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The 4D List: Knowledge Production of Difference, Diversity,  
Decolonization, and Destruction 
by Carsten :unker

As the editors of this special issue note, a “desire to combat Eurocentrism and the dominance of Eu-
ro-�merican epistemologies in global knoǁledge producƟon has been pronounced at least since the 
second half of the tǁenƟeth century͟ ;͞Controlling͟ ϮϬϭϳͿ. thile there may be a consensus about this 
desire among numerous engaged intellectuals ǁhose ǁork is dedicated to a criƟcal analysis and reũec-
Ɵon of the hegemony of ǁhat talter Dignolo calls a ͞�uropean ancestrality that ǁas sold to us as mo-
dernity͟ ;ϮϬϭϰ:ϰϴͿ, there is by no means a general agreement as to ǁhat conseƋuences should be draǁn 
from this desire and ǁhat acƟons should be taken in the futureͶin other ǁords, hoǁ this hegemo-
ny should in actuality be combatted. dhe ǁide range of possible ansǁers to this call for combat may be 
captured by a number of keyǁords that also serve as structuring elements for the short contribuƟon at 
hand, ǁhich is informed by criƟcal debates in ;EorthͿ �merican Studies, the Įeld in ǁhich / locate myself:  

aͿ the consideraƟon of an epistemological shiŌ toǁard differences within and between knowledge objects 
and subũects͖ 

bͿ the implementaƟon of diversity both among knoǁledge producers and in curricula͖ 

cͿ the decolonization of orders of knoǁledge͖ and 

dͿ a movement toǁard destruction, an ulƟmate ͞call for the end of the ǁorld͟ ;tilderson ϮϬϭϬ:ϴͿ. 

Difference

then / entered �merican Studies as a student in �erlin in the ϭϵϵϬs, the so-called Eeǁ �mericanists had 
begun to shape the Įeld ;see Waul:Ϯϯ-ϮϱͿ. dhey built on the ǁork of scholars ǁho had sought to overcome a 
Cold-tar narraƟve of �merican eǆcepƟonalism, a naƟon-based focus on the United States that had validated 
the country s͛ superior role as messenger of testern democracy. that made �merican Studies so attracƟve 
to me and my felloǁ students ǁas a deep interest in diīerences ǁithin the naƟonͶinsƟtuƟonaliǌed in the 
ǁake of the social movements ǁhich had led to a thorough restructuring of curriculaͶand a more recent 
criƟcal focus on the role of the United States as an imperial state and on phenomena of �mericaniǌaƟon gone 
aǁry. te kneǁ of no other interdisciplinary place in German academe ǁhere ͞diīerences͟ and heterogene-
ity ǁere so validated and ǁhere a relentless criƟƋue of poǁer structures had become a prereƋuisite for good 
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and appreciated ǁork. do my knoǁledge, no other Įeld thrust such criƟcal tools at its pracƟƟoners. �ven more, 
these tools facilitated a criƟcal reŇecƟon on hoǁ subũects ǁere posiƟoned in compleǆ ǁays on a spectrum 
ranging from center to margins in relaƟon to a testern and Eorthern canon of knoǁledge: from criƟcal race 
theory including so-called criƟcal ǁhiteness studies, to gender studies and Ƌueer theory, a ǁide range of ap-
proaches ǁere leaving a mark on the Įeld. dhe Ɵtle of an inŇuenƟal arƟcle by public intellectual Cornell test 
;ϭϵϵϬͿ, ͞dhe Eeǁ Cultural WoliƟcs of �iīerence,͟  put the agenda of the Ɵme in the feǁest possible ǁords.  

Diversity 

Such discussions around the poliƟcs of diīerence both reŇected and pushed for an increasing diversiĮcaƟon 
of students and faculty in insƟtuƟons of higher educaƟon. dhe demand that universiƟes should represent 
the demographic diversity of society has also translated into calls for the implementaƟon of ͞diversity͟ at 
German academic insƟtuƟons. thile ͞diversity management͟ has been associated ǁith private companies 
and their goals of capitaliǌing on diversity for the sake of innovaƟon and Įnancial gains, social economists 
also consider and put forǁard other arguments for the implementaƟon of diversity in insƟtuƟons of higher 
educaƟon: these arguments relate to dimensions of higher eĸciency in heterogeneous study and research 
groups, dimensions of fairness in overcoming discriminatory pracƟces, and dimensions of represenƟng the 
diversity of a populaƟon on all levels of public insƟtuƟons such as the university. Dost importantly and in the 
broadest terms, these arguments address dimensions of learning for life: forming personaliƟes through lived 
diversity in order to educate ciƟǌens for leadership roles in democraƟc socieƟes shaped be global immigra-
Ɵon ;see GrƂǌinger and >angholǌ-<aiser ϮϬϭϴ:ϭϵϵʹϮϬϬͿ. 

