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Recent calls to decolonize science have inspired debate over what history of science can offer to
these movements, and whether the discipline itself needs to be decolonized. While tackling the
former question could increase history of science’s profile, only the latter might transform it.
Hence, this essay focuses narrowly on decolonization within the history of science, although it
should be noted that these issues draw from a wider critique of Western academic practice in
general.

The discussion is organized into three parts. Firstly, I query why decolonization matters for
history of science. I suggest that both the products and practices of the discipline can promote
“epistemic violence” by privileging Western perspectives over others. Secondly, I explore what a
process of decolonization might entail according to decolonial thinkers concerned with settler
colonialism. One influential recommendation — the replacement of Western historiographies
with indigenous approaches — has both potentials and pitfalls. Finally, I gesture to what the
process of decolonization might produce within a more expansive understanding of colonial
relations.

The geopolitics of bistory of science

When the postcolonial historian Warwick Anderson talks about the “epistemic violence” of
“conventional histories”, his target is a familiar one: “simple diffusionist narratives” that claim
the “absolute sovereignty, possession, or universality” of Western forms of knowledge like
science.' These narratives espoused a view of science as benevolent truth created at European
“centres of calculation” and spread across the world, improving through Westernizing.” Since the
spread of science and medicine to European colonies was assumed to be a good thing — the
triumph of universal truth over local superstition — any resistance by indigenous peoples was
maligned as ignorance. By privileging the experiences and knowledge systems of the West over
the rest, these narratives silenced non-European voices, erased colonized subjects of their
agency, and legitimized colonial subjugation. Indigenous people were consigned to the role of
the primitive “other”: “they were not fully human, they were not civilized enough to have
systems, they were not literate, their languages and modes of thought were inadequate.” It was
this marginalization of non-Western perspectives that constituted a form of epistemic violence,
or violence through knowledge.*

If that was all to decolonial worries about epistemic violence, then history of science might seem
innocent. Since the 1990s, postcolonial histories of science and medicine have questioned the
assumed legitimacy of science, highlighted its inextricable relationship with imperial power, and
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examined its contested nature in practice.” More recently, global historians of science have
argued that a focus on circulation can “indigenize” science by identifying mutual influences
between “Western” science and other knowledge systems.® Both historiographies therefore
attempt to surpass the traditional Eurocentric histories that excluded non-Western perspectives.

Decolonial thinkers, however, argue that it is not just the past products of history of science but
also the current practices within the discipline that engender epistemic violence. To these
indigenous scholars, who frequently come from the settler colonies of North America, the view
of academic research (including history of science) as politically neutral is a dangerous myth. It
distracts from how the academy is “focused upon the propagation and promulgation of (settler
colonial) knowledge.”” In postcolonial history of science, for instance, a focus on giving voice to
the colonized can fetishize pain for academic gain, subjecting the oppressed to a “second order
of violence.”® When these studies over-emphasize the agency and hybridity of the colonized over
the violence of colonial power structures, they can also become forms of premature
reconciliation: a method of reducing settler guilt to their historic responsibilities for violence
(“colonialism wasn’t #hat hegemonic”), while blinding oneself to continuing violence today.’
Since research is often assumed to be an end in itself, and distinct from activism, the academy
“stockpiles examples of injustice, yet will not make explicit a commitment to social justice.”"’
Understood thusly, Western research is a site where neo-colonial knowledge is produced by
exploiting, rather than improving, the lives of the “other”.

Within the disciplinary configuration of history of science more specifically, the colonial
“geopolitics of knowledge” that privileged Western science in the past continues to operate by
privileging Western histories in the present.'’ Just as how science was imagined to be universal,
so too are Western historiographies often assumed to be applicable everywhere. When these
historiographies are uncritically applied to non-Western spaces, they end up remaking other
places into pale imitations of the West. The historian Francesca Bray, for instance, recalls that
even as the editors of Cambridge World History invited her to write about early modern technology
in China, their focus on the period 1400-1800 assumed a conventional narrative of European
innovation, production, and modernity; one that left little space for appreciating the ritual uses of
technologies like housebuilding that dominated in the late-Ming era. The history of Chinese
technology is thus invited to be a history of (inferior) European-style development in a different
place.'” Because Europe “remains the sovereign, theoretical subject” of non-European histories,
Dipesh Chakrabarty writes, “There is a peculiar way in which all these other histories tend to
become variations on a master narrative that could be called the ‘the history of Europe.””"” Non-
European knowledge systems thus emerge as mere supplements to European science, given life
insofar as they inform and complicate the latter."*

> For overviews, see Seth 2017; Harrison 2005; Anderson 2002. For examples, see Watson-Verran and Turnbull
1995; Anderson 2006; Arnold 1993; Vaughan 1991.

