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“DECOLONIZING KNOWLEDGE” 
 
A LECTURE PERFORMANCE BY GRADA KILOMBA, 2015. 
        
 
I. THE MASK 

#1 Photographic Video 

In the living room of my grand-mother’s house, there was a picture of Escrava Anastácia above the 

sofa, on the left side of the wall. Every Friday, we put a candle, a white flower, a glass of clean 

water, and a bowl of fresh coffee - with no sugar. My grand-mother used to tell me how Escrava 

Anastasia was incarcerated in a mask - as it was common to those who spoke words of 

emancipation, during slavery - and I should always remember her. 

 

I remember, because this story has been memorized. I cannot forget it. The colonial past is 

memorized in a way that one is unable to forget it. Sometimes, one would prefer not to remember, 

but one can actually not. The theory of memory is in reality a theory of forgetting. One cannot 

simply forget and one cannot avoid remembering. 

 

The mask, cannot be forgotten, it was a very concrete piece, a real instrument, which became a part 

of the European colonial project for more than three hundred years. It was composed of a bit, placed 

inside the mouth of the Black subject, clamped between the tongue and the jaw, and fixed behind 

the head with two strings: one surrounding the chin and the second surrounding the nose and the 

forehead. Formally, the mask was used by white masters to prevent enslaved Africans from eating 

sugar cane, cocoa beans and coffee beans, while working on the plantations, but its primary 

function was to implement a sense of speechlessness and fear.  

 

The mask raises therefore so many questions: Who can speak? Who cannot? And above all, what 

can we speak about? Why must the mouth of the Black subject be fastened? Why must she, he, it or 

they become silent? What could the Black subject say if its mouth were not sealed? And what 

would the white subject have to listen to? 

 
There is an apprehensive fear that if the colonial subject speaks, the colonizer will have to listen. It 

would be forced into an uncomfortable confrontation with ‘Other’ truths. Truths, which are not 

supposed to be spoken, to be heard, and which should be ‘kept quiet as secrets.’ I do like this 
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expression, ‘kept quite as secrets’, it announces how someone is about to reveal what is presumed 

not to be told (to be a secret). 

 

The fear of listening to what could possibly be revealed can be articulated by the psychoanalytical 

notion of repression, since repression ‘lies exactly in turning something away, and keeping it at 

distance, from the conscious’ (Freud 1923: 17). It is that process by which certain truths can only 

exist in the (deepness of the ocean, down there in the) unconscious, far away from the surface - due 

to the extreme anxiety, guilt or shame they cause. Imagine an iceberg floating in the blue water, all 

repressed truths are still there, but rendered to the deepness. One knows, but one wants to make the 

known, unknown. 

 

‘I don’t understand…,’  

‘I actually don’t remember…,’  

‘I don’t really believe it…’  

’I think you are exagerating…’  

‘You are just too sensitive…’  

These are expression of this process of repression, in which one resists making the unconscious 

information, conscious - keeping it as a secret. 
 
The mouth is such a special organ. An organ that symbolizes speech and enunciation. Within racism 

the mouth becomes the organ of oppression par excellence; it is the organ that enunciates certain 

unpleasant truths, and which needs to be severely confined, controlled and colonized. 

 

Speaking becomes then virtually impossible. It is not that we have not been speaking, but rather that 

our voices through racism, have been systematically silent. This impossibility illustrates how 

speaking and silencing emerge as an analogous project. A project between the speaking subject and 

the listeners. In this scenario you are the listeners, and I am the speaking subject. But what would 

happen if you would stop listening, even though I am speaking? Would I remain the speaking 

subject? 

I would like to count until three and ask you please to speak… 

 

#2 EXERCISE 

 
The act of speaking is like a negotiation between those who speak and those who listen, that is, 
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between the speaking subjects and their listeners. Listening is, in this sense, the act of authorization 

towards the speaker. One can only speak, when one’s voice is listened to.  

But being listening to, goes beyond this dialectic. Being listened to, also means belonging. Those 

who belong, are those who are listened to. And those who are not listened to, are those who do not 

belong. The mask re-creates this project by controlling the possibility that the colonized might one 

day be listened to, and consequently might belong. 

 

#3 Video 1: “CONAKRY” 

 

When I speak? what is it that you hear? And what is it that you don’t want to hear? Which 

knowledge do you acknowledge? An which knowledge remains unknown? 

I want to read you the second story. 
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II. WHO CAN SPEAK? 