�ut this aĸrmaƟon of diversityͶeasily prone to misunderstanding as a happy-go-lucky mulƟcultural-
ismͶalso implies crucial challenges and pressing problems ǁhich ǁere already becoming visible in the 
academic debates over a celebratory poliƟcs of diīerence. �pistemologically, a proliferaƟon of analyƟcal 
categories of diīerenceͶcorresponding to categories of social diīerenƟaƟonͶcalled for a reŇecƟon of 
the status and interrelatedness of these categories: hoǁ does ͞race͟ relate to ͞gender͟ ;Crenshaǁ ϭϵϴϵͿ 
and ǁhere does ͞class͟ Įt in ;Collins ϭϵϵϯͿ, �lack feminist scholars ǁere asking͖ ǁhat about ͞seǆuali-
ty,͟  ͞ability,͟  ͞age,͟  et cetera͍ that about the ͞etc.͟  ;�utler ϭϵϵϬ:ϭϰϯͿ͍ ,oǁ do producers of knoǁledge 
shape their obũects of knoǁledge͍ �s an interdisciplinary endeavor, �merican Studies could go to con-
cepts of feminist epistemology for ansǁers, such as standpoint theory ;,arding ϮϬϬϰͿ and reŇecƟons on 
situated knoǁledge ;,araǁay ϭϵϴϴͿ. Dore ƋuesƟons became apparent ǁith respect to the diversiĮcaƟon 
of curricula: ǁhat remains as common ground for scholars ǁhose ǁork moves into ever more fragment-
ed subĮelds of specialiǌaƟon͍ � preliminary ansǁer could be found through the lens of ethics, and this, it 
seemed, referred us back to the �nlightenment ideals of freedom and eƋuality and its promises͖ hoǁever, 
�nlightenment reason had also facilitated the violent histories of fascism, colonialism, and enslavement. 
�nd moreover: hoǁ could these categories that had emerged out of post-protest U.S. �merican conteǆts 
be translated into German conteǆts shaped by the country s͛ uniĮcaƟon and, more recently, global migra-
ƟonͶat universiƟes that, for the most part, are situated in a �uropean tradiƟon of �nlightenment pedagogy͍  

Decoloniality

�gainst this backdrop, let me take up thoughts Sabine �roeck and / developed in a ǁorking paper that came 
out of a conference contribuƟon at talter Dignolo s͛ invitaƟon to the Center for Global Studies and the ,u-
maniƟes at �uke University in ϮϬϭϬ, in ǁhich ǁe called for ͞ a decolonial epistemology of pedagogy for higher 
educaƟon͟ ;:unker and �roeck ϮϬϭϬͿ. te idenƟĮed, not least from our oǁn personal eǆperiences, that de-
mographic classroom makeups at German universiƟes lagged far behind the racial and ethnic composiƟon of 
German society. te also formulated, for the Ɵme being, a pedagogical call to move beyond an ethnographic 
desire to learn about non-ǁhite ͞others͟ and instead make inroads in a self-criƟcal approach to ǁhite hege-
monic knoǁledge producƟon. thile ǁe acknoǁledged that this might re-center ǁhite �urocentric hegemo-
ny as a primary focus of attenƟon, it seemed to us a viable strategy for redistribuƟng epistemic privileges and 
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acknoǁledging the opportuniƟes aīorded by a posiƟonal surrender of a-priori enƟtlements. te called for 
a ͞didacƟc shiŌ to an eros of conflict, friction, irritation which teaches the sustenance of white discomfort,” 
noƟng that pedagogical diĸculƟes might arise from avoiding ǁhat ǁe termed a ͞pedagogy of guilt͟ in favor 
of a ͞pedagogy of accountability͟ ;:unker and �roeck ϮϬϭϬ, emphasis in originalͿ. Such an agenda reƋuires a 
re-reading of the �nlightenment ideals of freedom and eƋuality as intricately Ɵed to the unfreedom, histor-
ically speaking, of the coloniǌed and the enslaved. /t is an agenda that also involves an aƫtude of humility 
toǁard the authoritaƟve knoǁledge of those for ǁhom the historical past of coloniǌaƟon and enslavement is 
sƟll felt in the present ;see ,artman ϮϬϬϳ:ϭϯϯͿ. /n oŌen overǁhelmingly ǁhite German teaching and learn-
ing environments, the relevance of such attempts at pedagogical reŇecƟon and acƟonͶin the spirit of ǁhat 
Dignolo calls ͞decoloniality͟ or ͞decolonial thinking and doing͟ ;ϮϬϭϰ:ϮϲͿͶconƟnues to be all too apparent.

