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7.1. Theoretical and Political Assumptions on Diversity  
and Colonialism Coming from Relevant Literature
This text aims to describe the sensitive zone of colonialism, which could be considered an aspect of 
diversity. The two zones could be considered together. However, to describe them as an entity would 
be to reduce the importance of the specificity of the manifestations of colonialism in the contemporary 
academic world. In the analysis that follows, the specific aspects of colonialism will be addressed. More 
detailed information on diversity can be found in the first chapter.

Modern ‘North-centric thought […] is based on three great pillars: rationalism, the idea of progress, 
and universalism’ (Santos 2017, p. 281). In fact, the colonial University is self-centred – be this centre 
in Europe (Eurocentric), the North (North-centric) or the West (western) – and takes as universal the 
‘principles which […] only apply to the metropolitan [i.e., dominant, colonising] side of the abyssal line’ 
(Santos 2017, p. xii). The link between eurocentrism, cultural coloniality and the rationality of modernity 
becomes clear when one thinks about the subject-object perspective that underlies the relationship 
between European culture and other cultures. For centuries, the Western paradigm of modern science 
saw knowledge as a product of a subject-object relation. According to Quijano (2007), this influenced 
the Eurocentric epistemological perspective on other cultures:

(...) only European culture is rational, it can contain ‘subjects’ – the rest are not rational, they 
cannot be or harbor ‘subjects’. As a consequence, the other cultures are different in the sense 
that they are unequal, in fact inferior, by nature. They only can be ‘objects’ of knowledge  
or/and of domination practices. From that perspective, the relation between European 
culture and the other cultures was established and has been maintained, as a relation 
between ‘subject’ and ‘object’. (Quijano 2007, p. 174).

Using an organismic analogy, it works as if Europe is the brain and the rest of the world the arms 
(Quijano 2007). The outcome is a unidimensional view of the world where plurality has no place. Power 
is a monopoly of the dominators over the dominated.

This assumption is underpinned by the underlying idea of superiority regarding other cultures and 
other people. It is commonly thought that this is the right side of history and the best – if not ‘blessed’ 
– place on the globe, where the ‘greatest’ and ‘correct’ values and thoughts were allegedly born and 
are most developed. Europe is thought of as the single foundation of what is ‘civilised’ as opposed to 
‘primitive’ (Quijano 2007; Stein/Andreotti 2017). For Max Weber (1930/2005, p. xxviii), whose statement 
from 1930 is still representative for the present day, ‘Only in the West does science exist at a stage of 
development which we recognise to-day as valid’. The same can be said of law, art, architecture, social 
institutions and societal organisation, inter alia (Weber 1930/2005).
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This presumed superiority is associated with the non-recognition of what happens beyond the ‘abyssal 
line’, and this non-recognition can take different forms: ignorance, forgetfulness, rejection, devaluation 
or practices such as teaching, catechising or converting. Weber, for instance, was aware of (some 
of) the achievements of the non-western world, as he cites several examples to argue that none of 
them are comparable to Western achievements, both in the way of methods as well as outcomes. 
This view of history is not neutral and tends to devalue what is done and achieved in the ‘rest’ of 
the world – and no, the world is not ‘the West and the rest’, to use Scruton’s (2002) words or, as 
Edward Said (1979) proposed, the cleavage between the West (us) and the East (others) that represents 
the border between valid knowledge and invalid knowledge (epistemology), good and evil (ethics) or 
beauty and its opposite (aesthetics). Further and abundant examples could be: the first universities 
were not founded in Europe and therefore they are not an exclusively European idea: Nalanda, India, 
5th century; Kairouan, Tunisia, 7th century; Fez, Morocco, 9th century; Cairo, Egypt, 10th century; and, 
finally, the first European University: Bologna, Italy, 11th century. The sea route to the Americas was not 
‘discovered’ by Portuguese and Spaniards (the Chinese had already arrived there, across the Pacific), 
paper, the printing press, and gunpowder were discovered by the Chinese. Even in regards to the social 
solidarity or the ecological footprint it is not true that modern Western societies, which are highly 
individualised, constitute the maximum exponent of progress (an ideological category of westernism), 
when compared, for instance, with indigenous people from less powerful countries. Democracy and 
freedom are also not exclusive to the Western world, nor is globalisation ‘a contribution of Western 
civilisation to the world’ (Sen 2007, p. 125). People immigrating to Europe often need to learn a lot 
about the West, but ‘there is still extraordinarily little recognition of the importance that should be 
attached to the need for the ‘old Brits’, ‘old Germans’, ‘old Americans’, and others to learn about the 
intellectual history of the world’ (Sen 2007, p. 183) or to be aware that what is considered Western 
culture was born outside the West in Mesopotamia, some 7000 years ago.

