Challenges and paradoxes in decolonising HCI: A critical
discussion
LAZEM, Shaimaa, GIGLITTO, Danilo, NKWO, Makuochi Samuel, MTHOKO,
Hafeni, UPANI, Jessica and PETERS, Anicia
Available from Sheffield Hallam University Research Archive (SHURA) at:
http://shura.shu.ac.uk/28593/

This document is the author deposited version. You are advised to consult the
publisher's version if you wish to cite from it.
Published version
LAZEM, Shaimaa, GIGLITTO, Danilo, NKWO, Makuochi Samuel, MTHOKO, Hafeni,
UPANI, Jessica and PETERS, Anicia (2021). Challenges and paradoxes in
decolonising HCI: A critical discussion. Computer Supported Cooperative Work: the
journal of collaborative computing.

Copyright and re-use policy
See http://shura.shu.ac.uk/information.html

Sheffield Hallam University Research Archive
http://shura.shu.ac.uk

Computer Supported Cooperative Work (CSCW)
DOI 10.1007/s10606-021-09398-0

© The Author(s) 2021

RESEARCH ARTICLE

Challenges and Paradoxes in Decolonising HCI:
A Critical Discussion
Shaimaa Lazem1 , Danilo Giglitto2*, Makuochi Samuel Nkwo3, Hafeni Mthoko4,
Jessica Upani5 & Anicia Peters6
1

City of Scientiﬁc Research and Technology Applications, New Borg El-Arab City, Alexandria , Egypt (
E-mail: slazem@srtacity.sci.eg); *2Centre for Culture, Media and Society, Shefﬁeld Hallam University,
Shefﬁeld , UK (E-mail: d.giglitto@shu.ac.uk); 3Department of Computer Science, Ebonyi State
University Abakaliki, Abakaliki , Nigeria; 4University of Namibia, Windhoek , Namibia; 5Faculty of
Computing and Informatics, Namibia University of Science and Technology, Windhoek , Namibia;
6
University of Namibia, Windhoek , Namibia
Accepted: 3 March 2021
Abstract. The preponderance of Western methods, practices, standards, and classiﬁcations in the
manner in which new technology-related knowledge is created and globalised has led to calls for more
inclusive approaches to design. A decolonisation project is concerned with how researchers might
contribute to dismantling and re-envisioning existing power relations, resisting past biases, and
balancing Western heavy inﬂuences in technology design by foregrounding the authentic voices of
the indigenous people in the entire design process. We examine how the establishment of local Global
South HCI communities (AfriCHI and ArabHCI) has led to the enactment of decolonisation practices.
Speciﬁcally, we seek to uncover how decolonisation is perceived in the AfriCHI and ArabHCI
communities as well as the extent to which both communities are engaged with the idea of
decolonisation without necessarily using the term. We drew from the relevant literature, our own
outsider/insider lived experiences, and the communities’ responses to an online anonymised survey to
highlight three problematic but interrelated practical paradoxes: a terminology, an ethical, and a microcolonisation paradox. We argue that these paradoxes expose the dilemmas faced by local non-Western
researchers as they pursue decolonisation thinking. This article offers a blended perspective on the
decolonisation debate in HCI, CSCW, and the practice-based CSCW scholarly communities and invites
researchers to examine their research work using a decolonisation lens.
Key Words:: Decolonisation, Post-colonial computing, Decolonial computing, HCI4D, Marginalised
communities, Arab HCI, AfricanHCI, Local HCI communities, ICT4D

1. Introduction
In the past few years, there has been a growing number of research efforts from
Western researchers that are critical of the Western domination of the global HCI
discourse, advocating the need for more inclusive approaches to design (Bardzell
2010; Bardzell and Bardzell 2016; Dell and Kumar 2016; Dourish and Mainwaring
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2012; Keyes et al. 2019; Irani and Dourish 2009; Ogbonnaya-Ogburu et al. 2020;
Philip et al. 2012; Schlesinger et al. 2017).
Central to this article is the work of postcolonial computing scholars. Dourish and
Mainwaring (2012) offer a post-colonial criticism for ubiquitous computing based on
the argument that new technology-related knowledge is being produced in and
centered around Western research hubs. The fact that most bases for innovation are
located in Western contexts is aggravated by how technological systems, including
practices, standards, and classiﬁcations, tend to aspire to universality. This means
that very often, technological standards are deﬁned in one part of the world and then
globalised. These standards are tailored to the experiences of the people in the part of
the world in which they were deﬁned, potentially ignoring or underrepresenting the
rest. One way to tackle this skewed cross-cultural representation would be to
recognise the historical speciﬁcities of local contexts and adopt cultural sensitivities
rather than presuming a global authority in terms of technological systems (Dourish
and Mainwaring 2012; Irani et al. 2010).
Parallel to these Western-originated calls-for-action, non-Western researchers
have been producing efforts towards imagining a better future for HCI studies and
designs in the Global South through the establishment of various local HCI
(Alabdulqader et al. 2017; Bidwell 2016; Lazem and Dray 2018; Peters et al.
2019; Winschiers-Theophilus and Bidwell 2013) and social intervention scholarly
attempts (Nkwo 2019; Nkwo and Orji 2019), which have been locally designed to
tackle local problems. Key to these efforts is capturing the authentic voices of
indigenous African and Arab communities in technology design, and being critical
of the domination of Western approaches for designs in non-Western contexts. We
will argue that such communities lead a decolonising wave by bringing the
body politics and geopolitics of knowledge to the foreground in the design discourse
(Ali 2016).
As this article is set to deal with complex concepts and abstractions, we believe
that it is important to preemptively clarify the terminology we adopted. We use the
terms “West” and “Western” to refer to adopted systems of knowledge that emerged
in Euro-US academia, with the underlying assumption that knowledge is not neutral
as it echoes the worldview of where it was generated (Torretta and Reitsma 2019).
These systems of knowledge transcend geographical borders and, as such, can be
adopted anywhere. Western knowledge can and is adopted in non-Western research
contexts. Hereafter, we use the terms “non-Western” and “local” interchangeably.
We use “colonisation” to refer to a more or less subtle or indirect imposition of
certain worldviews, prescription of certain solutions and methods, and/or
legitimisation of certain forms of accepted knowledge. We do not promote the idea
that an approach or a method is colonising in itself. Rather, as the decolonisation
literature teaches us, we promote the necessity of a serious consideration of the
interplay between who, where, and to whom, and how certain methods or approaches
are applied in a way that can lead to a wave of neo-colonisation (Torretta and
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Reitsma 2019). We, therefore, do not reject, dismiss, or label Western methods as
colonising in and of themselves.
Another preemptive clariﬁcation concerns the use of the term “decolonisation”.
As we shall see later, this term is not generally adopted by the communities we
engaged with to write this article, AfriCHI and ArabHCI. The term was used to frame
the organisation and planning of the ﬁrst AfriCHI conference (Bidwell 2016), and
then used to discuss ArabHCI efforts (Giglitto et al. 2018). It is worth mentioning
that, to the best of our knowledge, the word “decolonisation” does not have any
corresponding term in Arab or African dominant languages. The lack of adoption of
the term “decolonisation” from AfriCHI and ArabHCI communities may lead to an
ungrounded expectation that both communities must engage with this Westerngenerated term in order to partake in the discourse about promoting local knowledge.
Concerned that the voices of the non-Western researchers would go unnoticed, we
were motivated to look into the historical progression of the term and the insights it
may bring to technology design and research. Our aim is to use decolonisation as a
lens to retrospectively inspect our own and AfriCHI and ArabHCI communities’
efforts by exploring the extent to which the term is conceptualised and used in both
communities. It is also worth noting that our choice to focus on these communities
solely stems from our direct experiences with both, and it is not meant to privilege
them over other local HCI communities.
A certain degree of paradigmatic separation between Western and non-Western
(or the center and periphery as we will refer to this dichotomy later) is not without
consequences on academic research as it is evidenced by Kou et al. (2018). In their
analysis of 306 CHI papers between 2013 and 2016, differences in titling patterns
and in the level of contextual details were found between papers describing studies
carried out in Western and non-Western contexts, where authors of the latter had to
be speciﬁc and detailed about their study contexts. They warned that this tacitly
biased academic tradition considers knowledge produced by Western studies as the
normal and universally applicable, while it tends to frame certain non-Western
contexts as somewhat exotic. This bias may put non-Western researchers at a
disadvantage as the credibility of their local knowledge is judged through Western
experts’ “normal” worldviews. To put it using the postcolonial scholar Edward
Said’s words:
‘The Orient and Islam have a kind of extrareal, phenomenologically reduced
status that puts them out of reach of everyone except the Western expert. From
the beginning of Western speculation about the Orient, the one thing the Orient
could not do was to represent itself. Evidence of the Orient was credible only after
it had passed through and been made ﬁrm by the reﬁning ﬁre of the Orientalist’s
work.’ (Said 2014,. p. 283).
Decolonial computing is a term that was put together by Ali (2014) to describe a
critical project that aims at ‘interrogating who is doing computing, where they are
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doing it, and, thereby, what computing means both epistemologically (that is, in
relation to knowing) and ontologically (that is, in relation to being)’ (Ali 2016, p. 20).