In an recent public talk about the legacy of the work of the great African-American public intellectual, po-
liƟcal acƟvist, and sociologist t. �. �. �u �ois ;ϭϴϲϴʹϭϵϲϯͿ, outstanding public intellectual and postcolonial 
theorist Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak arƟculated her preference for the term ͞aĸrmaƟve sabotage͟ over the 
term ͞deconstrucƟon,͟  as a subsƟtute concept for denoƟng the criƟcal procedures of thinking inside a given 
discursive structure to dismantle it from ǁithin. /n an intervieǁ published by the Wakistani neǁspaper Dawn, 
Spivak elaborates on this noƟon of ͞aĸrmaƟve sabotage.͟  �sked to eǆplain ǁhether she refers to subvert-
ing a speciĮcally imperialist discourse, or other hegemonic discourses as ǁell, she replies: ͞/ used the term 
sabotage because it referred to the deliberate ruining of the master s͛ machine from the inside. dhe idea is 
of entering the discourse that you are criƟcising fully, so that you can turn it around from inside because the 
only ǁay you can sabotage something is ǁhen you are ǁorking inƟmately ǁith it͟ ;Ƌtd. in �rohi ϮϬϭϰͿ. Spivak 
here clearly reǁorksͶand subvertsͶ�udre >orde s͛ ;ϭϵϴϰͿ proverbial phrase: ͞the master s͛ tools can never 
dismantle the master s͛ house.͟  �s a self-idenƟĮed �lack lesbian feminist, >orde ǁas speaking to those ǁho 
could not occupy posiƟons in the ͞master s͛ house,͟  but ǁhom she encouraged to turn markers of eǆclusion 
into forceful ǁeapons of self-empoǁerment instead. >orde s͛ dictum, importantly, is formulated in an essay 
in ǁhich she strongly criƟciǌes the ǁhite, heteronormaƟve, and middle-class biases of a feminist conference 
at the Eeǁ zork University /nsƟtute for the ,umaniƟes, to ǁhich she had been invited as a panelist. thile 
>orde ǁas in fact criƟciǌing the academy from ǁithin, she noted that she ǁas structurally eǆcluded from it. 

 
Destruction

&rank tildersonͶan outspoken protagonist of the current school of �fro-pessimist thinking, according to 
ǁhich testern civil socieƟes strive at the eǆpense of �lack people s͛ livesͶhas recently reminded his readers 
not only of the fact that everyone produces knowledge from where they are located in the world, but also 
that the social posiƟoning of those doing criƟcal ǁork heavily impacts upon the conseƋuences they might 
draǁ for themselves from their intellectual labor. �s far as ǁhite people engaging in �fro-pessimism are con-
cerned, the dilemma, as he observes it, amounts to ͞a kind of problem of being because ulƟmately the ǁork 
is moving toǁards the destrucƟon of the very academic ǁho s͛ doing the ǁork.͟  ;ϮϬϭϲ:ϵͿ. Wut diīerently, to 
assume that the epistemologies of testern and Eorthern modernity have been built on and intricately Ɵed 
to historical processes of coloniǌaƟon and enslavement, the legacies of ǁhich can sƟll be detected, entails 
the realiǌaƟon that a reũecƟon of those very destrucƟve processes also calls for a disavoǁal, if not ͞destruc-
Ɵon,͟  of these late-modern apparatuses of epistemology, including its actors. dhis may bespeak a polemical 
stance rather than a call to acƟon. �ut it is invested in stressing ongoing structural ineƋualiƟes inside and out-
side the academy and refuƟng noƟons that racism is a thing of the past. &or me as a ǁhite scholar in the Įeld 
of Eorth �merican Studies, �fro-pessimism is a discourse posiƟon that seems impossible and undesirable to 
bypass because it oīers a conceptual frameǁork that relates the foundaƟonal core ideals of �nlightenment 
modernityͶfreedom, eƋuality, and progressͶto their consƟtuƟve Ňip side. Since these ideals resound today 
and conƟnue to have an alluring ring to them in testern and Eorthern insƟtuƟonal frameǁorks, it remains 
imperaƟve to interrogate the compleǆiƟes that made them thinkable in the Įrst place. �ngaged intellectuals 
like Spivak, >orde, and tilderson ǁill conƟnue to invite their audiences to take up the task of this interroga-
Ɵon. 



Controlling Knowledge - Voices from around the world 
Global South Studies Center, University of Cologne, Germany - http://voices.uni-koeln.de

�iīerence, diversity, decoloniǌaƟon, and destrucƟon: these keyǁords compose a ϰ� list that provides an-
sǁers to ͞΀t΁he desire to combat ΀�΁urocentrism and the dominance of �uro-�merican epistemologies in 
global knoǁledge producƟon͟ ;͞Controlling͟ ϮϬϭϳͿ. Desire itself takes on the task of a meta�: it prompts 
a reŇecƟon on ǁhat drives, facilitates, and necessitates the aƫtudes and acƟons associated ǁith the four 
concepts. �esire as meta� gestures toǁard the aīecƟve dimensions that connect the items on the ϰ� list. 
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