On the very first day of each semester, I count how many students are in the room, and then ask 

them to raise their hands in case they know the answer to my questions. I start by asking very 

simple questions, such as: What was the Berlin Conference of 1884-5? Which Asian and African 

countries were colonized by Germany? How many years did the German colonization last? And 

conclude with more specific questions, such as: Who was Amílcar Cabral and which role did he 

played in the Liberation struggle? Who was Queen Nzinga? When was Patrice Lumumba 

assassinated (14.September 1960)? Who was May Ayim? Who wrote ‘Black Skin, White Masks?’ 

Name a book by Audre Lorde. 

 

(Africa divided in 7 pieces: Portuguese, Spanish, French, Italian, British, Belgians, Germans) 

 

The seminars were made up of 80 to 100 students, and most of them were reluctant to respond. 

Until finally a few, mostly students of color, started carefully raising their hands as an answer, 

leaving them in the air, as it was asked. At that particular moment the room became a performative 

space where the idea of knowledge was being exposed and questioned. They could visualized how 

the concept of knowledge is intrinsically linked with race, gender and power. 

Suddenly, those who are usually unseen, became visible, and those who are always seen, became 

invisible. Those who are usually silent started speaking, and those who always speak, became 

silent.Silent not because cannot articulate their voices or tongues, but rather because they do not 

possess that knowledge. Who knows what And who does not? And why? 

 

What knowledge is acknowledged as such?  

And what knowledge is not?  

What knowledge has been made part of the official agendas?  

And what knowledge has not?  

Whose knowledge is this?  

Who is acknowledged to have the knowledge?  

And who is not?  

Who can teach knowledge?  

Who can produce knowledge? 

Who can perform it? 

And who cannot?  
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The concept of knowledge is not a simple apolitical study of truth, it is not, but rather the 

reproduction of racial and gender power relations - which define not only what counts as true, but 

also in whom to believe. Knowledgable  becomes then all epistemologies that reflect the specific 

political interests of a white colonial patriarchal society.1 

 

Please let me remind you what the term epistemology means. Epistemology, as derived from the 

Greek words episteme, meaning knowledge, and logos, meaning science, is the science of the 

acquisition of knowledge. It determines  

1.(the themes) which themes or topics deserve attention and which questions merit to be questioned, 

in order to produced true knowledge.  

2. (the paradigms) which narratives and interpretations can be used to explain a phenomenon, so to 

say, from which perspective can true knowledge be produced.  

3.(the methods) and which form and format can be used to produce truthful knowledge.  

Epistemology as I said before, defines not only how to produce true knowledge, but also who can 

produce it - and in whom to believe. 

 

It is common to hear how interesting our work is, but how it is very specific,  

“This is not objective at all!”,  

“You have to be neutral…”,  

“If you want to be an academic, you cannot be personal” 

“Science is universal, not subjective” 

“Your problem is that you over-interpret reality, you must think that you are the queen of 

interpretation!”,  

Remarks that illustrate this colonial hierarchy in which PoC reside. As soon as we start speaking 

and delivering knowledge, our voices are silent by these comments, which actually function like 

metaphorical masks. They place our discourses back at the margins, as deviant knowledge, while 

white discourses remain at the centre, as the norm.  

When they speak, it is scientific; when we speak, it is unscientific.  

Universal / specific;  

objective / subjective;  

neutral / personal; 

                                                
1 Ibid. 
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rational / emotional;  

impartial / partial; 

they have facts, we have opinions; they have knowledge, we have experiences. 

We are not dealing here with a “peaceful coexistence of words,”2 but rather with a violent 

hierarchy, which defines who can speak. 

 

Video: Plantation Memories, Part II,  “Where do you come from?” 

 

The last comment, in particular, has two powerful moments. The first moment is a form of warning, 

which describes the standpoint of the Black woman as a distortion of the truth, expressed here 

through the word “over-interpretation.” The female colleague was warning me that I am reading 

over, beyond the norms of traditional epistemology, and therefore, I am producing invalid 

knowledge. It seems to me that this idea of over-interpretation addresses the thought that the 

oppressed is seeing “something” which is not to be seen, and is about to say “something” which is 

not to be said. 

 

Curiously, in feminist discourses as well, men try to irrationalize the thinking of women, as if such 

feminist interpretations were nothing but a fabrication of the reality, an illusion, maybe even a 

female hallucination. Within this constellation, however, it is the white woman who irrationalizes 

my own thinking, and by doing so, she defines to the Black woman what “real” scholarship is, and 

how it should be expressed. This reveals how complex the intersection between gender, “race” and 

power is. 

