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FOREWORD

This remarkable book details how people of African ancestry have endured
the painful effects of colonial exploitation and subsequent loss of their
languages, cultures, medicines, foods, spirituality, systems of governance,
indigenous economics, and even their educational systems.

However, despite this bleak reality, this book represents hope. In this
book, the authors take us on a transformative journey of healing, reclaim-
ing, excavating, extracting, and reassembling the pieces of our Africanness.
They recreate our story by focusing on various areas of study, while affirm-
ing that although we have suffered immense damage, all is not lost.
Whether excavating the troubling echoes of our past or examining the
complexity of our present, they offer words that address the psychological
and spiritual injuries inflicted upon us and suggest a way to a future of
dignity. The authors of this book shed light on the multifaceted dimen-
sions of decolonizing work, emphasizing its structural, epistemic, per-
sonal, and relational aspects. They provide critical insights and propose
alternative ways of knowing, challenging unjust practices, assumptions,
and institutions. In their telling, the importance and urgency of acting and
dismantling colonial structures becomes imperative.

Most importantly, this work serves as reminder: the concept of decolo-
nization extends beyond the removal of colonial symbols from university
campuses. The authors call for an Afrocentric shaping of academic knowl-
edge and expertise and suggest that we can do this through critical schol-
arship, theoretical inquiry, and empirical research. To demonstrate this,
the writers challenge, rectify, and critically examine the interplay between
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knowledge and power, and ably dismantle existing hierarchies, while at the
same time, strive for mutual understanding and plurality.

I am grateful for this timely work and sincerely believe, as the authors
do, that the journey toward decolonization requires a reevaluation of
African Studies, embracing an Afrocentric multidisciplinary approach that
resists systems of oppression. Our efforts must be directed toward reclaim-
ing African subjectivity, questioning Euro-North American-centric episte-
mologies and rejecting Euro-centric narratives. This book is therefore
crucial for the sake of our future generations, as it will indeed enable them
to know who they are and where they come from.

Lusaka, Zambia Mulenga Kapwepwe



PREFACE

Colonization has left deep and lasting wounds on our spirits. Our minds
have become prisoners, trapped by an assumed notion of “normality.”
This “normal” has turned us into outliers, made to feel as though we
should be ashamed of our very essence. Throughout the harrowing years
of colonization, we’ve been taught to devalue our dignity. Mainstream
media often portrayed an inferior version of us, and we were led to believe
that this distorted representation truly defined us. We were conditioned to
accept a notion of our own inferiority, which has silently bred shame
within our cores. Now, burdened with this self-doubt, we strive to align
ourselves with Eurocentric ideals, as if they are the gold standard. It’s as
though our rich cultures, civilizations, traditions, and histories pre-
colonization never existed. As if civilization itself was a gift handed down
by colonizers!

Mentioning the shame we harbor is met with further shame. It’s a
vicious cycle that forces us into silent suffering, isolated with our colonially
imprinted thoughts. The colonization of our lands wasn’t just a physical
invasion, but also a psychological one. It permeated our minds, our self-
perception, and our shared sense of identity. Remaining silent and not
confronting these feelings only serves to perpetuate a legacy of internal-
ized inferiority. To heal and reestablish our pride, we must shatter this
silence, challenging both the external narratives thrust upon us and the
internal voices that hinder our progress. The book Colonial Sicknessis here
to shatter that silence, guiding us on a transformative journey toward heal-
ing. It’s not just a beacon but a balm, aiding us in unlearning the deep-
seated shame and various other maladies stemming from colonialism. It
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teaches us that there’s inherently nothing wrong with us. While we have
patterns to unlearn and wounds to heal, at the core of our being, we
remain untouched and whole. This book seeks to help us unlearn genera-
tions of harm, offering African-centric educational recommendations as
pathways to healing. Above all, it beckons us to remember and embrace
love—to wholly love ourselves, cherish our identities, and take pride in the
rich tapestry of our heritage.

While Colonial Sicknessis deeply rooted in African-centric perspectives,
it’s not solely for those of Black or African descent. Its teachings and
reflections can resonate with anyone who has been touched by the tendrils
of colonization. Remember, colonization did not solely leave its mark on
Africa and Africans; it cast long shadows over various parts of the world.
Every corner has its stories, every soul its wounds. Whether you’re directly
connected to African heritage, or you’ve felt the ripple effects of colonial
ideologies in other ways, Colonial Sickness invites you on a journey of
understanding, healing, and reconnecting with identities and histories
often muted by colonial narratives.