In other words, the Eurocentric history that is often taught and learned with the intention of naturalising 
and legitimising the idea of our own superiority is often inaccurate. Anyway, the colonial project entails 
the construction of a single dichotomous narrative on the meanings of colonisation, a discursive device 
that renders any possibility of a reasonable mutual recognition very difficult.

Even the collective memory that we call ‘our memory’ and which seems to overlap with 
others, is not anything real or concrete. On the contrary, ‘our memory’ is also a narration, 
a story of ‘arrival’ and the resulting construction of memories (history, community, etc.) 
articulated within present power relations. The integration of memories into a whole occurs 
through political filter managed by political memory; or rather, by the ‘officially’ established 
bodies of power (Meneses 2012, p. 133).

Indeed, despite the end of Europe’s formal political domination of Latin America, Africa, and Asia 
(colonialism), social and cultural control prevails long after the immediate and direct repression of the 
western colonisers over the dominated cultures have ceased. Coloniality ‘is still the most general form 
of domination in the world today’ (Quijano 2007, p. 170). Since reality is socially constructed (Berger/
Luckmann 1966/1991), the way one refers to ‘reality’ has consequences (Watts 1992). One should 
recall, for example, how countries like Brazil, Russia, India, China, and South Africa are designated. It ‘is 
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almost scandalous’ to describe countries with such ‘a long history’ as ‘emerging’ countries (Santos 2017, 
p. 287).

Quijano (2007), in turn, highlights the importance of intersubjectivity, heterogeneity, diversity, and 
historicity as connected elements of reality and pillars to the production of knowledge. The author 
calls for epistemological decolonisation, thus liberating the production of knowledge from coloniality. 
This should enable real intercultural communication and an exchange of experiences and meanings 
as the foundations of another rationality. The liberation of knowledge and intercultural relations from 
the cage of coloniality is a way of contributing to the social liberation from ‘all power organised as 
inequality, discrimination, exploitation, and as domination’ (Quijano 2007, p. 178).

Nevertheless, the occidental university is still a central field of reproduction of inequalities inextricably 
linked to modern hierarchies of knowledge, notably through ‘a strong version of the hidden curriculum’ 
which reproduces gender and ethnic inequalities (Margolis/Romero, 1998) and forms of social, cultural 
and political discrimination. Although students also develop confrontational strategies (and not only 
suffer the effects of inequalities present in the curriculum), curricula are of particular importance, 
notably concerning the selection of publications, contents, and inspiring authors – which must include 
knowledge produced by and in the epistemic but also geographic South (Amorim/Pais/Menezes/Lopes 
2019).

7.2. The Critical Incidents and the Issue of Colonialism/Diversity 
in Students‘ day-to-day Experience
The representation of superiority is present, actually, in several critical incidents that were collected 
in the scope of this project, such as when one verifies that ‘foreign’ students (i) are not considered  
as good as the ‘locals’ (e.g., ‘You are not as good as the Portuguese (PT)’), (ii) are expected to distort  
the ‘pure’ and ‘correct’ language of ‘metropolitan sociability’ (e.g., ‘Distorting the language (PT)’),  
and (iii) are judged for supposedly not complying with social norms such as schedules  
(e.g., ‘Being stereotyped (PT)’).

The CIs also show a relationship of disinterest, rejection, ignorance, and disrespect with the cultures, 
the knowledges (in plural), the people beyond the ‘abyssal line’ (e.g., ‘African movies (PT)’ and ‘Chinese 
people eat dogs (FR)’). There are several examples of prejudices and stereotypes in the critical incidents: 
‘Chinese people eat dogs (FR)’; Brazilians (but they could also be Latinos, the countries of southern 
Europe, among many other examples) do not stick to the schedule. What could be the influence of the 
association between terrorism and Islamism (reinforced repeatedly by the mass media) in the fear felt 
by the college employee towards the ‘Angry student (AT)’? Would she have felt the same if the student 
was read as white (see Carr/Rivas 2018)?

