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Itohan Osayimwese
From Postcolonial to Decolonial Architectural History: A Method

Recent energy around struggles for social justice and their articulation in academic 
discourse is both inspiring and troubling. The new activity is inspiring because it 
heralds change in conditions that have long been static. But it is disturbing because 
it begs the question: why now? This energy has found its way into the field of ar-
chitectural history in the form of a decolonial turn.1 This article aims to articulate 
a theoretical and methodological framework for this decolonial approach. It does 
this by reconstructing the evolution of scholarship in architectural history that 
has probed relationships between power, identity constructs, space-making, and 
representation. I argue that today’s decolonial approach in architectural history 
builds substantially on the work of non-Euro-American immigrant women schol-
ars in United States institutions in the 1980s. Inspired by their engagement with 
postcolonial theory, these women pioneered research questions and methods that 
center global relations, forefront relationships between the present and the past, 
explicitly engage the political, and seek to transform material human conditions. 
These themes are precisely what define the work characterized as decolonial in 
contemporary architectural discourse.

The Decolonial Turn 
On looking at the titles of academic conferences and texts published over the last 
few years, even an outsider to architectural history would notice a change in the 
tenor, thematics, research questions and methods, and geographical scope cov-
ered.2 The scholars involved share a sense of participating in a sea change in the 
discipline that mirrors a swell in critical activity in the public sphere. Though it is 
not always labeled as such from the outset, «decolonial» is frequently used during 
discussion to characterize this work. What does decolonial mean in the context of 
research and writing on the history of architecture? 

Decolonizing Architecture Art Research (DAAR), a «research and project-based ar-
tistic practice» based in Palestine, sees decolonization as a «critical position and 
conceptual frame» for architecture to participate in social and political struggles 
«against a present system of inequality and control.»3 Based on this understanding, 
DAAR pursues both a creative practice of intervening directly in extant colonial 
buildings and infrastructure, and a historiographical and pedagogical practice con-
cerned with critically examining how architecture has worked under colonialism.4 
Declaring, for example, that Italian «fascist architectural modernism emerged and 
served as an ideological and technical tool within the larger European colonial proj-
ect,» DAAR posits its approach as a radical departure from previous work.5 

Another group, Settler Colonial City Project: Decolonizing Architectural Pasts and 
Futures, aims to acknowledge ongoing epistemic and physical violence, disposses-
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sion, and explore «how the architectural theories and practices of Indigenous peo-
ple across the globe might impact the writing of architectural stories, the limits, 
possibilities, and definitions of archives, and even the category of ‹architecture› 
itself.»6 Here, decolonization is concerned with uncovering how colonization con-
tinues to disrupt society through the built environment and to distort architectural 
discourse, and it is implied that this constitutes a new horizon of research. 

Likewise, a Architectural historian Yat Ming Loo suggests that decolonization is 
concerned with engaging «specific material practices, actual spaces, and concrete 
politics» in formerly colonized societies, and indicates that this approach tran-
scends previous postcolonial critiques of hierarchies of space, power, and knowl-
edge.7 Together, these examples highlight some of the characteristic concerns of 
decolonial approaches to histories of the built environment.

Postcolonial Architectural History
However, many of the concerns posited as neologisms in decolonial scholarship 
have, since the 1980s, been at the center of a body of work that I label ‹postcolo-
nial architectural history›. As I will argue, this scholarship has been relegated to 
the margins and its interventions have consequently gone either uncredited or 
unnoticed. Postcolonial architectural history is a subfield that analyzes the built 
environment primarily through the lens of postcolonial theory. However, as I indi-
cate below, it has all the relevant characteristics of a field, including a set of theo-
retical and methodological norms, a distinct intellectual history, an accumulated 
body of specialist knowledge, a set of cultural practices that differentiate it from 
other fields, and even an institutional manifestation through which it reproduces 
itself.8 Though its roots lie in the scholarship and activism of local intellectuals 
in Europe’s colonies in the late colonial period, postcolonial theory itself is often 
dated to the publication of Edward Said’s Orientalism in 1978.9 Said argued that 
Europe has long engaged in a project of colonial domination by claiming intel-
lectual authority over a place, the Orient, which it constructed as the ontological 
and epistemological other of Europe. Since then, four generations of scholars have 
studied Europe’s historical and ongoing discursive, political, and economic struc-
tures of cross-cultural domination. It has been a complex and contested endeavor 
that has spun-off into a larger discipline, postcolonial studies, which is invested 
in analyzing both the discursive practices and material effects of European colo-
nialism «from the sixteenth century up to and including the neo-colonialism of 
the present day.»10 Notoriously slippery, postcolonialism is used as «a critique of 
totalizing forms of Western historicism; a portmanteau term for a retooled notion 
of class […]; the name for a condition of nativist longing in post-independence 
national groupings; a cultural marker of non-residency for a third-world intellec-
tual cadre; the inevitable underside of a fractured and ambivalent discourse of 
colonialist power; an oppositional form of ‹reading practice›; and […] the name 
for a ‹literary› activity.»11