It extends beyond how ideas from postcolonial theory can be used to inform and
transform computing ﬁelds such as ICT4D, HCI, Interaction Design, and design
methods by questioning the historical origins of these domains, past injustices, and
the need for reparations as well as their overburdening function within the modern
racial world system. Decolonial computing takes the stance of investigating the
world from the periphery by being attentive to geopolitical and body political
concerns and the persistence of colonial structures (Ali 2014).
We take decolonial computing as our departure point to engage with
decolonisation in HCI research. We critically reviewed the literature about
decolonisation, both in general and speciﬁcally about technology, to argue for the
necessity to address some of the risks embedded in the contemporary decolonisation
discourse in HCI, such as the potential disregard of epistemologies generated from
the periphery as well as of the power-dynamics within communities as a consequence of conceptualising them as homogeneous entities. Further, we drew, synthesized, and built on the perspectives and the work of AfriCHI/ArabHCI authors as
well as on the lived experiences of community members to highlight three problematic practical paradoxes – a terminology, an ethical, and a micro-colonisation one –
that challenge decolonisation thinking. Furthermore, we reﬂected on our ﬁndings and
proposed a way forward for researchers and practitioners who wish to adopt
decolonisation stances in their work.
As we will show in the article, a decolonisation project is concerned with how
researchers, wherever located, might contribute to dismantling and re-envisioning
existing power relations, resisting past biases, and balancing Western heavy inﬂuences in technology design. We, therefore, need to be vocal and explicit about the
political nature of decolonisation. Further, decolonisation, given all the entanglements of globalisation, should be a collaborative labor between researchers in the
North and the South.
Overall, this article tries to contribute to some emerging trends and values in the
CSCW community which strongly advocate for social justice (Asad and Le Dantec
2015; Bratteteig and Wagner 2016; Chancellor et al. 2019; Dosono and Semaan
2020; Fox et al. 2017; Khovanskaya et al. 2019; Martin et al. 2016). For instance,
recent CSCW work focusing on feminist solidarity highlighted the commonalities of
challenges and transnational struggles in order to try to establish best practices for
sharing lessons across geographies (Kumar et al. 2019). This and similar efforts are
in line with AfriCHI and ArabHCI endeavours to create intellectual “humble” spaces
to foster mutual inter/cross-cultural learning. Cross-cultural collaborations have
become a quasi-necessity as we face globally interconnected challenges. Nonetheless, we believe that global challenges in and of themselves are not sufﬁcient to foster
transnational solidarity. Solidarity has to be preceded by must-have difﬁcult conversations about the asymmetry of power relations, and a shared negotiated vision for an
imagined new future for all. As CSCW research shows, inter-cultural learning could
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emerge through moments of friction, breakdowns, and gaps (Arawjo et al. 2019).
Decolonial thinking, critical thinking, and reﬂections can all be instrumental in
establishing opportunities for mutual learning with the Global HCI and CSCW
communities.
Further, we believe that our work could enrich the perspectives of the researchers
of the CSCW practice-based community. These researchers are renowned for their
orientation towards empirical ﬁeld studies and ethnomethodological methods as well
as the construction of an in-depth understanding of sociomaterial practices
(Bjørn et al. 2016). The recent work from this school in Global South contexts
leveraged this approach to, among others, critically discuss ﬁnancial inclusion and
mobile money infrastructures (Muralidhar et al. 2019; Ghosh and O’Neill 2020) and
engage with the use of ugliness by marginalised groups to invoke dialogues about
their controversial traditions (Alshehri and Su 2018). Decolonisation thinking, we
argue, could provide an additional analytical lens for understanding sociotechnical
practices in the Global South that underscores the role of power structures and local
perspectives.
The article is organized as follows. A review of the decolonisation literature is
discussed in Section 2. In Section 3, the authors’ motivations and background to
tackle this research are highlighted, ArabHCI and AfriCHI communities are introduced, and the methods to explore decolonisation as perceived and enacted in both
communities are outlined. In Section 4, emerging trends in the communities’ views
about decolonisation are presented. Three pragmatic decolonisation paradoxes are
introduced and discussed in Section 5, while Section 6 provides a summary of
contributions. The article is concluded with a proposal to the related research
communities in Section 7.
2. Decolonisation: An Overview
In recent years, the concept of decolonisation has gone through a signiﬁcant expansion. Originally coined to describe the socio-political, cultural, and economic processes following the undoing of colonial rule, the interest to decolonise has moved
beyond the dismantling of the colonial empires to include many spheres of life. In
fact, in recent years the encouragements to ‘decolonise’ have embraced many ﬁelds
and included, among others, the necessity to repatriate indigenous land and life
(Boveda and Bhattacharya 2019; Tuck and Wayne Yang 2012), critically reﬂect on
existing practices and epistemologies (Ali 2014; Datta 2018; Hajibayova and Buente
2016; Torretta and Reitsma 2019; Zavala 2013), embrace the local processes ( de
Martins and de Oliveira 2016; Dourish and Mainwaring 2012; Walters and Simoni
2009), strengthen indigenous theory and practice (Du 2017; Mawere and van Stam
2015; Nkwo and Orji 2018), and dismantle the colonial status quo (Bidwell 2016;
Boveda and Bhattacharya 2019; Keyes et al. 2019; Le Grange 2016).
The following sections highlight the semantic progression that culminates in the
domain of technology and technology design, as proven by the emergence of new
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buzzwords in those ﬁelds such as decolonial computing, decolonising HCI, and
decolonised design.
2.1. Origin of the Term
Historically, the term “decolonisation” refers to a temporary or permanent suspension of political, economic, cultural, and/or social domination to (re)transfer national
sovereignty rights to indigenous people (Klose 2014). Klose (2014) structured the
process of global decolonisation into four phases occurring from 1776 to 1991. The
ﬁrst phase (1776–1826) concerns the series of decolonising waves from European
occupations taking place in North and South America. The second phase developed
across the world for almost a century (1839–1931) following the dissolution of
British colonies in Canada, Australia, New Zealand, and South Africa. The third
phase can be associated with the common understanding of ‘decolonisation’ as it
refers to the process of Europe losing control overseas which culminated in the end of
colonial rule in 1945. The fourth phase coincides with the collapse of the Soviet
Union (1985–1991). For more than 200 years right up to the present, decolonisation
still continues to inﬂuence the relationship between the European continent and the
rest of the world (Klose 2014).
Academically, the term ‘decolonisation’ was ﬁrst used by German economist
Moritz Julius Bonn in 1932 to refer to the spreading of various decolonisation
phenomena in the twentieth century (Klose 2014). Differently from the ﬁrst two
phases, in which a series of revolutionary movements stemmed from increasingly
diverging interests between settlers and European metropoles, the third phase saw for
the ﬁrst time the insurgence of resisting forces by non-European populations (Klose
2014). In the aftermath of World War II, “the rapidity of the retreat from modern
colonial empire impressed all as it was happening” (Betts 2019, p. 25). Weakened by
internal struggles, the ‘Great Powers’ gradually succumbed to the resistance of the
colonies, epitomised by prolonged conﬂicts such as the First Indochina War (1946–
1954, after which France ultimately withdrew its forces from the former French
Indochina) and the Indonesian National Revolution (1946–1954, resulting in the end
of Dutch administration over the former East Indies) (Betts 2019; Klose 2014). From
the end of World War II, the dissolution of the colonial empires in Asia and Africa
was concluded in about three decades (Bonn 1938; Klose 2014), accelerated by the
growth of the United Nations – which was joined by 16 African countries in 1960 –
and by the subsequent adoption of the Declaration on the Granting of Independence
to Colonial Countries and Peoples in the same year (Betts 2012).
One of the main motivations for disrupting Western domination stemmed not only
from a wish for self-determination but also from a general distrust towards Eurocentric models that conferred little to no importance to local knowledge and value
systems. In fact, as a result of the occupation of territories through European
colonising enterprises, indigenous knowledge – encompassing a richness of languages, worldviews, and experiences – was hardly acknowledged and systematically
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excluded from European knowledge systems (Battiste 2005; Tuck and Wayne Yang
2012), gradually leading to the strive for an assertion of indigenous values.
2.2. The Renaissance of Indigenous Values
The distrust towards the suitability of indigenous knowledge and practices for the
challenges of the modern world was not only perpetuated by Eurocentric thinkers but
initially replicated by local scholars, too. However, the uncritical application of
Western models to local systems soon revealed the potential for ‘contradiction and
failure’ which, in turn, led to ‘question the supremacy of European thought’ (Battiste
2005, p. 3).
Decolonisation is, therefore, a process stimulated by such a counter-response that
sprouts the renaissance of indigenous knowledge, teachings, and tradition by
favouring local strategies for development and capacity building (Battiste 2005).
Decolonisation also acts as a system of principles that combats the postcolonial
legacies undermining decolonial projects by informing any approach that is, by
design, aimed at inﬂuencing, invalidating, or interfering with the multifaceted
representations and cultural richness of indigenous people (Hajibayova and Buente
2016). Self-determination is, therefore, a key component of decolonisation that needs
applying to political, cultural, and social domains (Hajibayova and Buente 2016;
Ntuli 2002).