¢ Sivasundaram 2010; Fan 2012; Raj 2007.

7 Tuck and Yang 2014, 232. See also Smith 2012.

8 Hartman 2008, 5; Tuck and Yang 2014, 226-231.

% Tuck and Yang 2012, 19-22

10 Tuck and Yang 2014, 233.

11 On “geopolitics of knowledge” see Mignolo 2000; Mignolo 2009.
12 Bray 2012, 233-236. See also Elman 2010, 374-375 and 387-389.
13 Chakrabarty 1992, 1.

14 Anderson 2020a, 373.



This historiographical imbalance leads to an “inequality of ignorance” between practitioners:
“Third-world historians feel a need to refer to works in European history; historians of Europe
do not feel any need to reciprocate.”"” Linguistically, this inequality is reified when “local” non-
European historians of science must translate their work into English to achieve “global” reach
in top journals, whereas European historians may feel no need to engage with — and are not
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which might have varying approaches to engaging with literature or even to what counts as
science.'” Making non-Western scholars play to Western standards hence perpetuates epistemic
power relations that we might hesitate to call “violent”, but nonetheless generate unequal
burdens along neo-colonial lines.

Decolonizing bistory of science

Given the range of issues that decolonial authors have noted within the history of science, an
equally wide array of solutions has been proposed. I focus here on one influential solution
proposed primarily by indigenous scholars: the replacement of Western historiographies with
Indigenous “onto-epistemologies” and “refusals”.

Historiographically speaking, many decolonial historians of science advocate replacing Western
approaches with indigenous “onto-epistemologies” that foreground the situated nature of
knowledge. To an extent, these approaches mirror and are informed by postcolonial critiques of
science that examine science as a European indigenous knowledge system. However, decolonial
historians tend to argue that it is not enough to make space for indigenous epistemologies
alongside Western ones; instead, indigenous perspectives must be privileged.'® For instance, the
historians Anja Kanngieser and Zoe Todd propose a move away from environmental case
studies to “kin studies” that foreground the ethical, spiritual, and inter-relational nature of
ecosystems as “societies”."” These approaches, which are extolled for their “incommensurability”
with settler colonial approaches, are seen as the first step to remaking history into a field that is
truly decoupled from, rather than sublimated into, colonial epistemic structures.”

The underlying goal of creating these indigenous histories is to use history as activism — to
reorient research agendas and methodologies towards advancing indigenous goals, thereby
divorcing research of its neo-coloniality.*' Patt of this project involves refusing to engage with
academic practices that do not align with said goals. Hence Kim TallBeat’s study of genetic
science and Native Americans “refuses ethnography on Native Americans and instead gazes
upon those who are understudied yet influential”: the scientists and companies that promote a
neo-colonial understanding of Native American tribal belonging.”” By decentring the object of
study from indigenous peoples to the scientists themselves, refusal “shifts the gaze from the
violated body to the violating structure” to allow for its deconstruction.” At the same time, it
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shields marginalized indigenous knowledge systems from academia by presenting a “strategically
essentialist” front that is outwardly united even when internally contested.”* To many indigenous
scholars, decolonizing history of science implies that histories must work towards dismantling
settler colonial regimes in favour of indigenous ones.

While this process of decolonizing history is politically powerful, it has notable weaknesses. One
obvious problem is that strategic essentialism can quickly devolve into simple essentialism. In the
Latin American context, the decolonial global historians Gabriela De Lima Grecco and Sven
Schuster concede that attempts to recover a pristine and autochthonous indigenous episteme
frequently engender “political militancy, anachronism, lack of empirical study, and a certain neo-
indjgenista nativism that tends to idealize and essentialize the ‘other’ and ‘ancestral’ knowledge.”*’
Similarly, Rohan Deb Roy suggests that recent attempts to identify the origins of genetic science

in ancient Hindu civilisation feed dangerously into jingoism.*

By sharply demarcating between
scientific and indigenous knowledges, decolonial approaches can “blind us to the many
accommodations and transfers, the forced mixings and unequal exchanges” that resulted from

colonialism, thereby promoting nativist nostalgia.”’