 

In the second moment, she then speaks of hierarchical places, of a queen she fantasizes I want to be, 

but whom I cannot become. The queen is an interesting metaphor. It is a metaphor for power. It is 

also a metaphor of the idea that certain bodies belong to certain places. 

  

Such demarcation of spaces introduces a dynamic in which Blackness signifies “being outside 

place”. I am said to be outside my place, as a body that is not at home. Within racism, Black bodies 

are constructed as improper bodies, as bodies that are not at home, “outside place” and, therefore, as 

bodies which cannot belong. White bodies, on the contrary, are constructed as proper, they are 

bodies at home, “in place,” bodies which always belong. Through such comments, Black people are 

                                                
2 Jacques Derrida, Positions, University of Chicago Press, Chicago, 1981. 
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persistently invited to return to “their place,” “outside” academia, at the margins, where their bodies 

are “at home.”  

 

The academia is neither a neutral space nor simply a space of knowledge and wisdom, of science 

and scholarship, but is also a space of v-i-o-l-e-n-c-e. It has a very problematic relationship with 

Blackness. Here, we have been objectified, classified, theorized, dehumanized, infantilized, 

criminalized, brutalized, sexualized, exposed, exhibited, and sometimes killed.* 

 

‘What else could it be for me’, asks Fanon ‘but an amputation, an excision, a hemorrhage that 

spattered my whole body with black blood? (1968: 112). He uses the language of trauma, like most 

of Black people when speaking of their everyday racism experiences, indicating the painful bodily 

impact and loss characteristic of a traumatic collapse, for within racism one is surgically removed, 

violently separated of whatever identity one might really have.  ‘I felt knife blades open within 

me… I could no longer laugh’ (1968: 112) he remarks. There is indeed nothing to laugh about, as 

one is being overdetermined from outside by violent fantasies one sees, but one does not recognize 

as being oneself. *’I cannot go to a film, I wait for me’ (1968: 140), writes Fanon. He waits for the 

Black savages, the Black barbarians, the Black servants, the Black prostitutes, whores and 

courtesans, the Black criminals, murders and drug dealers. He waits for what he is not. 

 

 

Video: Plantation Memories, Part I, “We are talking about negation…” 

 

 

What an alienation, to be forced to relate to oneself and to give a performance of oneself scripted by 

the white subject.  What a disappointment, to be forced to look at oneself as if one is in their place.  

And what a pain, to be trapped in this colonial order. 

 

This seems like very private information. But such apparently ‘private information’ is not private at 

all. These are not personal stories or intimate complaints, but rather accounts of racism within the 

academic, artistic and cultural spaces. They reveal the inadequacy of those spaces to relate not only 

with ‘the post-colonial condition,’ but also with their subjects, their discourses, perspectives, 

narratives, and knowledges -  and these should be our preoccupation. 

 

To decolonize knowledge, we do have to understand that we all speak from a specific time and 

place, from a specific reality and history. There are no neutral discourses. * When white scholars 
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claim to have a neutral and objective discourse, they are not acknowledging that they too, write 

from a specific place, which of course, is neither neutral nor objective or universal, but dominant. 

They write, from a place of power. 

 

There is this anecdote: a Black woman, says she is a Black woman, a white woman says she is a 

woman, a white man, says he is a person. Whiteness, like other identities in power remains 

unnamed. It is an absent center, an identity that places itself at the center of everything, but this 

centrality is not regarded as relevant, because it is presented as synonymous to human. In general, 

white people do not see themselves as white, but rather as people. Whiteness is felt to be the human 

condition. However, it is exactly this equation that secures whiteness as an identity that marks 

others and remains unmarked. And believe me, there is no more powerful position, than just being 

the norm and the normality. 

 

Decolonizing knowledge means creating new configurations of knowledge and power. So, if my 

words seem preoccupied with narrating positions and subjectivity as part of the discourse it is worth 

remembering that theory is neither universal nor neutral, but rather always placed somewhere and 

always written by someone, who has a story. 

 

Video 4:  While I Write 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
bell hooks writes: 

“I came to theory because I was hurting - the pain within me was so intense that I could not go on 

living. I came to theory desperate, wanting to comprehend - to grasp what was happening around 

me. Most importantly, I wanted to make the hurt go away. I saw in theory then a location for 

healing”  

(bell hooks, In Teaching To Transgress, p.59) 