The strengthening of an anticolonialist discourse – which ﬁnds its foundation in
concepts, theories, and disciplines such as oppositional consciousness (Sandoval
2000), critical social theory (Collins 1998), and cross-cultural studies (Mutua and
Swadener 2004) – has not spared research-related ﬁelds. The establishment of new
critical theories focused on self-determination and cultural autonomy has produced
greater attention to the relationship between indigenous and Western scholars,
highlighting the necessity of ‘making Western systems of knowledge the object of
critique and inquiry’ (Denzin and Lincoln 2008, p. 7). Denzin and Lincoln (2008)
clearly outline several criticisms that have been levelled against Western models of
research in their endeavours of appropriating and disseminating knowledge about
non-Western people. These include: issues of misrepresentation caused by alienating
the voices of the supposedly represented ones (Smith 1999); the lack of a localised
critical theory which results in the risk of essentialising local actors (Bishop 2005);
and the demand that local research is validated through Western standards (Denzin
and Lincoln 2008).
2.3. Decolonised Epistemology
Following the renaissance of indigenous values and knowledge, decolonisation has
inevitably embraced the epistemological discourse, fueled by the emerging contradiction between the inﬂux of socially just Western-funded research and the interests
of formerly colonised people (Zavala 2013). The intrinsic issue is that the goodness
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of the intentions embedded in Western approaches and propositions replaces the
principle of self-determination (Zavala 2013), with the intrinsic risk of inadvertently
resettling Western theories and models (Tuck and Wayne Yang 2012). This contradiction can become more apparent ‘at the representational level when the discourse
of Western/Modern research that seeks to shed light on the experiences and conditions affecting historically marginalized communities often end up silencing the
voices of the researched’ (Zavala 2013, p. 66).
Critical commentators have therefore investigated the use of participatory research
processes to inform an epistemology that puts indigenous voices at the center of the
research process (Datta 2018; Zavala 2013). However, the necessity to reassess
power seems to have been addressed less than the issue of how ‘participatory’
research should be, considering that such voices originate from the same structure
that sees a directionality ‘mostly from the Global North to the Global South, from the
“developed” to the “underdeveloped” regions of the world, and from university to
community’ (Zavala 2013, p. 59). Ultimately, such approaches may inadvertently
hide a complete or partial disregard for indigenous agendas and objectives, which
may or may not align with Western-originated principles, methods, and ideas (Mutua
and Swadener 2004; Tuck and Wayne Yang 2012).
The road towards a decolonised epistemology is, therefore, far from straightforward. According to Tuck and Wayne Yang (2012), a fairer and more representative
epistemology is hindered by the superﬁciality with which the language of
decolonisation is adopted in Western contexts. Aware of this and the nonneutrality of current epistemology, we have moved our steps to embrace a polyvocal
understanding of decolonisation as the basis from which to discuss and critique the
state of affairs of the decolonisation discourse in HCI.
2.4. Decolonised HCI, Design, and CSCW
Decolonisation literature has been largely produced with Western scholarship and by
Western scholars operating in non-Western contexts. Dominant discourses have
been crafted around embracing indigenous worldviews (Bidwell 2016; Hajibayova
et al. 2016) while critiquing the blind application of Western epistemologies in nonwestern contexts (Ali 2014; Dourish and Mainwaring 2012; Keyes et al. 2019;
Mawere and van Stam 2015). Various approaches have been adopted in the attempt
to decolonise existing practices (Ali 2014; Datta 2018; Mawere and van Stam 2015;
Tuck and Wayne Yang 2012). The term itself evokes different meanings and uses
both from scholars explicitly using the term within their work (Bidwell 2016; Sium
et al. 2012) and from those that embrace the practice of decolonisation but choose not
to engage with the term itself (Winschiers-Theophilus et al. 2015). Subtle differences
in deﬁning decolonisation stem from past experiences, differing worldviews, and
positionality. Despite the varied deﬁnitions, a common thread can be identiﬁed in the
need for a paradigmatic shift to recognise the “other” and move away from relying on
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one dominant discourse to shape the trajectory of what we do, especially in multicultural contexts.
The domain of technology and technology design is not exempt from the
decolonial project. Ali (2016) posits computing as a colonial phenomenon that
requires a critical reﬂection on its inherent colonial essence. The modern worldsystem is by large modelled after the expansion of European colonisation endeavours
resulting in a Eurocentric system with the non-European conﬁned to the periphery.
He goes further to state that ‘there is no modernity without colonialism’, and despite
the fact that decolonisation and independence movements around the world have
called an end to colonial rule, the remnants of colonialism persist through ‘colonial
epistemology and ontology’ (p. 18). The modern world is being continually transformed through computing. As far as computing is characteristic of a modern world,
it is also characteristic of a colonial movement (Ali 2016; Dourish and Mainwaring
2012). Bidwell (2016) suggests that colonial epistemologies are further perpetuated
within the HCI domains where African identity has been commonly represented as
inferior and underrepresented in HCI conferences, journals, and other outputs.
The work on decolonisation in technology is underpinned by the need to respect
and foreground indigenous values and voices. Two dominant attempts to achieve this
agenda have been tailored to the work on cross-cultural design/postcolonial computing and decolonial computing. Differences in attempts to address the colonial
nature of computing lie in the origin of the call for decolonisation, the extent to which
power is negotiated within research teams and design teams, and the nature of
participation by indigenous/local people within such teams.
Postcolonial theorists have risen in response to the colonial nature of computing
by pushing forward a postcolonial agenda. However, postcolonial theory only
addresses one of several possible spheres of colonial computing (Ali 2014). Drawing
from its root deﬁnition, the term ‘postcolonial’ relates to the colonial legacy left
behind once colonialist structures have been removed. Therefore, post-colonial
theory seeks to critically reﬂect on this colonial legacy, particularly from the
perspectives of the colonised. An extension into the computing realm would then
see postcolonial computing as an area that seeks to critique colonial practices and
elements of power and culture within HCI, ICT4D, HCI4D, technology design, and
the broader ﬁeld of computing. Despite the noble endeavour for critical change,
postcolonial computing has its limitations.
A major critique of postcolonial computing is its tendency to address the colonial
agenda from an elite worldview, potentially undermining the knowledge that stems
from the periphery. Moreover, issues of structural and institutional power are not
always explicitly addressed (Ali 2016). This includes work within ICT4D and
HCI4D whereby the local reality is viewed as underdeveloped or underserved,
therefore it is worthy of being researched upon:
‘HCI4D strives to understand users and contexts still little understood, to design
and deploy technologies for these users and contexts, and to learn from the
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constraints dictated by low-resource settings and how they are navigated.’ (Dell
and Kumar 2016, p. 2220).
Despite its noble intentions, such position tacitly implies that the West is the
intended audience of the produced knowledge ‘about’ non-Western contexts, while
the latter are the consumers of Western artifacts and technologies. Ali (2016) further
states that ‘postcolonial theory ultimately constitutes (at least epistemologically) a
Eurocentric critique of Eurocentrism’ (p. 19), which is self-validating in itself.
Hence, the call for a decolonial stance beyond postcolonial thinking.
The decolonial agenda seeks to dismantle epistemological and ontological
coloniality (Grosfoguel 2002; Mignolo 2012). This is a shift towards taking a
peripheral vantage point rather than from the European core (Ali 2016). Although
there are variations within the decolonial stance, it is commonly stated that researchers and designers should be critical of their own stance and be in constant
dialogue with those they wish to engage.
However, in the attempt to foreground the periphery, there are multiple cores and
sub-peripheries of which to be aware. At the indigenous/local level itself, there is a
core and a periphery at play. Therefore, there is a risk that – by promoting indigenous
ways of knowing and having technological change come purely from within –
communities could potentially be treated as homogenous exotic objects, whose
traditions and customs should be retained or changed within community power
structures. In doing so, those with less power (for example women) within said
communities would be denied the opportunity to engage with technological endeavours that have an empowering agenda. In light of the above, decolonial computing
calls for a shift in thinking by encouraging us to pay more attention to ‘body politics’
and ‘geo-politics’ (Ali 2016, p. 19), namely to reﬂect on whose knowledge and
origins a paradigm is consistent to. Hence, only when foregrounding the periphery is
paired with a critical reﬂection in relation to the Who and Where of computing the
issues of power can be addressed (Torretta and Reitsma 2019). Torretta and Reitsma
(2019) suggest that the positionality of researchers is always evolving and hence the
need for continuous critical reﬂection on one’s position and how it inﬂuences their
work. This is in line with recent calls on HCI scholars to acknowledge and reﬂect on
personal positions and biases (Ogbonnaya-Ogburu et al. 2020; Schlesinger et al.
2017).
Moreover, a decolonial stance further attempts to move beyond issues of culture,
coloniality, and power to spheres where race and reparations are not overlooked. We
are therefore not only concerned about what we will do with computing going
forward, but also to reﬂect and act on the current impact of computing from past
endeavours.
Post-colonial (prevailing in ICTD and HCI4D communities) and decolonial
stances share a genuine interest in foregrounding the challenges of designing and
using computing technologies at the periphery. That, arguably, makes it difﬁcult to
draw a rigid line between them considering that researchers’ stances might evolve or

Challenges and Paradoxes in Decolonising HCI: A Critical...
change due to pragmatic reasons (e.g., funders or community requests), and that
some might deter from the explicit use of the decolonisation term as we discuss later.