Coloninl Sickness delves deep into the often-painful realization many
grapples with the internalized belief that we are inherently flawed, and as
a result, undeserving of love, belonging, and connection. Yet, the authors
of this book don’t merely expose this affliction; they offer a healing balm.
They navigate us back to the heart and soul of our identities—to the pro-
found depth of what it means to be African, and beyond that, what it
means to be genuine and true to oneself. Central to this journey is the
importance of re-educating oneself about pre-colonial history, culture,
and values. This re-education serves as a foundation, grounding readers in
the rich tapestries of their heritage, dispelling myths, and setting right the
skewed narratives they’ve been exposed to.

The authors infuse their pages with a potent blend of wisdom and com-
passion, empowering readers with courage. Courage to stand tall and
proud, courage to embrace the truth that we are enough just as we are.
With each chapter, they invite readers to embark on a transformative jour-
ney to decolonize their minds, urging the shedding of colonially imposed
narratives and the reclamation of authentic self-worth. The goal is clear: to
unlearn the distorted teachings of colonized education and to forge ahead,
free, and unfettered, in a world rich with diverse and vibrant cultures.

Toronto, Canada Natasha Shokri
Willis Opondo
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CHAPTER 1

Introduction

Njoki Nathani Wane and Babere Kerata Chacha

Over the last 500 years people of African ancestry have been objects of
research. Interestingly, we have come to accept (not all though) the status
quo. We have lost our languages, our culture, our medicine, our foods,
our spirituality, our systems of governance, African Indigenous econom-
ics, and even our educational systems. We have been exploited so much
that there is vehement denial of this open exploitation. The outcome of all
this is what we are referring to as colonial sickness. How do we explain the
open self-hatred of how we look, the texture of our hair, the color of our
skin? In this book, however, the authors are reminding us that all is not
lost. In this decolonial project we have embarked on a journey of healing,
reclaiming, excavating, extracting, and reassembling the pieces of our
Africanness to recreate our story. We are excavating our past to enable us
to deal with psychological sickness as well as the spirit injury. The exercise
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of excavating information which the colonizers have made every effort to
mask is so that our next generation will know who they are and where they
have been. To do this, we had to be focused and identify the areas we
would concentrate on. Some of the authors examined colonial education
and how this has distorted our past; some chapters wanted to examine
how life was before 1492; while others decided to compare notes from
their own standpoint, regardless of whether they were of African ancestry.
At the initial stages of this project, we held lots of conversations and there
was a felt need to carry out an action orient project, and in particular the
dismantling of colonial structures and creation of new ones.

Dealing with colonial sickness is a complex process because it is
informed by elements such as unlearning and learning what was /is African.
The process is informed by multiple elements such as knowing who we
really are; our roots, our Indigenous knowledges, and identifying our lost
histories; Indigenous education; science; astronomy; philosophies. In
addition to this, knowing how our minds have been manipulated (Ngugi
Wa Thiong’o, Albert Memmi; Sabelo Ndlovu-Gatsheni; Kenneth Kaunda;
Mudenda Simukungwe). Also paying attention to how our past has
informed our present reality and how it will impact our future (Sankofa
Philosophy). As well, knowing how colonized we are because, as Harriet
Tubman said, “more slaves could have been saved if they knew they were
slaves.” We, the colonized, have “became the prisoner of the entire sys-
tem” (Fanon, 1991, p. 122). The big question is: how do we free our-
selves from the yoke of self-imprisonment; individually and collectively?
Our conversations concluded that, understanding things beyond what is
obvious and the fact that decolonizing journey is an essential aspect of our
moving forward, we need to know our past to decolonize and none can do
this for us, except us. As one of the African proverb states: A Bird can only
wave its tail. This proverb is to warn us that we are the only ones who can
take care of our colonial sickness. We cannot wait for outsiders to do
it for us.

