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...there is an urgent need for strategic negotiations
between the Global North and South that prevent what
scholars have termed epistemicide (Santos), or the erasure
of Southern knowledge systems. Practical steps toward
this goal include fostering mutual access to archival
resources, creating joint research frameworks, and
promoting dialogue that recognizes knowledge as a shared
global heritage rather than a hierarchically distributed
commaodity.



This essay reflects on the notion of research, with a particular focus on an insinuated marginal role
that the Global South, especially Tanzania and Kenya, plays in shaping world intellectual histories. It
explores what constitutes knowledge, who participates in its formation, and how the dynamics of power
and the matrix of coloniality influence the history and present conduct of research. Using the archive
as a critical point of departure, the discussion draws from personal experiences of navigating the
uncertainties and ethical challenges of accessing archives, particularly in contexts shaped by colonial
legacies. This collaborative essay is pegged on the need for cognitive justice in the archives and it was
inspired by discussions during the 2025 event, Re-search: A Workshop Exploring the Notion of
Research as Theory, Practice, and Identity at the University of Postdam, Germany.

Archives, within the humanities and social sciences, have long served as crucial arenas for producing
and disseminating knowledge. This epistemic production is often hierarchical in texture. As Callahan
(2022) observes, the archive has generated vocabularies and conceptual frameworks that shape
academic discourse. Yet, archives are not neutral repositories of facts; they are structured through
power relations that determine what is preserved, who gains access, and how meaning is imposed or
excluded. In the context of the Global South, archives have historically functioned as sites of inequality.
During colonialism, in Tanzania for example, The Kiongozi (Guide/leader) newspaper played a
significant role in circulating colonial photographs. These images appeared alongside articles, travel
accounts, and administrative reports, creating a visual discourse that reinforced the German imperial
project. Susan Sontag’s (2001) argument that photography establishes a “visual grammar” a structured
way of seeing and interpreting which helps illuminate how such images trained readers to view
colonized subjects through racialized and hierarchical frames. In this context, photography functioned
as a political tool: not merely documenting colonial life but constructing Africa as a space requiring
European vision, control, order, and modernization.

Relatedly, colonial photography in East Africa helped to profoundly shape an asymmetrical power
relation. Dr. Lohmeyer, an early 20th-century German photographer, indirectly acknowledged this when
he wrote that many Africans were photographed without their consent. This dynamic collided with the
Swahili concept of shauri, which historically referred to a process of consultation or negotiation. During
the colonial period, however, shauri was transformed into a mechanism for securing acquiescence
from local subjects. As historian Pesek (2006) argues, shauri became part of a colonial practice in
which Africans were persuaded and sometimes coerced to participate in exchanges, often receiving
hongo (bribery money) or material goods in return. In the context of photography, shauri thus operated
as a tool of colonial negotiation to obtain images that subjects may not have willingly offered. This
connection of image and narrative in colonial newspapers aimed to guide public perception in
Germany, presenting Africa simultaneously as a land of opportunity and danger, civilization and
primitivity. Such editorial strategies show the propagandistic function of colonial press photography.



Through the visual economy of the Kiongozi newspaper and its broader archival context, this article
unearths the intertwined histories of power, representation, and knowledge production. Colonial
visualisation regimes constructed and curated the African person as an inferior subject, for colonial
times and beyond. This helps to highlight how colonial images helped construct enduring Western
perceptions of Africa and calls for ongoing reflection on how these visual legacies continue to shape
scholarly and public imaginaries today.

Additionally, we turn to the case of the Baganda precolonial caesarian section as a repository of
marginalisation of indigenous African systems of knowledge. The C Section was already happening in
some parts of eastern Africa, for example among the Baganda of Uganda before the arrival of
European colonisers. The colonial traveller, Dr Robert Felkin, narrates of his witness of C Section, in
Banyoro in a place called Kahura in 1879. This technology was developed independently, without any
western intervention in Uganda. Images and the actual surgical instruments that Dr Felkin obtained
from Uganda in 1879 are still in the possession of Britain, displayed in British museums. Most of these
instruments are not easily accessible to researchers from eastern Africa. During these medical
procedures, the European researcher did not care to note the local doctors, their biographical details
and the information surrounding such scientific information that they found in eastern Africa. Thus, from
the colonial archives, one only reads of Dr Robert Felkin but not the local doctors who actually
conducted the medical procedures. This systematic erasure of local epistemologies constructs a
curated form of marginality: one produced through colonial archival practices, museum collections,
and regimes of historical narration that systematically center European observers while erasing African
intellectual actors.