Nonetheless, we believe that the following overlapping issues distinguish decolonial
stances from the post-colonial, ICTD, and HCI4D ones.
There are excellent examples of ICTD/HCI4D research that have critically
foregrounded the challenges and nuances of the local users at the periphery by
examining its impact in unmarked local contexts (Ahmed et al. 2020; Morshed et al.
2017), its applications in domains such as education and learning (Uchidiuno et al.
2018; Varanasi et al. 2020), as well as reﬂecting on the use of Western design methods
in these contexts (Wyche 2020). The majority of these works, however, still represents
the locals as the researched-at-the-margins to which Western methods are applied and
where power might be unbalanced in favour of the researchers. Conversely, researchers leaning towards decolonial stances strive to foreground the issues at the
margin by repositioning the margins at the center, thus adopting approaches attentive
to power dynamics and power-sharing with the locals. As put by Smith (1999), the
commitment to decolonial stances changes the landscape of the research:
‘When Indigenous peoples become the researchers and not merely the researched,
the activity of research is transformed. Questions are framed differently, priorities
are ranked differently, problems are deﬁned differently, and people participate on
different terms.’ (p. 193).
Consequently, community partnership, bottom-up approaches (Kapuire et al.
2015; Rey-Moreno et al. 2013; Therias et al. 2015; Winschiers-Theophilus et al.
2010), and the focus on the indigenous knowledge and philosophies are more salient
(de Martins and de Oliveira 2016; Reitsma et al. 2019; Winschiers-Theophilus and
Bidwell 2013). Further, decolonial stances are more vocal concerning the extent to
which researchers critically reﬂect on biases and issues of power, while challenging
the dominance of Western methods (Giglitto et al. 2018; Nassir and Leong 2017;
Smith et al. 2020; Yoo et al. 2018).
Overall, various scholars have proposed three practical strategies for adopting a
decolonial stance:
1. Advocating for indigenous worldviews
Designers, researchers, and advocates of the various ﬁelds of computing should at
the very least acknowledge and reﬂect on their origins, ways of knowing, and
being (Ali 2016). There is a need to redeﬁne collaboration, ownership, relationship building, and embracing indigenous worldviews (Cochran et al. 2008; Datta
2018; Walters and Simoni 2009). This may require understanding anti-racist
theories and practice (Datta 2018). More importantly, in cases where indigenous
communities have experienced negative effects of technologies and where computing has been seen to constrain local traditions, there is a continued need for
researchers and designers to be cognisant and critical of the implications of their
work (Du 2017).
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2. Re-calibrating power relationships
This means taking on an ethical imperative and being reﬂective in advancing
computing from the perspective of those at the peripheries of the current world
system, namely to decentre existing power relationships and embrace frontier
epistemologies (Ali 2016). Several researchers have approached this from the
perspective of using technology to promote the local including the preservation of
cultural heritage while inﬂuencing the decolonisation agenda (Cochran et al.
2008; Tamarkin 2011). Case studies such as the use of DNA technology to
scientiﬁcally substantiate ethnic communities (Tamarkin 2011) and the use of
technology for preserving indigenous knowledge (Giglitto et al. 2018) are cases
in point.
3. Adapting to and integrating local systems
Adaptability, respect and sensitivity towards the local context and local culture
are beneﬁcial for developing a cooperative relationship between researchers and
local communities (Winschiers-Theophilus et al. 2015). This may require further
reﬂection on how local views are constituted. Moreover, such a perspective
develops a needed countermeasure against colonial practices that threaten indigenous ways of being (Sium et al. 2012).
Explicit efforts to stimulate local capacity building and engage in decolonial
practices are increasing. For instance, Giglitto et al. (2018) critically engage with
the CHI community and challenge HCI researchers to investigate power and diversity in both local and global contexts amid cross-cultural design. Nkwo (2019)
examines persuasive techniques employed by indigenous traders in conventional
African marketplaces to uncover the design requirements that could be
operationalised on an eCommerce platform. Berzowska et al. (2019) propose to
develop tools to support the understanding of the materiality of HCI drawing from
various lenses, including indigenous knowledge. Mawere and van Stam (2019)
advocate for alternative information society architectures that align with local epistemologies and encourage participation and inclusion of African communities where
the African voice is part and parcel of digital progress.
Parallel to these efforts, two scholarly CHI communities, AfriCHI and ArabHCI,
have paved the way for investigating the issues of decoloniality and postcolonial
computing from the periphery and for advancing the ﬁelds of HCI, CSCW, and
practice-based CSCW research beyond the dominant discourses. We will discuss
both communities in the next section.
3. Engaging from the Periphery
3.1. Authors’ Background and Values
This article presents our insider-outsider perspectives of the challenges and paradoxes in decolonising HCI/CSCW. As an international team from diverse
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backgrounds, our lived experiences and research engagements culminate in the
views put forward in this article.
& The ﬁrst author is an Egyptian Associate Professor of Computer Science at the
City of Scientiﬁc Research and Technology Applications, Egypt, and the cofounder of ArabHCI;
The
second author is an Italian HCI and Cultural Heritage postdoctoral
&
researcher at Shefﬁeld Hallam University, UK;
& The third author is a Nigerian HCI PhD student in the Department of
Computer Science of Ebonyi State University Abakaliki, Nigeria;
& The fourth author is a Namibian researcher at the University of Namibia,
Namibia;
& The ﬁfth is a Namibian Computer Science master’s student at the Namibia
University of Science and Technology, Namibia;
& The sixth author is the pro-vice chancellor for Research, Innovation and
Development at the University of Namibia, and the founder of AfriCHI.
Our unique encounters and cross-cultural engagements motivated the need to
amplify the voice of non-Western researchers in relation to technology design and
research. We have all engaged in a number of activities (conferences, workshops,
summer schools) led by the AfriCHI and the ArabHCI communities and have been
challenged to start thinking differently about how we approach our work and the way
in which to reﬂect on decolonisation.
Since the ﬁrst AfriCHI conference in 2016, the ﬁrst author has focused her efforts
on research collaborations between the Global North and the Global South and how
these could be “decolonised”. Much like the ﬁrst author, the subsequent authors have
been challenged by their experiences and cross-cultural learning to reﬂect and act on
indigenous ways of knowing and being within their research:
& The sixth author has actively taken a stand to address the underrepresentations of Africans as HCI researchers and practitioners through the
establishment of the AfriCHI conference series in 2016. Her drive to foster
African HCI scholarship stems from her ﬁrst-hand experience of indigenous
people in Namibia taking a stand against colonisation (given the brutal
colonial past including the genocide of indigenous people). Similarly, the ﬁfth
author has been inspired by the sixth author to confront the challenges of
decolonisation and the under-representations of African HCI scholars.
& The second author’s ﬁrst engagement in a transnational project (involving
countries both from the Global North and the Global South) prompted him to
reﬂect on how Western HCI methods could be indigenised and designed to
effectively tackle cross-cultural challenges.
& The third author’s work has focused on designing culturally appropriate
technology interventions. His aim is to allow indigenous people to claim back
power through community participation during conceptualisation, design and
implementation of technology systems.
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&

The fourth author has been prompted to reﬂect on how knowledge should be
shared across cultures and contexts in mutually beneﬁcial ways. This
emanated from her concerns about whose voices dominate and whose are
under-valued within the ICT4D space.

Although we strongly believe in the need to ensure that the voices of indigenous
people are properly captured in the design of technology-mediated interventions, it is
important to note, however, that we do not preemptively reject Western approaches
to technology design. Rather, we design with communities based on their context,
knowledge, resources, requirements, and aspirations whilst choosing to use or adapt
Western approaches and principles as the phenomenon under study and context
might suggest.
We believe that this article will – among other things – explain the need for open
discussions regarding the choices and the approaches to be employed in research
(including the collaborations and partnerships that ensue) across the Global North
and South, and offer a variety of perspectives to address existing issues in
decolonising HCI studies. In addition, we hope that this article will present our
perspectives as indigenous and non-indigenous researchers and encourage deeper
collaborations in HCI/CSCW and decolonisation studies amongst researchers across
borders.
3.2. AfriCHI and ArabHCI Scholarly Communities
In order to deﬁne ‘decolonisation’ as well as understand its impact and objectives in
reference to indigenous endeavours, we have sought the collaboration of people
afﬁliated with AfriCHI and ArabHCI communities dealing with, among others,
issues of decolonial and postcolonial HCI.
3.2.1. Origins and Focus
ArabHCI and AfriCHI are grassroots initiatives that evolved organically to enable
researchers of both communities to self-represent and take pride in their cultures.
Both communities recognise the heavy inﬂuences originating from the Western HCI
discourse, while asserting the need to counteract such domination in HCI projects
with/for African and Arab users.