As Bauman (2008, pp. 87-88) stated in ‘Liquid Times’, the ‘attraction of a ‘community of sameness’  
is that of an insurance policy against the risks with which daily life in a polyvocal world is fraught.’

These prejudices and stereotypes are rooted in ‘the danger of identitarian reductionism’ (Santos 
2017, p. 367, the ‘solitarist approach’ (Sen 2007, p. xii) or the ‘one-dimensional man’ (Marcuse 1964). 
For Sen, ‘many of the conflicts and barbarities in the world are sustained through the illusion of  
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a unique and choiceless identity’ (Sen 2007, p. xv). In Europe, presently, the one-dimension policies  
of impoverishment of the European citizens have adopted a new significant, TINA (there is no alternative). 
In sum: present and sophisticated forms of colonisation decrease diversity, reducing it to the politics  
of the unique thinking.

It is important to stress, however, that the arrogance of modern science does not refer only to people 
from other latitudes, geographical locations or languages. In fact, the locations in this discussion are 
often more symbolic and epistemic than really geographical: if ‘the South of the epistemologies of the 
South is epistemic rather than geographical’ (Santos 2017, p. 355), the same happens with the North 
(is the south of Europe more an epistemic North than Australia or New Zealand?) or the West (which 
is the most western country: Brazil or Portugal?). It would thus be important to consider the extent to 
which English is a tool at the service of ‘academic imperialism’. Is it an insignificant advantage to have 
English as a mother tongue, nowadays? Especially since this is the language of academic communication 
(which is different from a lingua franca, which should be different from the mother tongue of those 
in communication) and the production of ‘measurable’ – therefore valued – knowledge, a sort of ‘raw 
material’ whose sole possibility of existence, construction, and use is discursive.

Thus, colonialism does not refer only to countries with a colonial past. On the contrary, colonialism is

a structure, a culture, and a power based on the abyssal inequality between human beings; 
in other words, inequality that presupposes the sub-human nature of one of the parties 
involved in the particular social relation. Thus understood, the concept of colonialism includes 
coloniality as it has been discussed in decolonial literature (Santos 2017, p. 310).

Not less important is the colonisation of the imagination of the dominated – resonating Paulo Freire’s 
(1972) idea of ‘adhesion’, through which the oppressed consciousness hosts the oppressor consciousness 
–, which acts on a deeper level of the identity and self-perception of the colonised people, reinforcing 
the belief in the hierarchical construct of superior (western) and inferior (non-western) cultures (Quijano 
2007). That is to say that ‘academic imperialism’ (Santos 2017, p. 326) has many facets and excludes and 
discriminates people based on socio-economic status, age, colour of skin and ethno-cultural features, 
gender, and sexual self-definition.

Such epistemological politics tend to reinforce the vision of minorities as problematic groups and 
to handle minority problems in such a way as to minimise them and never question their historical 
roots, forms of social construction and representation, experience, and knowledge on being victims of 
domination nor the historical heritage of colonialism and slavery (Boidin/Cohen/Grosfoguel, 2012).

Also, because it is multidimensional, it is not surprising that colonialism covers the different areas of 
university activity: ‘access to the university (for students) and access to a university career (for faculty); 
research and teaching contents; disciplines of knowledge, curricula, and syllabi; teaching/learning 
methods; institutional structure and university governance; relations between the university and 
society at large’ (Santos 2017, p. 332).

Indeed, massification of the access to Higher Education (Trow 1973) and the subsequent increase in 
the diversity of the student population have been challenging the colonial, elitist University, which 
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has been oriented towards an ‘excellence’ of some results (number of papers, impact factor, volume  
of funding attracted) to the detriment of others (number of students from underrepresented groups, 
progression of so-called ‘non-traditional’ students) and fundamental processes such as democratisation, 
decolonisation, and emancipation of patriarchal logics and of market politics, governance practices 
expected outcomes and staff reification.