The evolution of colonial archives, even after colonialism reveals patterns of epistemic extraction and
through migration of knowledge from the South to the North. The relocation of African archives to
European institutions (migrated archives), for instance, has positioned the Global North as the
privileged custodian of African Archives and the arbiter of its interpretation. While archives are central
to collaboration, referencing, and evidence-building, access to the migrated information and artefacts
remains unequal. African scholars often face barriers ranging from visa restrictions to systemic
bureaucracy when attempting to access and consult archives in the Global North. Conversely,
researchers from the North frequently access archives in Africa with relative ease, reinforcing a
hierarchy in the global production and articulation of knowledge. These structural inequalities reveal
that archives can facilitate the creation of a marginalized African epistemology and subjectivity. They
are spaces of negotiation and meaning-making but also of censorship, reconstruction, and exclusion.
As Azoulay (2019) notes, the right to access archives is deeply connected to broader questions of
justice, memory, and belonging. Archival regimes enable a nuanced form of epistemicide against
knowledge systems of the Global South. As decolonial thinkers such as de Sousa Santos (2014) and



Ndlovu-Gatsheni (2013, 2020) argue, epistemicide does not operate solely through the physical
destruction of knowledge systems, but also through processes of misattribution, extraction without
recognition, classificatory regimes that devalue local practices, and the capture of knowledge without
reciprocal access or epistemic sovereignty.

To be a researcher from the Global South is both an academic pursuit and a political act. Although the
era of formal imperial occupation has passed, its epistemic legacies persist. Researchers from Global
South countries such as Kenya and Tanzania often confront dual challenges: navigating restrictive bio-
political regimes in the North and asserting their intellectual agency within global academia.
Conducting research on the South and from the South becomes a complex negotiation between local
realities in eastern Africa such as limited resources and westernized structures of archival power and
validation. Moreover, the epistemic entanglements between eastern Africa and the Global North are
long-standing and marked by unbalanced exchanges. The South continues to be viewed as a source
of raw data for theoretical developments from the North. Meanwhile, many Southern scholars are
largely relegated to the role of consumers rather than active agents in the production of theory. Visa
restrictions, and institutional biases further entrench this imbalance. This valorizes research on the
South by Northern scholars while hindering research by the South. Archives research by global South
researchers remains a political act, in the sense that one inadvertently still seeks the return of looted
and/or migrated archival materials to repositories based in Africa for ease of research. It is not only a
political act but also a decolonial endeavor, to the extent that one advocates and contributes to
structurally decolonizing the archive.

The current regime of knowledge production continues to privilege Northern epistemologies, often
marginalizing African perspectives. To address this imbalance, there is an urgent need for strategic
negotiations between the Global North and South that prevent what scholars have termed epistemicide
(Santos), or the erasure of Southern knowledge systems. Practical steps toward this goal include
fostering mutual access to archival resources, creating joint research frameworks, and promoting
dialogue that recognizes knowledge as a shared global heritage rather than a hierarchically distributed
commodity. It also requires language to speak to monopolistic tendencies in the visual archives. This
brings to mind the idea and desire of forging a decolonized and planetary access to archives. By
enabling equitable access and participation, both regions can benefit from an expanded understanding
of history and memory, grounded in reciprocity rather than dominance.

In conclusion, research from the Global South occupies a critical position at the intersection of history,
politics, and knowledge. Archives, as both sites of memory and instruments of power, reflect the
enduring inequalities that shape global intellectual productions and articulation. Yet, they also hold the
potential for transformation if revisualised through collaboration and pursuits of epistemic justice.
Following Du Bois’s insight that we must “appeal to the past in order to explain the present,” it becomes



evident that confronting the colonial legacies embedded in archives is essential for building a more
inclusive and balanced global research ecosystem. Only through mutual recognition and shared
access can the intellectual histories of the world truly reflect the diversity of its voices.
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