AfriCHI was based on the perceived necessity of asserting the validity of a
potentially different way of working of African researchers. According to Bidwell
(2016), this would put them at a disadvantageous position in the mainstream HCI
discourse as their cultural practices may not align with the expectations of Western
structures such as strict deadlines, rigid word limits, slides, and paper layouts. The
attempt to provide African researchers with a space that enables them to undertake
research and dissemination practices that are different from the Western counterparts
led to the creation of the biannual African Conference of Human-Computer Interaction that was held in Kenya and Namibia in 2016 and 2018, respectively. The
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conference adopted culturally-sensitive forms of presentations such as encouraging
oral and multimedia expressions, providing local languages interpreters in some
workshops, enabling community elders to present their own design work, observing
the culturally appropriate protocols for conference openings and closings, hosting
panel discussions in circles to avoid the expert-audience distinction, and allowing
participants equal opportunities to talk. The conference also explored what innovation and design mean to the African researcher and audience.
Similarly, one of the premises for establishing ArabHCI was an effort to counterbalance the tendency of using Arabs as case studies for Western researchers in Araboriginated (but of global signiﬁcance) events such as the Arab Spring and the refugee
crisis (Alabdulqader et al. 2017). Focusing on the HCI domain, ArabHCI sides with
AfriCHI with regard to the fact that intellectual efforts for advancing HCI should
come from localised efforts (Alabdulqader et al. 2017). As stated by Lazem et al.
(2019):
‘One of the main motivations for creating the ArabHCI community was the
superﬁcial representation of the socioeconomic and political nuances of the region
in the research that addressed the Arab Spring and Arab refugees. Indeed, we felt
that an insider understanding of the context was not fully leveraged. [...] The
misrepresentation of Arabs was frustrating for many Arab researchers, especially
with the rise of Islamophobia, and accordingly was dominating some of the
community’s early discussions. One of the submissions we received to our
workshop at DIS 2017 was titled “Arabs Are Not Refugees Nor Terrorists” —
the point being, there is more to the region than such stereotypes.’ (p. 42).
AfriCHI and ArabHCI present several other similarities in their respective approaches. For instance, building the capacity of local designers and HCI researchers
is key to both communities, as shown by the clear attempts of catalysing an
Afrocentric HCI curriculum (Lazem and Dray 2018), promoting HCI research in
Arab countries (Alabdulqader et al. 2017), and holding regional HCI educational
events (Peters et al. 2019). The development of local researchers – who are supposedly more knowledgeable of and likely to be more sensitive to power and contextspeciﬁc issues – could be seen as an attempt to develop decolonised curricula and
pedagogical approaches committed to addressing that lack of HCI resources that
voices the concerns of the members of both communities.
Building collaborations with Western and local researchers is central to the agenda
of both communities, as it was manifested in the theme of the ﬁrst AfriCHI
conference, ‘Building Bridges, Breaking Barriers’, and expressed in their objective
to ‘Promote collaboration, dialoging and networking opportunities in HCI between
International and African scholars, researchers, students, practitioners, and teachers
across the sectors’. By the same token, the calls for participation in ArabHCI
activities explicitly welcome non-Arab researchers who are interested in research
in Arab contexts. As stated on their website, one of the main goals is to ‘Facilitate
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collaboration with well-established international HCI research labs in academia and
industry”. Both AfriCHI and ArabHCI are eager to collaborate with the international
community, but on equal grounds, where insider or local perspectives are not
disadvantaged:
‘Using the lens of intersectionality, ArabHCI therefore strives to demonstrate the
intracategorical complexity of “Arabs” in HCI research [...] and encourage Arab
and non-Arab researchers to be open and self-reﬂective on their own biases’
(Lazem et al. 2019, p. 42).
Both communities actively organise and run intellectual spaces, workshops, and
conferences as humble participatory mediums for local researchers, where ideas and
collaborations are nourished, negotiated, and fostered, and where local representations and knowledge are advantaged (Bidwell 2016). Overall, the decolonising
tendencies conceptualised and embraced by AfriCHI and ArabHCI communities
are about why and how to bring marginalised local voices forward in technology
design.
3.2.2. Stances
A systematic review of the related literature produced by these communities shows
that the term “decolonisation” is not explicitly employed to describe the stances
adopted by researchers in these communities. However, we were able to map this
literature to the three partially distinct practical decolonisation strategies discussed in
Section 2.4. By mapping some of this literature to their corresponding decolonisation
strategies, we show the implicitly adopted decolonial stances.
Firstly, efforts have increasingly been produced to recognize and appreciate their
origins, values, and indigenous ways of knowing and being (Alabdulqader et al.
2018, 2019; Awori et al. 2016a; Jordan et al. 2016; Lazem and Dray 2018; Lazem
2019; Lazem et al. 2019; Warrick et al. 2016). Furthermore, these studies very often
aim to uncover local knowledge and perspectives, patterns, and thoughts that could
be used to solve local problems (Abokhodair et al. 2016, 2017; Al-Dawood et al.
2017; Awori et al. 2016b; Gallert et al. 2016; Winschiers-Theophilus and Bidwell
2013; Peters et al. 2016; Taylor et al. 2016; Walton et al. 2016). We mapped this
literature to the advocating for indigenous worldviews strategy.
Secondly, AfriCHI and ArabHCI researchers also take on principled stands which
are crucial in navigating through existing issues of power dynamics as a means to
promote indigenous knowledge (Adamu 2016; Bayor et al. 2018; Itenge and
Winschiers-Theophilus 2018; Hamidi et al. 2018; Kauhondamwa et al. 2018;
Molapo et al. 2016; Ssozi-Mugurura et al. 2016). We mapped this literature to recalibrating the power relationships strategy.
Thirdly, our review of AfriCHI and ArabHCI literature revealed that researchers might become more ﬂexible, respectful, and sensitive to the social
context and culture of the local communities where the research is being carried
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out. In fact, a wealth of literature suggests the presence of a considerable amount
of responsiveness to the cultural, socioeconomic, and political nuances of their
respective regions (Amukugo and Peters 2016; Awori et al. 2016a; Belay et al.
2016; Gallert et al. 2016; Ghaznavi et al. 2016; Jere et al. 2016; Kawu et al.
2018; Katusiime and Pinkwart 2016; Lazem and Jad 2017; Mahmoud et al. 2018;
Mgala et al. 2016; Molapo et al. 2016; Namara et al. 2018; Nassir and Leong
2017; Nkwo et al. 2018; Oguamanam and Gansallo 2016; Saleh and Sturm 2018;
Saleh et al. 2019; Smith et al. 2016; Ssozi-Mugurura et al. 2016). We mapped
this literature to the adaptation to and integration of local systems strategy for
adopting a decolonial stance.
3.3. Methodology
We build on personal cross-cultural work, lived experiences, our engagement with
the ArabHCI/AfriCHI communities, and critical interpretation of the decolonisation
literature to frame the challenges local researchers face as they adopt decolonisation
stances to generate three problematic and interrelated paradoxes, which we will
discuss in Section 5. In framing the paradoxes, we use a decolonial computing lens
(Ali 2016) to give visibility to the body politics of those involved in the research
conducted in non-Western contexts. Further, we examine the geopolitics of research
as we interrogate the origin and the destination (to whom) of the research agenda,
methods, and knowledge. In doing so, we unearth the tensions local researchers face
as they pursue decolonisation practices. Masking or ignoring these challenges put
local researchers at the risk of perpetuating/reproducing colonial attitudes, while
underscoring them might jeopardize their chances of collaborating with or being
recognised by Western scholars. Hence, we framed them as paradoxes.
Further, we sought to gain a glimpse into the local researchers’ perspectives on the
issue of decolonisation. We aimed to complement these perspectives with our study
of the literature and our personal experiences, and to investigate their alignment or
lack thereof with the proposed paradoxes. Particularly, we were interested in exploring answers to the following questions:
– Are the issues related to decolonisation perceived among the top priorities of
both communities? The purpose of this question was to obtain an updated
outlook of the communities’ perspectives on their stances since their inception
in 2016.
– What is the extent to which AfriCHI and ArabHCI community members are
engaged with the term “decolonisation” in their research? This question aimed
at probing a gap that we observed throughout our own work and discussions of
the reviewed literature. That is, the adoption of decolonisation tendencies is not
necessarily accompanied by the use of the term. Realizing that the term carries
a heavy baggage from the past, for some regions and countries more than
others, we wanted to explore the engagement with the term by both
communities.
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We distributed an online anonymised survey to the 2016 and 2018 AfriCHI
committee members as well as to the organisers of ArabHCI events since 2016.
Though we initially wanted to apply a participatory approach to this research, the
sensitivity of the topic was one of the main factors for choosing the anonymised
survey method as we wanted to provide a safe space for our participants within which
to provide their views. We informed our participants that their responses would be
analysed to be included in an academic output. It is worth noting that our interpretation of the participants’ responses is inherently restricted by our limited understanding of their context. The method is also limited in the sense that we did not
engage the participants to review and discuss our interpretations. The survey was
sent by email, followed by personalised messages inviting them to respond. We
noted that 12 out of the 17 responses from AfriCHI committee members were given
only after they received an individual message from a familiar person within AfriCHI
who shared the importance of their voice being included in an academic output. The
inclination to not respond to surveys might be observed as being common across
different communities, but it might have a speciﬁc meaning within AfriCHI as
committee members would not voice opinions in meetings, group emails or chats,
but rather expressed these in one-to-one chats and emails when trust was established.