To be clear, the post in postcolonial studies has never been merely a marker of 
time. Rather the opposite: post is the link between the colonial present and past, or 
a call to action instigated by the unequal present. Furthermore, postcolonial stud-
ies has always been about colonialism’s legacies. Indeed, these legacies inspired 
postcolonial theory in the first instance, as illustrated by the much-debated connec-
tion between Said’s scholarship and his identity as a Palestinian in exile.12
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Postcolonial architectural history, then, is at once at home in postcolonial stud-
ies and in architectural history. Postcolonial architectural historiography proceeds 
by conducting a postcolonial reading of its sources. This deconstructive form of 
reading is based on the original method of postcolonial theory, which highlighted 
the internal contradictions of colonialism within a literary text, and revealed its 
ideologies and processes.13 Unlike this earlier ‹colonial discourse analysis›, howev-
er, postcolonial architectural historiography analyzes material objects, space, and 
the visual field, in addition to language and text. This is its unique contribution 
to postcolonial studies. Contrary to Arindam Dutta who decries it as a mere one 
of numerous applications of postcolonial theory, postcolonial architectural history 
offers a unique opportunity to clarify one of the most important conundrums in 
postcolonial theory: because architecture is simultaneously material(ist) and rep-
resentational, postcolonial architectural history is able to explain how colonialism 
functions both through direct forms of domination and via less direct means in 
the semiotic field (Fig. 1).14 This is also the insight from which much postcolonial 
architectural history proceeds.

Two Schools of Postcolonial Architectural History
Scholars working in postcolonial architectural history date its beginnings to the 
1970s publication of the sociologist Janet Abu-Lughod’s texts on urbanism in North 
Africa. Her texts dismantled the orientalist edifice of the Islamic city, and sought «to 
explain the present and to pose a moral problem for the future.»15 Abu-Lughod’s 
work was followed by a series of major publications that reached a crescendo in the 
1990s, under the invigorating influence of poststructuralism and deconstruction.

Much of this scholarship has been carried out by women from outside Eu-
ro-America who pursued doctoral studies and developed teaching and research 
careers in the United States. Most of it has emerged from two US institutions, the 
University of California at Berkeley and Binghamton University. Birthed in 1968, 

1 Diagram showing 
how architecture 
operates in colonial 
contexts. Arrows show 
the direction in which 
power works.
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the Berkeley doctoral program set the stage through its unusual commitment to in-
terdisciplinarity. The programs’ founders believed that other disciplines could offer 
important insight on their object of study which they broadened to encompass or-
dinary buildings and cities. Doctoral students were required to complete courses in 
other departments such as sociology, cultural geography, and anthropology Under 
the leadership of its first fulltime member, Norma Evenson, the program gathered a 
constellation of faculty committed to this ethos and with strong research interests 
in «nonwestern» topics.16 These faculty members directed dissertations that turned 
into monographs in the 1990s. Though diverse in geographic focus, timeframe, and 
thematic focus, what characterizes this work is a rejection of issues of style in lieu 
of a focus on space and the social processes that constitute it, including ideology 
and power, and especially in regions and periods like the Ottoman Empire and 
South Asia in the late nineteenth century that had not typically been the subjects 
of architectural historiography in Europe or the United States.17 The Berkeley school 
codified its approach with the establishment of the International Association for 
the Study of Traditional Environments in 1988, and its associated conferences and 
journal.18 

The second school of thought developed under Anthony D. King at Binghamton 
University. King joined the Department of Art History in 1987 but held a joint ap-
pointment in sociology.19 Soon after arriving at Binghamton from the United King-
dom where he had received his doctoral degree, King visited Berkeley where he 
taught two graduate-level courses. In recent reminiscences, he notes that this was 
the beginning of a long term intellectual exchange.20 King’s first monograph, Colo-
nial Urban Development: Culture, Social Power and Environment (1976), set the stage 
for his subsequent teaching and research through a study of the «colonial third 
culture» (the product of contact between metropolitan society and the dominant 
pre-existing local culture) in Delhi, India.21 Since then, King and his students have 
theorized the spaces of global cultures, urbanism and colonialism as part of the 
world economy, and buildings and cities in relation to identity.22 Like the Berkeley 
school, the Binghamton school rejects buildings as primarily aesthetic or technical 
artifacts, and instead treats them as objects invested with social meaning.23 Argu-
ably, the Binghamton school it distinguished by its embrace of the global economy 
as a determinant in the production of built environments. King’s approach is cod-
ified in the Architext Series, which he has co-edited for Routledge since circa 1999.

