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Postcolonial epistemic orders –
a conceptual positioning

• Perspectives of postcolonial theory in educational field
(Castro Varela & Dhawan 2015; Castro Varela & Klug 2020)

• Focus on epistemic orders
• Colonialism «as a system of knowledge and representation”

(Hall 1996, 254)
• as discursive, semantic and imaginary continuities of colonialism 

(Purtschert et al. 2013)
• Hegemonic “epistemic matrix” enforced in educational 

institutions (Castro Varela 2016, 48)
• by delegitimising and dethematising pre-colonial knowledge
• by referencing to and transmitting of colonial orders of 

knowledge (racialization, eurocentric view, epistemic violence)
• by consolidating hegemonic eurocentric regimes of truth



Construction of hegemonic knowledge as a 
focus of the analysis

Analytic questions: 
• What kind of knowledge is constructed as hegemonic or 

non-hegemonic in the context of European postcoloniality? 
• How this dichotomy rooted in colonialism structures 

processes of (de-)legitimisation of knowledge in the Swiss 
context?



Research context – parents and school in the 
postcolonial Switzerland I
«Parents and schools in the context of societal inequality relations – a 
subjectivation- and biography-theory oriented study» (ElSU)
(SNF project no: 175816, 01/2018-05/2021)

- Aim: Biographical reconstruction of parental perspectives on school on 
the backdrop of societal inequality relations

- Theoretical framework: Biography theory (Dausien 2011; 
Dausien et al. 2016) and subjectivation theory (Butler 2001; 2006; 
Rose 2012, 2019; Spies 2019)

- Methodological approaches: Qualitative-empirical research, over 20 
biographical narrative interviews with parents (Schütze 1983) and 
analysis oriented on biographical case reconstruction (Rosenthal 1995; 
2011, 186ff.)



Research context – parents and school in the 
postcolonial Switzerland II
Postcolonial Switzerland (Purtschert et al. 2012; Purtschert 2019)

• Epistemic, political and economical involvement of Switzerland 
in colonialism (David et al., 2005; Minder, 2011; Purtschert, 2019; 
Purtschert et al., 2014; Schär 2018)

• Addressing the colonial past of Switzerland still contradicts 
patterns of national self-representation (as neutral, peaceful, 
democratic, humanitarian, multicultural, economically successful, 
non-involved in colonialism…) (Purtschert 2019)

• «colonial amnesia», «colonial innocence» (Purtschert 2019)

• «raceless racism» (Boulila 2019, Michel 2015)

• Individualisation of racism (dos Santos Pinto et al. 2022)



«YOU ARE THE TEACHER, YES? 
TRY!»

Sequences from a biographical interview

MRS MOHAMMED



Communicating with a primary school teacher

«We had a primary school teacher, and when I visited or when we had an 
appointment, if we needed to talk about a problem, I said: Please. I don’t 
understand much German. Let’s talk a little, a little Italian, let’s understand 
together. She said (high parody voice): “No, we are not in Italy here, if you 
want to speak Italian, go to the Tessin (Italian-language part of Switzerland), 
to some place there”. I said: Please. This is Switzerland and Tessin is 
Switzerland, not any other place, not another country, it’s the same country. 
Yes? All people. One has to try to understand, to understand this language. 
You are a teacher, not only a German language teacher. With a whole lot of 
different @@ children @@. You are a teacher, yes? Try! I may not 
understand but I try to, and I am a parent and you are a teacher, yes? We 
both need to understand! @@ Aaarh. I can’t look for, every time I meet you, 
for a translator?»



«We are not in Italy here» - (neo-)linguicism

• Context: a shared norm of valuing the official multilingualism of 
Switzerland

• The Italian language as the language of colonialism, language of forced 
migration and official language of Switzerland

à Here: racism and (neo-)linguicism à no recognition of language 
ability. Parental speaking: takes place on the background of racist 
and (neo-)linguicist norms (Aygün-Sagdic et al. 2015; Dirim 2010)

à … intersected with anti-Muslim racism, norms and images with 
regard to family, sexism … 

à At the same time: silence with regard to colonial history, post-
colonial (forced) migration, disparagement and de-qualification of a 
‘post-colonial’ Italian language

• Critique of structures of inequality and naming justice within the neo-
linguicist language regime



Illegitimisation of (hegemonial) language within 
postcolonial power relations

• In the context of Swiss postcoloniality the dichotomy 
hegemonial/non-hegemonial becomes relevant as hegemonial 
versus non-hegemonial/oppressed/ marginalised forms of
knowledge

• Hegemonial knowledge becomes non-hegemonial within
postcolonial epistemic orders on the intersection with class, race 
and dominant family norms

• Illegitimisation of the hegemonial forms of knowledge via

• Racialisation and othering of the speakers

• Othering of the way of speaking



Conclusions

• A situated postcolonial view on the dichotomy 
‘indigenous/hegemonic’ is needed

• this distinction itself is needed to be understood as 
embedded in (post-)colonial relations

Ø How “epistemic change” (Castro Varela 2016) can 
occur without  “replicating the grammar of violence” 
(Hartman 2008, 4)?

Ø Struggling within aporias (Boger & Castro Varela 2021)
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