In the survey, participants were asked to describe the top three objectives of their
local HCI community as well as their reasons for joining. They were asked to
indicate whether or not they had heard the term decolonisation. In case of a positive
response, they were asked to deﬁne it, and indicate and justify whether or not
decolonisation lessons are important for their research and the community. If they
reported not knowing about the term, they were instead asked to indicate whether
putting an emphasis on local knowledge, rather than relying on Western knowledge
and inﬂuences, is important to their research and the community. A total of 20
respondents, consisting of 17 out of 45 recruited people from AfriCHI and 3 out of 6
from ArabHCI, responded to the survey.
The responses were analysed using content analysis to elicit answers to the abovementioned questions and identify any pertinent themes.
4. Communities’ Views on Decolonisation
In this section, we summarise the views on decolonisation of people afﬁliated with
AfriCHI and ArabHCI. According to the respondents, the top aims of AfriCHI and
ArabHCI communities are building local HCI scholarship, including raising awareness and promoting HCI scholarship, increasing the visibility of local researchers,
and building a local scholarly community as a platform for local researchers. Aspects
of decolonisation have emerged from the perspective of designing solutions that are
more inclusive to the local voices in light of ‘telling the story as it is’, seeking
‘epistemic justice’, or ‘rethinking the design, evaluation, implementation of
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interactive systems from the African perspectives. These responses implicitly demonstrated that decolonisation is at the core of the discussions within both
communities.
With respect to a deﬁnition of decolonisation, 19 participants (out of 20) indicated
their familiarity with the term. Very few respondents viewed it from a purely political
stance in terms of freedom, liberation, and independence from a coloniser. The
majority of participants referred to decolonisation efforts in the present tense as an
ongoing continuous effort to lift the heavyweight legacy of the colonisation period
through a shift in the way of thinking of and altering the status quo. Decolonisation is
seen as a change in mindsets to embrace the idea that locals ‘can do it’ bymeans of
disconnecting from and questioning Western thoughts in favour of indigenous ways
of thinking. In other words, accounting for the local rather than undermining it.
We encountered three recurring themes in the answers. The ﬁrst relates to
decolonisation in relation to global HCI, framing it as a device to counteract colonial
legacies in the global HCI discourse. The second theme was concerned with asserting
the local identity, while the third saw decolonisation as a method/device to ensure
that local voices and context are central in technology design.
The themes conﬁrmed our initial intuition that decolonisation is a ‘living’ term in
both communities, which was additionally evidenced to be a ‘living’ practice in the
communities’ research (as shown in Section 3.2). The survey responses and the
literature have substantiated the need to outline the challenges faced by local
researchers as they use decolonisation terminology and/or conduct decolonising
work.
5. Practical Paradoxes of Decolonisation in HCI
Using decolonial computing as a reﬂective lens on our own experiences as well as the
perspectives gathered from existing works, this article proposes three problematic
and interrelated practical paradoxes that challenge the proper establishment of
decolonisation HCI/CSCW practices for local researchers. The terminology paradox
interrogates the origins of the term and problematises its use by local scholars in
Western-dominated knowledge systems. The ethical paradox draws attention to the
power dynamics involving local researchers in joint collaboration with Western
scholars. The micro-colonisation paradox foregrounds the rather awkward insideroutsider position of the local researchers with respect to their communities. The three
paradoxes represent the view from the periphery. Next, we will discuss the AfriCHI
and ArabHCI communities’ responses to the survey in relation to these paradoxes.
5.1. The Terminology Paradox
The terminology paradox relates to how local researchers identify with the term
“decolonisation” and its potential politicising effect as they express their views on
indigenous knowledge and relations with the West. The paradox comes down to
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whether or not local researchers’ should be explicit about their decolonisation stance.
Some authors are precise about their decolonisation stances (Awori et al. 2016a;
Bidwell 2016), but as this is not a universal proclivity among the scholars from the
ArabHCI and AfriCHI communities, this paradox assumes a signiﬁcance worth
discussing.
The absence of the political stances taken by researchers is criticised within global
HCI scholarship as stated by Keyes et al. (2019): ‘Allowing our political stances to
remain unspoken has constrained our ability to question and challenge the consequences of the work we put into the world’ (p. 2). This issue might be ampliﬁed in
relation to unspoken decolonisation stances due to the fact that the term could be
deﬁned along different lines. In fact, the term “decolonisation” could elicit different
responses depending on the adopted worldviews. Local researchers might be grappling with the term itself and rather playing it safe by using other words that do not
evoke a particular image that might accuse Western researchers of pursuing
colonising practices.
This impasse encouraged us to reﬂect on the appropriateness of embracing a plain
use of the term in research and publications. Particularly, we pose two questions
about who should talk about decolonisation and what we might miss by choosing not
to use the term. To answer the ﬁrst question, a follow-up question naturally emerges,
that is whether decolonisation is an issue that only concerns the formerly colonised.
We disagree with this proposition as most decolonisation projects are grounded in
the effort to revoke injustice and re-create a different reality, a better world. It is true,
however, that the Western discourse about decolonisation is lacking in representing
local voices, and that most of the literature can be retrieved from a Westernoriginated discourse. This might deter local researchers from engaging with the term,
as one respondent put: ‘I think that if the [decolonisation] lessons are given by the
right people, Africans to be speciﬁc (in the context of AfriCHI), it will be essential for
my work, because we somehow still operate in a colonised way’. Furthermore,
asking local researchers to be explicit about decolonisation might necessitate the
existence of resistance strategies and practices, and, in the absence of proper local
resources or local interest to initiate decolonisation projects, the probability of such
strategies and practices to be conceptualised within the realm of “all talk and no
action” (in comparison to Western researchers that thanks to their resources can take
action and provide solutions) seems rather high. Furthermore, using trending words
that convey certain perspectives (e.g., ICT4D or postcolonial computing) might
ensure a higher probability of their work being found or accepted by particular
international publication venues.
In terms of what might be missed by not using the term, we argue that it would
push local researchers to operate within Western-originated frameworks such as
ICT4D or postcolonial theory and, therefore, raise their concerns in reference to
positions other than their own. Conversely, using the term could encourage local
researchers to vocally discuss decolonisation issues, i.e. reﬂecting on the
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body politics and the geopolitics when working with local communities, within
frames that are fully supportive of such discussions.
The data supporting our discussion around the local researchers’ struggle with the
decolonisation terminology resulted from contrasting the answers to the questions
about the signiﬁcance of the decolonisation term to the respondents’ work with the
answers given to questions where the term decolonisation was replaced with one
possible deﬁnition of it, namely ‘putting emphasis on local knowledge, rather than
relying on Western knowledge and inﬂuences’. The survey was originally designed
so that the respondents had to answer only one set of branching questions depending
on whether they were aware of the term or not. However, the survey unintentionally
allowed them to access and answer both branches of questions. We were surprised to
notice a slight difference in the tone of the answers to what were, from our point of
view, similarly framed questions.
We observed that some respondents expressed different perspectives when the
phrasing ‘local knowledge’ was used compared to using the word ‘decolonisation’.
Those views were not contradictory but rather voiced slightly different concerns.
Speciﬁcally, three patterns were noticed. The ﬁrst pattern is composed of those who
thought decolonisation was important to be aware of but not necessarily to act upon,
as summarised by the following quotation:
‘I don't think the decolonisation lens itself should be imposed on all research done
in Africa, but I think it is an important lens to be aware of and very necessary in a
southern african context. I also think that many computer scientists, including
African computer scientists would rather (wrongly) believe that science is
neutral.’.
When asked about placing ‘emphasis on local knowledge’ (the second set of
branching questions), the same participant, however, emphasised that action should
be taken in relation to putting an emphasis on local knowledge rather than relying on
Western knowledge and inﬂuences, ‘[...] because it is hard research and needs
support, even if not everyone is asking those questions.’
In the second pattern, the respondents thought decolonisation matters, as
summarised by the following quotation: ‘the remnants of colonialism in institutional
practices and individuals behaviour still have consequences’; however, when asked
about local knowledge, they raised the concern that local knowledge is not sufﬁcient
by itself and it should be complementary to Western knowledge: ‘Yes, given the
history of focus on Western knowledge, there is certainly an argument for
foregrounding local knowledge now. However, I believe those (sic) knowledge
bases should be considered complementary rather than adversarial’. This view is
similar to Datta (2018), who adds that Western knowledge should adapt to the local
context such that local researchers can learn from indigenous knowledge without
entirely rejecting all Western methods and theories.
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In the third pattern, the respondents believed that both concepts are important for
the community for different reasons: decolonisation mattered so that the lessons from
history could help shape a better future, while local knowledge mattered because it
represents the right way to solve local problems.
While the observed patterns are limited by the small number of survey responses,
they are indicative of the need to further unpack the adoption of the decolonisation
term by local and Western researchers. Decolonisation as a concept is not owned by
the periphery. Rather, the periphery had to engage with it because it has become a
legitimate way, from the Western perspective, to talk about certain types of
technology-mediated endeavours. One may wonder whether an alternative concept
or term that is owned by the periphery could emerge when the periphery becomes the
central actor, rather than the central subject, of decolonisation research.
