.

Mignolo. Walter D. 2007. “Delinking: The Rhetoric
of Modernity, the Logic of Coloniality, and
the Grammar of De-Coloniality.” Cultural
Studies 21 (2-3): 449-514.

—. 2009. “Epistemic Disobedience, Independent
Thought and Decolonial Freedom.” Theors),
Culture & Society 26 (7-8): 159-81.

Mignolo, Walter D., and Catherine E. Walsh. 2018.
On  Decoloniality: ~ Concepts, Analytics,
Praxis. On Decoloniality. Durham NC Lon-
don: Duke University Press.

Monaville, Pedro. 2022. Students of the World: Global
1968 and Decolonization in the Congo. Dur-
ham: Duke University Press.

Morreira, Shannon, Kathy Luckett, Siseko H.
Kumalo, and Manjeet Ramgotra. 2020. “Con-
fronting the Complexities of Decolonising
Curricula and Pedagogy in Higher Educa-
tion.” Third World Thematics: A TWQ Jour-
nal 5 (1-2): 1-18.

Morris, Aldon. 2017. The Scholar Denied: W. E. B.
Du Bois and the Birth of Modern Sociology.
Oakland, California: University of California
Press.

Ndlovu-Gatsheni, Sabelo. 2013. Empire, Global Colo-
niality and African Subjectivity. New York &
Oxford: Berghahn.

—. 2020. “The Dynamics of Epistemological Decol-
onisation in the 21" Century: Towards Epis-
temic Freedom.” The Strategic Review for
Southern Africa 4o (1): 16-45.

—. 2021. “The Cognitive Empire, Politics of Knowl-
edge and African Intellectual Productions:
Reflections on Struggles for Epistemic Free-
dom and Resurgence of Decolonisation in
the Twenty-First Century.” Third World
Quarterly 42 (5): 882—gor.

Ndlovu-Gatsheni, Sabelo, and Vuyisile Msila. 2021.
“On Decolonising Knowledge, Pedagogy
and Methodology in Africa.” Méthod(e)s:
African Review of Social Sciences Methodol-

0gy, 23-43.

Noroozi, Nassim. 2016. “Philosopher-Teachers and
That Little Thing Called Hasty Decoloni-
zation.” In Decolonizing the Westernized
University. Interventions in Philosophy of
Education from Within and Without. Edited
by Ramoén Grosfoguel, Roberto Hernandez,
and Ernesto Rosen Verlasquez, 280. Lan-
ham: Lexington Books.

Oliveira Andreotti, Vanessa de, Sharon Stein, Cash
Ahenakew, and Dallas Hunt. 2015. “Mapping
Interpretations of Decolonization in the
Context of Higher Education.” Decoloniza-
tion: Indigeneity, Education & Society 4 (1):
21-4o0.

Peters, Michael A. 2015. “Why Is My Curriculum
White?” Educational Philosophy and Theory
47 (7): 641-46.

Puwar, Nirmal. 2004. Space Invaders: Race, Gender,
and Bodies Out of Place. New York: Berg
Publishers.

Quijano, Anibal, and Michael Ennis. 2000. “Colo-
niality of Power, Eurocentrism, and Latin
America.” Nepantia: Views from South 1 (3):
533-80.

Rees, Teresa. 2001. “Mainstreaming Gender Equal-
ity in Science in the European Union: The
‘ETAN Report.”” Gender and Education 13
(3): 243-60.

Richardson, Jamal, Gurminder Bhambra, Kerem
Nisancioglu, and Dalia Gebrial. 2018. “Under-
standing Eurocentrism as a Structural Prob-
lem of Undone Science.” In Decolonising the
University. Edited by Gurminder K. Bham-
bra, Dalia Gebrial and Kerem Nisancioglu,
231-47. London: Pluto Press.

Vol. 4 - n°1 - 2025

Aunbd



Decolonial Hacking of Academia

Rouleau-Berger, Laurence, and Li Peilin. 2018.
Post-Western  Sociology. From China to
Europe. Oxon: Routledge.