Another issue emerges when we consider the politics of this version of decolonization itself. If
indigenous scholars stringently promote incommensurable narratives that “necessarily sabotage
and supersede settler colonial linguistic, narrative, and temporal protocols,” then it is not clear
how non-indigenous scholars might communicate with them.”® One might worry that
decolonization would become the province — and burden — of indigenous scholars, just as how
feminism and racial equality sometimes remain the burden of women and minorities. An equally
pressing concern is that the indigenous/settler dichotomy translates pootly outside of its
predominantly American birthplace.” In places like East and Southeast Asia where white settler
colonies no longer exist, this dichotomy glosses over long histories of migration and ethnic
conflict that complicate our understanding of indigeneity.” It is also rarely acknowledged that
China and Japan were influential empires and knowledge producers in their own right. As the
historian of China Leigh Jenco notes, “there is a /o# of Chinese thought...that just won’t get
looked at very closely if we are mainly trying to deconstruct the effects of European colonial
domination on modern knowledge production.” By centring European colonialism over other
kinds of experiences in reforming the entire discipline, stringent decolonization “ironically
enforces its own kinds of exclusion.”””" It is, according to the historian of Malaysia Juno Salazar
Patrefias, just another form of cultural impetialism.>

Broadening decolonization

The above section shows that decolonization can make us think about history as activism, and as
an expression of epistemic power — lessons that are certainly worth considering (or
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remembering).” However, given the problems with using the indigenous/settler binary especially
outside of America, I believe that a broader process of decolonization must reject some of its
tenets while preserving its spirit. In my reading, the core insight that decolonization offers, more-
so than its recommendations of specific historiographies, is in stimulating a reflexive
interrogation of the politics of our disciplinary practices. By this I mean how the mundane acts
of reading, citing, writing, and speaking can recapitulate inequalities along colonial lines.

One way to start this reflection is by problematizing the continuing asymmetry of ignorance
between Western and non-Western scholars. As noted eatlier, there is still a sense in which
Western and Anglophone histories and theories are equated with “global” reach, whereas non-
Western and non-English research is seen as a kind of “local” study. Historians can challenge
these assumptions by thinking reflexively about the difficulty of assessing works that come from
very different historiographical traditions, scholarly cultures, and language groups. The aim here
is not to come up with the “right” standard for judging different historiographies against each
other, but to be aware of and charitable to variations that we might not have previously
encountered.” In practical terms, this might mean consciously reading and citing non-Western
historiographies like ““Asia as method”, which aims to understand Asia with theoretical tools of
its own making.” This is obviously necessary if one is working on Asia, but we should also try to
— with the limited time we have — keep abreast of a few different historiographic (or
anthropological, literary, or sociological) developments that might challenge our conventional
disciplinary assumptions.™

Linguistically, this might entail the learning (and use) of a second language like Spanish or
Mandarin, especially when alternate historiographies are not easily found in Anglophone journals
like East Asian Science, Technology and Society. 1t is telling that even as historians of science embrace
the global turn, there remains no foreign language requirement in UK doctoral programs, while
the United States requirement can be denounced as a “hideous nuisance” by a history
professor.”” If we want our global histories to avoid reconstituting the other in “dubbed voice”,
then more attention needs to be paid to the problem of monolingual parochialism.”® At the same
time, there could be more sympathy and institutional support for international scholars writing in
their non-native languages, whether through courses supporting English learning and writing, or
simply through an awareness that people’s writing styles differ.”

These proposals may seem almost banal compared to those suggested by indigenous scholars,
but I believe that they keep in the spirit of thinking about the exclusions and inequalities that
arise from the geopolitics of our discipline. Underlying each suggestion is the question: who does
history of science, and for whom? When framed in this way, even if calls to replace Western
analytical categories with indigenous ones ultimately prove limited, the decolonial process of
reflecting on our discipline may be transformative.
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