Scholars of postcolonial architectural history, of course, came from other pro-
grams as well.24 Key scholarship has emerged from United Kingdom, Australia, 
Turkey, and Belgium – all countries grappling with legacies of imperialism and 
colonialism.25 Due to the dearth of doctoral programs in formerly colonized states 
like India, Indonesia, Nigeria, and South Africa, it is no surprise that representation 
from these locations has taken on the form I focus on in this essay.26 

Beyond the structures of doctoral programs and interests of their faculty, I want 
to draw attention to the identities of doctoral scholars of postcolonial architec-
tural history. There are at least two reasons to reflect on the female, immigrant, 
«non-Western,» and postcolonial backgrounds of these scholars.27 First, the fact 
that they have adopted a common theoretical lens and methodology (described be-
low) justifies searching for other commonalities within the group. Second, scholars 
from formerly colonized nations have been the standard-bearers of postcolonial 
studies.28 This is not a simple question of how subjectivity may shape scholarship. 
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Rather, positionality is part of the conceptual armature of postcolonial theory 
where «exile» has been theorized as an experience of otherness from which the 
«contingency of human experience» can be more fully grasped.29 As I posit in this 
article, the positionality of the scholars most closely associated with postcolonial 
architectural history may have inflected the reception of their work. The problem is 
generally signaled by undercitation, and it appears in work that is both sympathet-
ic to and critical of postcolonial architectural history.30 By rendering these women 
invisible, architectural history is enacting a form of violence akin to the violence 
that postcolonial and decolonial frameworks both challenge.31 Consequently, this 
article centers the work of immigrant and non-European women scholars.

Exemplary Texts
While postcolonial architectural historians have produced a significant number of 
monographs that illustrate their goals, methods, and insights in excruciating de-
tail, I want to turn my attention to a group of articles that outline the shape of the 
field.32 Space does not permit me to summarize all of these publications. In lieu of 
a comprehensive account, I am offering brief analyses of articles by three authors, 
Swati Chattopadhyay, Hannah Le Roux, and Ola Uduku, which are only infrequently 
discussed beyond the subfield.33 

In a virtuoso deployment of postcolonial critique within architectural history, 
Swati Chattopadhyay broke new ground in her 2000 article, «Blurring Boundar-
ies: The Limits of ‹White Town› in Colonial Calcutta.»34 The essay brought a post-
colonial perspective to one of the discipline’s flagship journals, the Journal of the 
Society of Architectural Historians. Building on her 1997 Berkeley doctoral disser-
tation, Chattopadhyay analyzes the narrative perpetuated by nineteenth-century 
European observers that the colonial city of Calcutta was divided into black and 
white zones. Her analyses showed that though English visitors noted that black 
and white towns existed, they could not agree on where the boundaries of these 
spaces lay. Conversely, Bengali residents divided the city into a complicated hi-
erarchy of localities. Within this urban landscape, both Indians and the English 
built for investment. Rooms in these buildings often had no designated functions 
to accommodate a dynamic rental market that demanded residential properties, 
warehouses, shops, and other spaces. Further analysis, exemplified in a compari-
son of Government Hall (Calcutta) to Kedleston Hall (Derbyshire) on which it was 
modeled, reveals that interior doors lacked locks and there was little separation be-
tween service and served spaces. Publications and paintings show that these open 
plans made it possible for phalanxes of servants to cater to the needs of colonial 
households. But they also imply severe discomfort with this arrangement, which 
impinged on bourgeois English notions of domestic privacy and decorum. Racial 
difference based on skin color was an important aspect of this perceived threat 
and conventional spatial arrangements were understood as a contributing factor. 
In theorizing this contradiction, Chattopadhyay draws on postcolonial theories of 
hybridity and the hypothesis that distinctive «third cultures» were often produced 
in the «contact zones» of European colonization.35 She concludes that English ob-
servers’ distinction between the black and white towns of Calcutta did not align 
with reality either within individual homes or in urban space. Rather, the «obses-
sive articulation of delimiting practices» was a rhetorical device that attempted to 
«fix the signs of difference, in order to resist the effect of the hybrid.»36 It signaled 
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discomfort with the similarities between the so-called black and white towns, rec-
ognition of the essential hybridity of these spaces, and of Indians’ place at the cen-
ter of colonial life despite colonizers’ desires. Chattopadhyay’s interpolation of real 
estate advertisements in newspapers, excerpts from colonial settlers’ diaries and 
travel narratives, building and city plans revealing change over time, and illustra-
tions and paintings of everyday scenes by Indian and European artists, challenged 
architectural history’s reliance on architectural archives containing documents and 
representations created by architects, and architects’ consequent monopoly on de-
fining the terms of architectural history.37 By analyzing binaries and contradictions, 
and centering locals as agents in their own histories to challenge an orthodoxy (the 
dualism of the black/white city) that had not been questioned even in postcolonial 
circles, Chattopadhyay proves the value of the postcolonial approach. Because of its 
vacillation between materiality and representation, architecture has the ability to 
illuminate the workings of empire.