Schick, Carol. 2000. “By Virtue of Being White’:
Resistance in Anti-Racist Pedagogy.” Race
Ethnicity and Education 3 (1): 83-101.

Sefa Dei, George J. 2012. ““Suahunu,’ the Trialec-
tic Space.” Journal of Black Studies 43 (8):
823-46.

Shahjahan, Riyad A., Annabelle L. Estera, Kristen L.
Surla, and Kirsten T. Edwards. 2022. ““Decol-
onizing’ Curriculum and Pedagogy: A Com-
parative Review Across Disciplines and
Global Higher Education Contexts.” Review
of Educational Research g2 (1): 73-113.

Shain, Farzana, Umit Kemal Yildiz, Veronica Poku,
and Bulent Gokay. 2021. “From Silence
to ‘Strategic Advancement’ Institutional
Responses to ‘Decolonising’ in Higher Edu-
cation in England.” Teaching in Higher Edu-
cation 26 (7-8): 920-36.

Sonck, Arne. 2021. “UNDIVIDED Lanceert #Decolo-
nizeKULeuven Manifest.” Vero, 2021. https://
www.veto.be/cultuur/undivided-lanceert-de-
colonizekuleuven-manifest/ 123079.

Sonn, Christopher C. 2008. “Educating for Anti-rac-
ism: Producing and Reproducing Race and
Power in a University Classroom.” Race Eth-
nicity and Education 11 (2): 155-66.

Stein, Sharon, and Vanessa Oliveira De Andreotti.
2016. “Decolonization and Higher Educa-
tion.” In Encyclopedia of Educational Phi-
losophy and Theory. Edited by Michael A.
Peters, 1-6. Singapore: Springer Singapore.

Thiongo, Ngugi wa. 1993. Moving the Centre: The
Struggle for Cultural Freedoms. Nairobi:
English Press.

—. 2010. Dreams in a Time of War: A Childhood Mem-
oir. New York: Anchor Books.

Tuck, Eve, and K Wayne Yang. 2012. “Decolonization
Is Not a Metaphor.” Decolonization: Indige-

neity, Education & Society 1 (1): 1-4o.

Turner, Lydia.2013.“TheEvocative Autoethnographic

I.” In Contemporary British Autoethnog-
raphy. Edited by Nigel P. Short, Lydia
Turner, and Alec Grant, 213—29. Rotterdam:
SensePublishers.

Van Fleteren, Dario. 2021. “We Waren Te Radi-
caal Voor Subsidies van KU Leuven.” De
Standaard, 2021, sec. Diversiteit. https://www.
standaard.be/cnt/dmfz0211013_97623735.

VLIR-CREF. 2021. La Deécolonisation Du Monde
Académique Belge. Inventaire Des Initiatives.
Brussels: VLIR-CREF.

WeDecolonizeVUB. 2022. “A Blueprint Study for a
Master in Critical Diaspora, Race and Lib-
eration Studiesk.” WeDecolonizeBlog (blog).
March 24, 2022. https://www.ucos.be/a—mas—
ter-in-critical-diaspora-race-and-libera-
tion-studies/.

—. 2023. “Joint Statement for Palestine By Flemish
Student Organizations.” WeDecolonizeBlog
(blog). December 10, 2023. https://www.ucos.
be/wedecolonizevub-blog/page/2/.

Winter, Jennie, Oliver Webb, and Rebecca Turner.
2024. “Decolonising the Curriculum: A Sur-
vey of Current Practice in a Modern UK
University.” Innovations in Education and
Teaching International 61 (1): 181-9g2.

Withaeckx. 2019. “Weakening the Institutional Wall:
Reflections on Race, Gender and Decoloni-

sation in Belgian Academy.” DiGeSt. Journal
of Diversity and Gender Studies 6 (1): 25-44.

Aub

Marronnages