5.2. The Ethical Paradox
The ethical paradox is concerned with the consequences of the spatial bifurcation of
knowledge into the center (Western knowledge) and the periphery (local knowledge). From the perspective of local researchers, central to this paradox is the
question of the moral correctness to pursue decolonisation endeavors via Western
projects, systems of knowledge, and agendas. Some authors have raised concerns
towards the application of Western resources and methods, highlighting in the
process a variety of potential issues such as the lack of familiarity with the context
of intervention (Alabdulqader et al. 2019), the proposition of one-size-ﬁts-all solutions (Saleh et al. 2019), and the negligible consideration of local social norms (Jere
et al. 2016).
Despite the good intentions of many international projects, inherited power
inequality is usually embedded in how, for instance, funds are structured, and
oftentimes the voices of the local researchers and their communities might fall
between the cracks. Previous research carried out by two of the authors in an
internationally funded project to design mobile applications to preserve the Egyptian
Bedouins intangible heritage (e.g., songs, poems, oral traditions, etc.) conﬁrmed the
necessity of exploring these aspects (Giglitto et al. 2018). The project employed a
participatory design process aimed at empowering the local designers and the local
community. A special exercise was designed to unpack the local designers’ perception of power dynamics between the Bedouin community, the international funders,
and the academics involved. An underlying colonialist ﬂavour was observed as local
designers indicated that the funders and/or the academics possessed the most power
in the project and gained the most beneﬁt. Local designers could still picture a lack of
agency compared to other international stakeholders regardless of the efforts to give
them the lead. Consistently with decolonial thinking, we thus argue that crosscultural teams should ﬁnd ways to inspect, balance, and reﬂect on the power inside
the team, and be explicit about the ultimate beneﬁciaries from the produced work.
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The partnership and collaboration with Western researchers could be also motivated by local researchers preferring to invest in building ties with established
researchers from the West as a way of making progress in the ﬁeld. Although this
might be a valuable strategy to better disseminate one’s work, the risk is to neglect
local researchers’ views and potentially replicate the limited narrative that one’s
work is only good if it follows Western worldviews or it is associated with wellestablished Western researchers.
The power inequality in the global CSCW/HCI scholarship creates challenges for
local researchers to disseminate in Western venues the knowledge generated in local
contexts; a process that is essential for their academic progress. Most Western
reviewers make use of their knowledge, experiences, attitudes, values, and norms
to validate the work from indigenous researchers (Bidwell 2016). This contributes to
the ethical paradox that sees local knowledge, valued by local researchers, in reality
undermined, devalued, and omitted in order to conform to the reviewers’ worldview,
further perpetuating the behaviour that assumes ‘real knowledge producers’ to be in
the Global North, with the South seen as ‘deliverers of information’ (Buskens and
van Reisen 2017; Mawere and Awuah-Nyamekye 2015). The paradox goes further
when knowledge outcomes are kept from local researchers and institutions behind
Western publishers’ paywalls (Mawere and van Stam 2019).
The bifurcation between Western and local knowledge was found in the responses
of the 16 participants who chose to answer the questions about local knowledge in
the survey. Overall, the respondents saw innovation as generated through diversity
and hence the need to acknowledge both local and Western knowledge, echoing
Mawere and Awuah-Nyamekye (2015) who stated the need to move towards a more
inclusive narrative that embraces diversity and recognises indigenous ways of
knowing. Context should then be the guide to what would work best in a given
circumstance.
The dominance of Western knowledge and the wish for a more balanced grounds
for collaboration were evident in the participants’ responses. Local knowledge was
pragmatically seen as complementary to the ‘advanced’ Western knowledge rather
than an alternative, as shown by the following quotations:
‘Western knowledge is advanced no doubt, we should add it to what we know to
become better people.’
‘[...] We have not gotten to that point where we don't need Western knowledge.
Western knowledge should be complementary to our local knowledge.’
‘[...] we can learn from Western knowledge (we don't need to reinvent the wheel
for something that is common)’.
In terms of the practical ways in which Western knowledge could be incorporated,
respondents proposed to use it to inspire local researchers (‘The focus should be on
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inspiring from rather than copying the Western knowledge’), to adapt it to the local
context (‘[...] how we apply such knowledge has to consider locality’), to apply it on
selected problems (‘[...] Application of Western knowledge should be used where
relevant, and for contextual problems that “Western knowledge” cannot explain, new
knowledge must be developed’), and by embracing a more inclusive view (‘Yes,
again due to the historical focus on Western knowledge that has dominated up to
now. However, there are constructive, inclusive ways of doing that’).
Decolonial thinking encourages local and Western researchers to reﬂect on the
implications of knowledge bifurcation, the alignment of interests versus the alignment of values in Western-local collaborations, and the power structures in these
partnerships (similarly to Giglitto et al. 2018). In fact, some collaboration practices
might use the partnership to promote one way of being and doing. It is however
important to note that building and maintaining partnerships and addressing issues of
equitability is not an easy task as the direction of the ﬂow of money often plays a role
in the distribution of power during the decision-making process (Carbonnier and
Kontinen 2014).
5.3. The Micro-Colonisation Paradox
The micro-colonisation paradox addresses the temporal contrast between pre- and
post-colonial eras. It relates to the fact that some local researchers perceive
decolonisation as belonging to the past, and believe that a globalised worldview,
which is unavoidably dominated by Western discourses, is the way forward. The
trouble with this position lies in the fact that a globalised worldview is universal
rather than pluriversal and hence is not reﬂective of local realities. Adopting a
globalised worldview might lead to local research endeavours that blindly use
methodologies and epistemologies in which indigenous ways of working might be
overlooked or diminished at best (Nassir and Leong 2017) or colonial legacies might
be inadvertently reproduced locally at worst (Giglitto et al. 2018; Mawere and van
Stam 2015). We call this phenomenon micro-colonisation. Following, we use our
reading of the decolonisation literature to engage with the respondents’ views
pertaining to this paradox and supplement the discussion by a direct experience of
two of the authors.
Some respondents raised doubts about the importance of decolonisation lessons to
their research and communities. A decolonisation stance was positioned as clinging
to a remote past, as opposed to being part of a current globalised interconnected
world. As one participant put it, ‘the world has become interconnected and so it is
important to see research as a bridging endeavour between cultures.’ Other participants used expressions such as ‘dwelling on the past‘ and ‘it is always good to know
history’. One participant went further to say: ‘I don’t think the decolonisation lens
itself should be imposed on all research done in Africa”. Respondents agreed,
however, that it should not be totally ignored: ‘A mix of how our ways of life impact
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technology design in relation to the broader world should guide how AfriCHI moves
forward’; ‘[...] It’s true that it should be discussed but not too much’.
This view is consistent with the work of postcolonial scholars such as Philip et al.
(2012), who state the necessity ‘to move forward together, rather than remaining
mired in regretful contemplation of past biases’ (p. 3). However, this view has been
criticised by decolonial scholars such as Ali (2014), who lamented postcolonial
computing scholars’ silence about issues of reparations, suggesting that such a
position is ethically suspect as it presents postcolonial researchers as beneﬁciaries
of the asymmetric power relations, which, he argues, means the persistence of past
biases: ‘“past biases” are not located only in the past, but persist in the present and
into the foreseeable future, reproduced by structures and the agencies, both human
and non-human, embedded within them’ (p. 3).
Though Dourish and Mainwaring (2012) rightly acknowledge that questioning
technologies for tomorrow ‘blinds us to the questions of our ongoing responsibilities
for what we built yesterday’ (p. 6), Ali (2014) suggests that a decolonial perspective
requires the interrogation of the body politics and geopolitics of the pronouns ‘we’
and ‘us’. We postulate that such interrogation becomes even more important if those
‘we’ and ‘us’ include Western and local researchers. Phrases such as ‘good to know
history’ and ‘dwelling on the past’ might hide the notion that current local research is
free from colonising practices and, therefore, well suited to the local context.
The irrelevance of decolonisation to the ‘universal’ knowledge discourse was
manifested by another respondent who expressed that decolonisation does not matter
based on the belief that the knowledge about the way artiﬁcial intelligence (AI)
works is independent from the context: ‘I am doing research on AI which is the same
everywhere’. An issue that is worth unpacking relates to the perpetuation of the
Western belief in the universality of science or that ‘[...] knowledge schemes
developed anywhere will work just as well anywhere else’ (Dourish and
Mainwaring 2012, p. 2). The neutrality of AI research in the Global South has been
recently questioned by HCI scholars, who have drawn attention to implicit Western
assumptions and beliefs that might be normalized in global AI systems (Sambasivan
and Holbrook 2019). For instance, Internet data used to train AI models is skewed
towards Western content, which could lead to biased recommendations for user
groups (e.g., indigenous communities) whose mother languages are less represented
on the Internet. Further, AI systems used to personalise Internet content assume that
individual private use of devices is the norm, which is not true for many women in
the Global South (Sambasivan and Holbrook 2019).
The fact that the micro-colonisation trap might not spare indigenous researchers
makes it potentially omnipresent in cross-cultural design processes. Evidence suggests how local designers trying to engage with a culturally distant community can
develop attitudes that are considered by postcolonialism theory as typical of the
imbalanced power relationship between Western and local researchers, such as a lack
of empathy, disregard for cultural speciﬁcities, and tendency to adopt “othering”
perspectives (Giglitto et al. 2018).