Next, I turn to a body of work published independently and jointly by Hannah 
Le Roux and Ola Uduku between ca. 2003 and 2006.38 Uduku was one of the first 
women of African origin to receive a PhD in architecture in the United Kingdom, 
where she lives and works today, and Le Roux lives and works in South Africa. 
After meeting at a conference in 1999, the two embarked on a collaboration. The 
publications that came out of their project thematize a number of topics that were 
picked up later by other scholars. They focus on the development of «tropical archi-
tecture,» which was both an educational institution established in 1954 at the Ar-
chitectural Association in London at the behest of a Nigerian architecture student, 
Adedokun Adeyemi searching for a relevant education; and a particular approach 
to designing for tropical conditions that was institutionalized across the British 
empire. Though it was often presented as a rational, technical, ideologically-neutral 
discourse, Le Roux shows that climate discourse and politics were deeply imbricat-
ed. In an elegant analysis that utilizes postcolonial and poststructural theories, she 
considers the built boundary, which tropical architecture obsessively contemplat-
ed. According to Le Roux, examples such as Tedder Hall at the University of Ibadan 
(Fig. 2) designed by Maxwell Fry and Jane Drew in 1953–9 in British-occupied Ni-
geria, illustrate how the triple skin of the boundary (brise soleil, glass windows, 
and airspace/balcony) structured relations according to an inside/outside binary. At 
the boundary, architects tried to mitigate the impact of climate on the body, and, 
through this, the comfort of the expatriate western body became the universal 
standard for good design. Boundary-making was racialized since colonizers and col-
onized did not have the same power to construct space, and it was gendered since 
the male eye looked out onto a subjugated colonial territory figured as female. The 
boundary was also a site of the assimilation of local forms like piloti, cantilevered 
balconies, and brise-soleil, which were denied indigenous authorship and history 
once they became part of the British discourse of climate responsiveness. Thus, 
«troubling relations between dominant and subordinated subjects were construct-
ed along with built boundaries.»39 However, Le Roux also shows an ambivalence at 
the heart of competing colonial desires to modulate colonial space for the European 
body and to consume the «exotic» world beyond the boundary. This ambivalence 
creates space for «creative resistance» to the intentions of climatic discourse, as 
seen at Tedder Hall where users have reclaimed agency by transforming the thick-
ened space of the boundary into living space.40 Rather than indefinitely identifying 
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exclusions and illustrating the impossibility of representing the «non-Western» as 
scholars have charged some postcolonial architectural historiography of doing, Le 
Roux, through her postcolonial reading, shows that a transformative post-colonial 
architecture that does not reproduce oppressive power relations is possible.41 Le 
Roux’s attentiveness to inconsistencies within colonial discourse, and to relations 
of power and their material and discursive mechanisms and manifestations, are 
characteristic of postcolonial architectural history.

In her contributions, Uduku argues that tropical architecture was conceptual-
ized, taught, and communicated as a set of universal norms, through entangled 
global, transnational, trans-imperial knowledge networks centered on London. 
These networks included long-established colonial agencies like the School of Trop-
ical Medicine and Hygiene; educational institutions like the Architectural Associa-
tion but also new architecture programs in Ghana and Nigeria; building research 
stations in Australia, Ghana, India, and South Africa; British architecture firms with 
branches in Africa, the Caribbean, and South Asia; exiled German architects seeking 
new pasture for their radical experiments; West African and Caribbean students 
abroad who formed their own discursive and politically-active community; and 
West African architects practicing at home.42 This work prefigured a raft of subse-
quent analyses of the transnational networks of modernism.43

Architectural journal articles, technical literature, and photographs were crucial 
to tropical architecture. However, as Le Roux and Uduku assert, these media distort 
our understanding of the creation and reception of the phenomenon. Media were 
almost exclusively produced in England and authored by British subjects embedded 
in mobile networks that paralleled the original commodity flows of colonialism. 
Indigenous voices were almost completely absent as were images of use.44 Conse-
quently, Le Roux and Uduku highlight the complicity of conventional archives in co-
lonialism, and model the importance of identifying counter-sources such as the only 
professional journal published in West Africa, The West African Architect and Builder, 
or unofficial notes from the 1953 Conference on Tropical Architecture at University 
College London that record the deep involvement of students from across the colo-
nies in establishing tropical architecture as a course of distinct field.45 