In the last two decades, we have witnessed the quest for decolonization
through research, writing, teaching, and curriculum across the globe.
Calls to decolonize higher education, in particular the university, has been
overwhelming in recent years (Fommunyan, 2017). Originally the term
‘decolonization” was used to denote the processes relating to cultural, eco-
nomic, socio-political, and cultural aspects, especially after colonial rule.
Nonetheless, the goal of decolonizing has evolved past not only the need
to dismantle colonial empires but all imperial structures. Today,
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decolonization is deemed a basis for restorative justice under the lens of
the psychological, economic, and cultural spectrum (Imam et al., 1994).
Africa, the Caribbean, and Latin America have led the way, but this pro-
cess has lagged especially in Canada, Australia, and most parts of Europe.
Kessia, Marksb, and Ramugondo (2020, p. 271) argue that

[d]ecolonizing ... is best understood as a verb that entails a political and
normative ethic and practice of resistance and intentional undoing—
unlearning and dismantling unjust practices, assumptions, and institu-
tions—as well as persistent positive action to create and build alternative
spaces and ways of knowing. We present four dimensions of decolonizing
work: structural, epistemic, personal, and relational, which are entangled
and equally necessary.

Not long ago, inspirations to ‘decolonize’ the subject of western schol-
arship seemed to be the in thing. The necessity to revisit Indigenous land,
for instance, has been fronted by Boveda and Bhattacharya (2019); those
dwelling on and have critically reflected on existing practices and knowl-
edge (Ali, 2014; Datta, 2018; Torretta & Reitsma, 2019; Zavala, 2013)
embrace the local processes (de Martins & de Oliveira, 2016; Dourish &
Mainwaring, 2012; Walters & Simoni, 2009) and strengthen Indigenous
theory and practice (Du, 2023; Mawere & van Stam, 2015; Nkwo & Orji,
2018); in fact, decolonization has demanded an Indigenous contextual
framework and a centering of Indigenous sovereignty, and ways of think-
ing. Others have delved on dismantling the colonial status quo (Bidwell,
2016; Boveda and Bhattacharya, 2019; Keyes et al., 2019; Le
Grange, 2019).

Indigenous people have been on the receiving end in most nations
across the globe where the reign of coloniality is still abound. They do not
possess power or self-determination (Mamdani, 1990). Such nations that
still have colonizers are deemed as settler-colonial, a term that Patrick
Wolfe coined in the 1990s. Wolfe asserted that “invasion is a structure but
not an event” (Wolfe, 2002). As a result, decolonization connotes attempt-
ing to understand the diverse yet complex societies in our continents based
on Indigenous values and structures. This task came to light in the decolo-
nization era between the 1950s and 1960s. According to Mama (2005),
decolonizing entails having a shift in our perspectives from viewing Africa
from the colonial power institutions as well as an intellectual apparatus
carried from the Global North, which is applied across the globe, to
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delving into the Indigenous African societal origins and patterns of
thought that are embodied and the ways through which the patterns of
thought have been influenced based on the impact of the colonial rule
(Boshotf, 2010) and indeed spiritual—derived from Northern dominance
(Yarosh, 2017).

When ‘Rhodes Must Fall” campaign called for statues of Cecil Rhodes
to be removed at the University of Cape Town, the decolonization initia-
tive moved beyond requesting the removal of colonial symbols from uni-
versity campuses to demanding that universities recognize the structural
and epistemological legacy of colonialism in academic curricula and take
steps to correct them (Maldonado-Torres, 2007: 243). Christopher
Clapham insists that calls to ‘decolonize’ African studies beg the question
of what this quest involves (Shahjahan et al., 2009).

Historians and anthropological insights have played a critical role in
revolutionizing and subsequently understanding the African continent,
which had continuously failed to hold on to its impetus given the preva-
lent authoritarianism and decay of the post-independence era, which fur-
ther led to a deterioration of Africa’s universities (Chalmers, 2017). The
idea spread fast to other nations across the globe.

The term has recently connoted development, especially in North
America and Europe, subordinating the African study to agendas present
in the Global North that may point at recolonization as opposed to decol-
onization. Nonetheless, profound decolonization of knowledge produc-
tion for the African continent relies on a return to the African roots. Thus,
this book will elucidate epicolonial dynamics that characterize a significant
level of higher education and, subsequently, the local knowledges relating
to its production of, with, and for the African continent. Authors have
approached this from an interdisciplinary and multicultural approach.

We confront various dimensions of decolonizing work—structural,
epistemic, personal, and relational—which are entangled and equally nec-
essary. This book illuminates other sites and dimensions of decolonizing
not only from Africa but also from other areas. This convergence of critical
scholarship, theoretical inquiry, and empirical research is committed to
questioning and redressing inequality in contemporary history and other
African Studies. It signals one of many steps in a bid to consultatively
examine how knowledge and power have been both defined and subse-
quently denied through the sphere of academic practice.

We have approached the term decolonizing both as a verb and as the
study subject; also, as an epistemic and methodological orientation,