These logics should be extended into considering how diversity must enter the construction  
of knowledge and disciplines (Watts 1992) and how they incorporate tensions that should make  
an effort to retain the consideration of the challenges, conflict, and plurality that some considerations 
of diversity appear wanting to eliminate (Todd 2011).

In fact, these people – migrant and minority students, mature students, women, first-generation 
students, disabled students, students from rural areas, among many others – hitherto invisible, have 
made visible that the colonial theories are ‘not sufficient […] to understand the diversity of this world’ 
(Santos 2017, p. 288). Very often, the University does too little to reduce inequality. On the contrary, it 
not only reproduces but also amplifies social inequalities, aggravating the gap between the most and 
the least powerful, reinforcing the privileges of the elites and preventing the subaltern to speak, to use 
Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak’s words (1988).

Before closing, it is important to launch the debate in relation to a particular critical incident, ‘Where 
are you from? (DE)’. This case shows how this zone, composed of the colonialism/diversity dyad, is truly 
sensitive. Indeed, curiosity about the personal or family origin of a person read as having a diverse origin 
was taken as racism. This topic is not taboo. On the contrary, it must be discussed, people who feel 
discriminated must be heard. It is not taboo, but extremely sensitive – and perhaps more so nowadays, 
with the increase in xenophobic and racist speeches and actions that have taken over the public space. 
It is possible, nonetheless, and necessary to resist these phenomena, in the name of a diversity that 
enriches everyone – and not just minorities (Amorim/Pais/Menezes/Lopes 2019). As such,

the mutual enrichment of different knowledges and cultures is the raison d’être of  
the epistemologies of the South. The point is not to search for completeness or universality, 
but rather to strive for a higher consciousness of incompleteness and pluriversality  
(Santos 2017, p. 371).

7.3. Final Considerations towards Post-Colonial Universities
It is true that the voice of the University is still predominantly male, white, conservative (Margolis/
Romero 1998), Anglo-Saxon, protestant or catholic, with high socioeconomic status... But it is a factor 
of hope to think that it is becoming increasingly socially responsible, polyphonic, diverse.

Some authors have defended the transmutation of the university into pluriversity (Boidin/Cohe/
Grosfoguel 2012; Mbembe 2016). The pluriversity is the post-colonial (and post-capitalist and post-
patriarchal) University (Santos 2017). This ‘polyphonic university’ is ‘engaged in social struggles for 
a more just society’ (Santos 2017, p. 377) and ‘open to epistemic diversity’ (Mbembe 2016, p. 37). For 
this reason, and given the increase in international student mobility and the impact it has on students, 
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particularly those from the Global South and/or ethnic minorities, this sensitive area is of utmost 
importance when thinking about possible solutions to intercultural conflicts with international students.

In sum, we hope to have justified the idea that colonialism and diversity compose a single and inseparable 
sensitive zone that is challenging the University – and those who think that it can play a part in making 
the world a better place, meaning fairer, more truthful and more diversely rich.

7.4. Critical Incidents on colonialism 
Overview table 

Title Country Narrator Other 
person

Situation Topic 

African Movie Portugal International 
student from 
Mozambique

Portuguese Classroom Colonialism, diversity, 
depreciation

Angry Student Austria Staff member Egyptian Bilateral 
meeting

Islamophobia

Distorting the 
language

Portugal International 
student from 
Brazil

Portuguese Yard, during 
the class 
break

Colonialism, diversity, 
prejudice, and 
stereotypes

You are not as 
good as the 
Portuguese

Portugal International 
student from 
Brazil

Portuguese Classroom Colonialism, diversity, 
depreciation

Chinese 
People eat 
Dogs

France Local student 
with Chinese 
ancestry

French Classroom Colonialism, diversity, 
disrespect for other 
cultures, stereotypes

Where are 
you from?

Germany Staff German Job interview Colonialism, 
diversity, prejudice, 
stereotypes

Being 
Stereotyped

Portugal International 
student from 
Brazil

English-
speaking

Classroom Colonialism, 
diversity, prejudice, 
stereotypes

Us and them Portugal International 
student from 
Brazil

Portuguese Classroom Colonialism, diversity, 
segregation of foreign 
students
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