2 Jane Drew and Maxwell Fry, Tedder 
Hall, 1953–1959, University of Ibadan, 
Ibadan, Nigeria, Detail of the private 
balconies of a study bedroom wing of 
Residential College 2, 1955, Photogra-
pher unknown
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Modern European Colonialism and Postcolonial Architectural History
These and other foundational articles in postcolonial architectural history reveal 
shared patterns of thought and analytical strategies, some of which are listed in 
the table below. As the table indicates, these themes and methods resonate be-
yond the limited scope of modern European colonialism in Africa, Asia, Australia 
(typically assumed to be the purview of postcolonial studies). Postcolonial archi-
tectural history should therefore be understood as a theoretical orientation and 
set of methods, rather than geographically or chronologically-defined approach. It 
exceeds a desire to write the non-Western into history. And it cannot be reduced 
to a revisionist reworking of modernism via colonialism and orientalism – as it 
is often mistaken for.46 Indeed, it can equally well tackle monumentalization and 
colonial policies for the preservation of a seventeenth-century Sufi monument, and 
the overlap between the organization of construction labor and penal reform in 
nineteenth-century Southeast Asia.47 Methodologically, postcolonial architectural 
history uses diverse strategies such as discourse analysis, contrapuntal reading, 
and archival troubling48, drawn from poststructuralism, feminist critique, Marxist 
analysis, and other theoretical frameworks. However, the literature does not sup-
port a distinction between a poststructuralist thread of postcolonial architectural 
history focused on identifying exclusions to prove the impossibility of representing 
the other, and a humanist approach that posits already existing shared historical 
values.49 Rather, these two positions exist simultaneously within individual texts 
as they do, for instance, in Le Roux’s construction of an argument that both reveals 
how design worked to exclude Nigerians and how Nigerian users overcame this ex-
clusion; and Chattopadhyay’s analysis of how narratives insisted on distinguishing 
the black and white cities of Calcutta in an effort to disregard damning evidence 
of blurred boundaries.50 Some scholars are critical of the apparent capaciousness 
of the field, which seems to encapsulate a wide variety of critical perspectives on 
the experiences of a range of oppressed subjects as well as nations like Thailand 
that did not experience formal European colonization.51 This is a valid concern that 
has been discussed extensively within the discipline of postcolonial theory itself.52 
Arguably, however, the expansion of the category of postcolonial is postcolonial 
theory’s greatest success since it lends critical energy and voice to «all types and 
sites of struggles against hegemonic power,» and therefore has the potential for a 
greater impact on the material human condition.53 From this vantage point, postco-
lonial architectural history has a clear path forward – through decolonial critique.

THEMES THEMES THEMES METHODS

Place, space & cultural 
landscapes 

Knowledge-power Nationalism
Multiscalar formal & 

spatial analysis

Race Universal history The city Discourse analysis54 

Cultural construction of 
identities

The global
Materials & techno-

logies
Archival troubling55 

Indigeneity
Local agency & resis-

tance
Migration & mobility

Unpacking materiality / 
representation

Hybridity Modernities Networks Autoethnography56

Decolonization & Neo-
colonialism

Vernacular, tradition, 
informality

Preservation & heritage

Labor The archive & evidence

Table 1: Characteristic themes and methods in postcolonial architectural history
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Decolonization and Decoloniality 
What exactly are decolonialization, decoloniality, and decolonial critique? Like 
postcolonialism, these terms originate from outside architectural history.57 In the 
English- and French-speaking contexts, between the two world wars, colonial pol-
icy makers envisioned a gradual transfer of power to «indigenously based, formal-
ly sovereign, nation-states,» which they called «decolonization».58 This seemingly 
technocratic idea was actually a response to widespread anticolonial resistance 
and national movements that spurred a global shift in values. As we know, events 
gained unexpected (from European perspectives) momentum, and Europe’s nine-
teenth-century colonial empires in Africa and Asia came to often violent ends be-
tween the 1940s and 1960s. However, it soon became clear that political disen-
tanglement was rarely accompanied by economic, social, cultural, and cognitive 
disengagement.59 Thus, decolonization is both a constitutional-legal moment and 
an incomplete process, and both have been preoccupations of postcolonial studies, 
where scholars have focused on revealing the structural and epistemological di-
mensions of decolonization’s incompleteness and developing practices to disman-
tle persistent colonial power.60 Kenyan literary scholar and postcolonial theorist, 
Ngugi wa Thiong’o, for example, advocates adopting indigenous languages in order 
to restructure cultural and political life. His open-air community theater reject-
ed both colonial language and architecture, but was violently suppressed by the 
postcolonial state in the 1970s and 1980s.61 In place of the Greek-style proscenium 
theater (Fig. 3) erected by the British colonial state, where English language pro-
ductions were held, Kamiriithu Theater consisted of a self-built