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The lessons from the micro-colonisation paradox not only assert the continued
need to openly reﬂect on present and past practices by local researchers, but also that
reﬂections, awareness, and discussions should probably be followed by a reevaluation of the methods local researchers use in local contexts. We, therefore,
argue that adopting a decolonisation perspective that is being explicit and vocal about
the need to accommodate pluriversal voices is an opportunity to scrutinise and
problematise local-to-local practices, particularly the positions of local researchers
in cross-cultural teams.
6. Summary of Contributions and Signiﬁcance for HCI/CSCW
In this article, we have discussed three interrelated paradoxes associated with
decolonisation – deﬁned as terminology, ethical, and micro-colonisation paradoxes –
that were generated from our lived experiences, the literature, and the survey responses.
One of the questions we left unanswered was how to bring marginalized voices forward
in technology design since methods were not the primary focus of the article.
The contributions of this article can be summarised in three main points. Firstly,
we argued that the postcolonial stances in HCI/CSCW – albeit promoting a sensitisation towards cultural and contextual speciﬁcities – neutralise rather than
problematising questions of power dynamics, leaving them uncovered at worst and
unreﬂected upon at best. Politically neutral post-colonial stances in HCI/CSCW
carry the risks of unknowingly perpetuating a colonised worldview where local
epistemologies are disadvantaged. We, therefore, establish the need of considering
decolonial thinking lenses to uncover hidden power issues and give privilege to local
knowledge/expertise by being attentive to body politics and geopolitics in technology design and research. Secondly, we argued that ArabHCI and AfriCHI communities have created intellectual spaces and mediums that could foster a decolonisation
wave in HCI/CSCW research and fulﬁll the need for local researchers to represent
themselves without corroborating their credibility through Western eyes. In fact,
despite the absence of the decolonisation terminology, we showed how evidence of
decolonisation tendencies and concepts are present in the communities initiation
documents, calls for participation, and published contributions. We would like to
emphasise, however, that this is our own reading of the communities and not
necessarily one that is promoted by the community founders nor is it necessarily
adopted by community members. We complemented this argument by
problematising the use of the term itself in the global HCI/CSCW community.
Thirdly, we introduced three paradoxes as theoretical concepts to explain dilemmas
faced by local researchers who wish to pursue decolonisation thinking and engage
with the global HCI/CSCW sphere, yet ﬁnd themselves in an awkward insideroutsider position with respect to their local knowledge and communities. We base the
paradoxes on our own cross-cultures work and lived experiences, embedded within
our decolonisation practices, our engagement with both communities, and our critical
engagement with the decolonisation literature.
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These contributions can hold a great signiﬁcance for HCI and the CSCW community. The article advances the post-colonial discourse by highlighting the colonisation risk carried out in politically neutral postcolonial stances. While this is not a
wholly original argument, it merits ampliﬁcation as it is still often overlooked in
ICT4D/HCI4D projects, which could beneﬁt, we argue, from critical reﬂections on
power dynamics among the research team, funders, and/or communities in the most
of the published research. Further, the article brought visibility to the role played by
locally-driven HCI communities, and it positioned them as potential drivers for a
decolonisation wave in HCI/CSCW. Similarly to Bidwell (2016), we highlighted the
communities dissatisfaction of their current representation in the Global HCI/CSCW
research. Nonetheless, our work extends Bidwell’s by unpacking the complexities
surrounding the use of the term “decolonisation”. We problematised the use of the
term in the terminology paradox by bringing forward the primary voices of the
authors and of other members of the AfriCHI and ArabHCI communities. Framing
the use of the term “decolonisation” in the terminology paradox bears a certain
signiﬁcance as this political stance was assigned rather than originating from the
periphery.
The article also advances the decolonisation discourse by highlighting the practical dilemmas faced by local researchers who wish to pursue decolonisation endeavours individually or collaboratively with Western researchers. In line with Ali
(2016), we brought to the fore the interplay of body politics (deconstructing the
bodies involved in research) and the geopolitics (interrogating the origins and
destination of research agendas, the knowledge generation, and application) to reveal
the nuances of the relationship of the local researchers to Western academic and
publishing systems in the terminology and ethical paradox, and to their local
communities in the micro-colonisation paradox.
As put by Zavala (2013), ‘decolonizing research strategies are less about the
struggle for method and more about the spaces that make decolonizing research’ (p.
55). We did not focus on design methods as we are not attempting to prescribe nor
advocate for a particular recipe of decolonisation methods. Nor do we think a
decolonisation analytical lens is adequate for all HCI/CSCW research. Rather, we
believe that our article contributes to making decolonisation research possible in the
global HCI/CSCW communities by bringing awareness to the potential richness that
such a lens could bring to collaborative HCI/CSCW across borders and cultures.
7. A Way Forward
Through this article, we advocate for a decolonisation lens that is explicit and vocal
about past and present biases, but we are also cognisant of the paradoxes it presents.
We ﬁnd it important that local and Western researchers interrogate and deﬁne their
own meaning of decolonisation based on the context that they operate in, which
should in turn be collectively deﬁned within the community. Local researchers
should be especially encouraged to engage with the term and add their voice to
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Western discourses. Open discussions on decolonisation and the paradoxes it represents is a required forerunner for local researchers to be key drivers and actors of
decolonisation research. Avenues for such discussions should start with our own
local research endeavours and outlets and span to the global sphere. Several opportunities to raise the above-mentioned concerns on decolonising HCI and nurturing
such discussions include:
& HCI education. Teaching HCI at both school and tertiary levels are
signiﬁcant spaces for having critical discussions on a decolonial lens within
HCI discourse. Having local communities themselves involved in informing
the curriculum, driving research agendas, and proposing research topics are
alternative ways to transform the education landscape in terms of addressing
the issues we raised prior. Past attempts for catalysing an Afrocentric HCI
curricular (Lazem and Dray 2018) and HCI educational events (Peters et al.
2019) are other suitable target venues for extending the discussion brought
forward in this paper.
& Conferences, workshops, debates, and symposiums, etc. Local and
international conferences bear opportunities to host workshops, debates, and
symposiums with diverse researchers to have open discussions on
decolonisation. Local researchers should be encouraged to propose conference
tracks and themes centered on the different paradoxes raised earlier. These
would serve as suitable venues to propose and or share practical solutions to
these paradoxes. Moreover, the active engagement of the communities we
engage in such discussions is paramount to pushing the decolonial agenda
forward.
& Academic and non-academic publications. Researchers should be encouraged to share their work and experiences, especially when engaging with local
contexts. A clear discussion on their stances, challenges, and approaches they
took to overcome challenges are beneﬁcial ways for us to grow as
communities and become comfortable with addressing the issues we raised
in this paper. The format of publications should not be limited to formal
academic spaces but should include non-academic spaces and non written
formats such that this discussion is more inclusive.
& Academic policy (paper reviews and ethics/Institutional review board
(IRB) processes). AfriCHI/ArabHCI communities could develop guidelines
for reviewers to apply a decolonisation approach to their reviewing work.
However, it should not stop at the reviewer level but entire conferences and
publication outlets need to be sensitised on the need for decolonisation.
Beyond the review process, the ethics/IRB committees at local institutions
should also be sensitised on decolonisation within HCI and the paradoxes that
local researchers tend to face. Such committees should then drive researchers
to critically reﬂect on their decolonial stances and how that inﬂuences or could
inﬂuence the work they plan to embark on.
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When we do not engage with the term or the concept of decolonisation, our sense of
agency could be easily diminished and we may perpetuate that to the community. We
might run the risk of being under the inﬂuence of “foreign is good” while funders dictate
the rules of engagement. Global South countries often ﬁnd that they have limited choices
because such funding agencies bankroll the projects and set the rules. Local researchers
should also place more trust and appreciation in their indigenous knowledge systems and
integrate this into their research work to localise methods and solutions. Furthermore,
local researchers should start speaking more openly about power issues in their collaborations and partnerships. Researchers should also advocate that their local institutions
review the terms of international collaboration. This will allow researchers to establish
long-term relationships based on trust and mutual beneﬁt.
We should develop a code of ethics for all researchers on how to engage with
communities and apply the decolonisation lens. Flexibility, respect, and sensitivity
towards the local context and local culture are the underlying components that will
grow into long term engagement for communities, students, and researchers.
Indigenous knowledge is an important resource and we should utilise the tools and
methods that we have at our disposal to enhance it. HCI Local researchers should take
more responsibility for local technology design while advising government and donor
communities. Another important aspect of decolonisation is that we have to recognise
but dismantle the exotic “other” syndrome and instead base our engagement on shared
values and morals. Taking ownership and control of our own agendas and setting the
rules for the engagement is critical to avoid the risk of silencing important voices.
We believe AfriCHI/ArabHCI communities leadership will be instrumental in
supporting local efforts by providing culturally sensitive outlets for local researchers
to voice their concerns and discuss future plans and joint efforts.
Finally, we believe that we added a blended perspective to the narratives and
sense-making of the decolonisation debate in HCI and CSCW. Our perspectives
were informed by the AfriCHI and ArabHCI communities, the current literature, and
our own outsider/insider lived experiences and personal narratives. This blended
approach culminated in our call to researchers working with marginalised populations to examine their research work using a decolonisation lens. We believe that
such an approach will begin to entrench mutual trust and respect as well as inclusivity
into our research work especially when working in non-Western contexts.
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