[…] raised semi-circular platform backed by a semi-circular bamboo wall behind which 
was a small three-roomed house which served as the store and changing room. The 
stage and the auditorium – fixed long wooden seats arranged like stairs – were almost 
an extension of each other. It had no roof.62

There, the self-funded Kamiriithu group along with local residents scripted and 
staged Gikuyu language performances that promoted language learning, taught 
Kenyan history, provided entertainment, and questioned the nature of contempo-
rary Kenyan society and leadership by a postcolonial elite indebted to colonial po-
litical, economic, and cultural systems.63 

Scholarly approaches to decolonialization have another, concurrent origin sto-
ry.64 It emerged from the work of the Peruvian sociologist, Aníbal Quijano, which 
gained traction in the 1990s. «Coloniality,» Quijano argued, began with the conquest 
of Latin America and «the constitution of a new world order, culminating five hun-
dred years later, in a global power covering the whole planet.»65 This power, which 
was accompanied by an understanding of modernity and rationality as uniquely 
European phenomena, classified the world according to the mental construct of 
race, and invented a new structure for controlling labor, resources, and products 
– global capitalism.66 Walter Mignolo has expanded on Quijano’s definition of de-
coloniality as the «epistemological decolonization» necessary to «clear way for new 
intercultural communication […] as the basis for another rationality.»67 Mignolo 
insists that decoloniality is not a conceptual frame for interpreting world events. 
Rather, it is a practice in which one «extricate(s) oneself from the linkages between 
rationality/modernity and coloniality.»68 He conceptualizes engagement with these 
phenomena in spatial terms as dwelling, border thinking, and territorial epistemol-
ogies. He also engages with indigenous philosophy and aesthetics, advocating that 
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these be understood as prior to European incursions and be used as the basis for a 
reconnected past and future.69 

Postcolonialism and decoloniality are often presented as antagonistic approach-
es but they are actually closely aligned. In 2020, the journal Postcolonial Studies 
brought these longstanding antagonisms to the fore by staging a dialogue between 
scholars holding different positions.70 In his contribution, Ming Dong Gu notes 
that decolonial scholars have behaved as though «postcolonialism did not exist.»71 
Another contributor, Morgan Ndluvu, praises decolonial theory for its «academic 
humility» and «non-dictatorial» praxis, implying that postcolonial theory is guilty 
of these sins.72 Walter Mignolo’s contribution contrasts studying the «semiotic di-
mension of colonisation (of languages, memories and space)» (which I take to mean 
postcolonialism) with decoloniality as a «praxis of living», while insisting at the 
same time that decoloniality is only one out of many «options» for confronting the 
disruptions that coloniality perpetrates.73 As Sudeshna Guha observes, one strand 
of current decolonial scholarship has focused on the ethics of curating colonial 
collections in museums, and, in the process, has «overlooked» the usefulness of 
understanding «the nationalist politics of decolonization» at the moment of formal 
independence from European colonialism for «interrogating the cultural imperial-
isms of the post-colonial states» today.74 As I will argue architectural historiogra-
phy has inherited these tensions.

In fact, though they have distinct disciplinary genealogies and geographical 
foci, postcolonial and decolonial approaches both challenge insular historical nar-
ratives deriving from Europe, and aim to unsettle and reconstitute processes of 
knowledge production.75 Two potential distinctions have been tabled. First, deco-
loniality is said to be more concerned with the afterlife of colonialism and con-
temporary global inequalities than postcolonialism. Second, postcolonialism is 
often criticized for a tendency to remain in the theoretical and cultural domains, 
while decoloniality pays greater attention to material socioeconomic conditions.76 

3 National Theater, Government Road, 1959, Nairobi, Kenya, Photographer unknown
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However, my summary of the link between personal experience and knowledge 
production illustrates just one way in which postcolonial theory is grounded in 
overcoming present inequalities. And a recent exchange in the journal Postcolonial 
Studies reveals that Mignolo’s decolonial theory has itself been accused of engaging 
inadequately with the «material struggle for decolonization» and privileging epis-
temic work over liberating land and body.77 What distinguishes postcolonialism 
and decoloniality may, in fact, be a matter of their degree of political-material en-
gagement (conventionally understood as activism).

Out of the confluence of these and other genealogies, decolonization has gained 
both academic and popular significance.78 Eve Tuck and Eugene Wang have mem-
orably protested that instead of focusing exclusively on the «repatriation of indig-
enous land and life», decolonization has become a metaphor for all social justice 
initiatives, critical methodologies, and efforts to decenter settler perspectives.79 
Nelson Maldonado-Torres helpfully points out that the current decolonial turn con-
tains equal parts honest discovery and dangerous opportunism.80 While the decolo-
nization bandwagon raises all sorts of concerns, this essay suggests another, more 
positive way of viewing.

Decolonial Architectural History
The term decolonial has been applied most consistently to architectural critique by 
DAAR. In two recent publications, DAAR argues that existing scholarship on colo-
nial architecture only focuses on the colonial past, and there is therefore a need to 
investigate the afterlives of colonial architecture in order to do the work of decol-
onization.81 Here, we see the misleading insistence that decolonial architectural 
scholarship represents a new agenda and set of methods. In DAAR’s own words, 
they want to replace the «aesthetic» framework that has been used to analyze colo-
nial architecture with one that «treats architectural space as the product of social, 
political, and economic transformation.»82 These comments reveal a fundamental 
misunderstanding of postcolonial architectural scholarship, which takes the inter-
relation between space and society as a basic premise and often eschews stylistic 
concerns, and (per its origins in postcolonial studies) is fundamentally a history of 
the present.83 Nevertheless, the methods of multiscalar formal and spatial analysis, 
discourse analysis, and archival troubling that feature strongly in DAAR’s work are 
characteristic of postcolonial approaches. For example, DAAR replicates the fruitful 
move that Mia Fuller and several other scholars made years ago of taking built 
structures and urban ensembles within Italy itself, such as the suburb built for the 
1942 Esposizione Universale di Roma, as archives of Italian colonialism.84 However, a 
distinction exists between decolonial and postcolonial approaches to architectural 
history in the degree of emphasis on the present, on praxis, and in geographical fo-
cus. Perhaps, as Hannah Le Roux has recently suggested, postcolonial architectural 
historiography has not been «anti-colonial» enough.85

The scholarly activity that I categorize under the broad rubric of decolonial ar-
chitectural historiography – because it self-identifies as inaugurating a new, more 
politically-engaged sensibility in architectural history discourse – has focused on 
four general areas: the global, race, indigeneity, and gender.86 There have been 
several productive recent initiatives to teach and write global architectural his-
tories.87 Mark Jarzombek explains that «a global history of architecture» is con-
cerned with the «recently emerging geopolitical institutionality of architecture’s 
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history,» challenging the self-naturalization of the nation-state alongside modern-
ism, and reproducing that which has been suppressed by universalism.88 Initia-
tives like Jarzombek’s have expanded the discourse in helpful ways. Nevertheless, 
they have often ignored postcolonial responses to the same questions. Jarzombek 
misrepresents postcolonial approaches as limited to the period after (European) 
colonialism, and disingenuously characterizes this work as esoteric and «small in 
scale».89 A handful of white male architectural theorists are credited with trans-
forming the discipline in the 1970s and 1980s by parsing the local in relation to 
the universal, and developing traditional and vernacular architecture as «a type of 
disciplinary thinking and production».90 As Swati Chattopadhyay explains, howev-
er, postcolonial architectural historiography has long examined the «instantiation 
of the particular as an effect of the universal», and has conceptualized the global 
as the possibility of challenging the presumption of the universal.91 Le Roux and 
Uduku’s transnational actors in the networks of British-West African modernism in 
the 1950s are just one example of this work. Unfortunately, refusing earlier scholar-
ship has consequences. To quote Alice Te Punga Somerville: «Approaches connected 
to white men, as objects of study or as researchers, are likely to travel along the 
arteries of our academic worlds in very different ways than, for example, the work 
of (and about) indigenous peoples.»92 

	 Recent energy around investigating race in architecture is exciting for the 
attention it draws to a much-ignored topic but troubling because it has taken so 
long to generate broad interest. Race has been the topic of several recent confer-
ences, symposia, and publications.93 A recent volume, Race and Modern Architecture: 
A Critical History from the Enlightenment to the Present, aims to explore how race – «a 
concept of human difference that established hierarchies of power and domina-
tion between Europe and Europe’s ‹others›» – has constituted modern architectural 
discourse from the European Enlightenment to the present.94 An impressive array 
of chapters cover topics as diverse as European attitudes towards the Chinese gar-
den and the disparate photographic portraiture of postwar African-American and 
Euro-American emplaced life. However, the introduction to the volume conflates 
«modern architecture,» «modern architectural history,» and the entire discipline 
of architectural history, whose imbrication with the concept of race is presented 
as the subject of the book.95 The authors do not define these much-debated terms 
from the outset. The text states that «modern architecture entailed spatial prac-
tices like classifying, mapping, planning, and building that were integral to the 
erection of this racialized hegemony», implying that the defining characteristic of 
modern architecture was/is its racializing bent.96 If this is the case, then how does 
this definition relate to other more standard definitions of modern architecture? By 
contrast, as I have argued in this article, postcolonial architectural history offers 
a perspective that is useful for analyzing ideologies of exclusion and hegemonic 
practices that do and do not fit readily into the category of modern architecture.

Like the other scholarship categorized here as decolonial, Race and Modern Ar-
chitecture posits itself as a new turn: «Race and Modern Architecture begins the work 
of exhuming the racial logics embedded in our most canonical histories.» Though 
it acknowledges that postcolonial architectural history has shown that race, mo-
dernity and progress were mutually constructed, the introductory essay goes on to 
deny their contribution: «If the methodological approaches of critical race theorists 
and postcolonial scholars already teach us to identify the underlying discourses 
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that structure the gaze of the architect or designer, then the book’s chapters iden-
tify what tools are still necessary to relate the built environment to these broader 
cultural processes.»97 It seems to me that a misunderstanding of the goals, meth-
ods, and outcomes of postcolonial architectural history is at the root of this aporia. 
Postcolonial architectural history is misunderstood here as a geographically- and 
temporally-bound enterprise concerned with «colonial buildings» and «world exhi-
bitions», and with identifying the «underlying discourses that structure of the gaze 
of the architect or designer.»98 

As I have shown in this article, postcolonial architectural history has a much 
wider set of theoretical positions, thematic concerns, and methodologies. It has 
done precisely the kind of work that Race and Modern Architecture calls for, by pro-
viding «critical hermeneutical methods for uncovering the role of racial thought in 
familiar objects and narratives.»99 Discourse analysis has been a mainstay of post-
colonial efforts to uncover the constitutive role of race, and there is no doubt that 
«race is there, even when we think it is not» in the postcolonial architectural schol-
arship summarized in this essay.100 Furthermore, postcolonial architectural history 
has paid close attention to the constitution of archives at the nexus of state power 
and individual subjectivity. It pioneered critical engagement with state (rather than 
architect’s) archives and sought alternate archives, and it was instrumental in the 
elevation of vernacular buildings into objects of study and sources in their own 
right.101 However, postcolonial architectural history has not centered race to the 
exclusion of other constructs, and it can be faulted for not paying adequate atten-
tion to the United States, Canada, and South America though it has addressed the 
Caribbean.

Recent scholarship on race and the global both lay claim to a heretofore unseen 
politics of engagement with the present.102 These claims are even more direct in 
another wing of decolonial scholarship in architectural history – on settler colo-
nialism and indigeneity. Publications such as «The Settler Colonial Present - On This 
Land, A Cultural Site»; «At the Border of Decolonization»; «Indigeneity, Contingen-
cy, and Cognitive Shifts»; and «Decolonial Ecologies» attest to the importance of 
these themes in current decolonial scholarship.103 In «At the Border of Decoloniza-
tion», Andrew Herscher and Ana María León formulate a new project that seeks to 
collaboratively produce knowledge about the cities of Turtle Island/Abya Yala/The 
Americas in relation to settler colonialism, «Indigenous survivance», and decolonial 
struggles.104 They assert that « ‹settler colonialism› has recently emerged as a name 
for a distinctive form.»105 Furthermore, architectural theories and practices of In-
digenous people, they suggest, have not been adequately examined in light of how 
these practices might impact the category of architecture itself and the writing of 
architectural history. In fact, indigeneity, settler colonialism, and the settler colo-
ny, are foundational concepts in postcolonial studies. Indeed, postcolonial studies 
controversially contests the concept of indigeneity as a potentially essentialist trap 
set by imperialist discourse.106 For its part, postcolonial architectural history has 
obsessively examined the status of local/vernacular/traditional/indigenous forms 
and practices in the built environment.107 New work like the Settler Colonial City 
Project might profitably engage with the large body of scholarship on architectures 
of African and indigenous enslavement and genocide in the Caribbean; and on the 
colonial gaze that emptied local lands of their inhabitants and inserted them into 
a global network of productive capital, and the problematic architectural and legal 
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regimes that enabled the partitioning and expropriation of indigenous land in the 
past and in the present in Australia, South Africa, and Namibia.108

Unlike the global, race, and indigeneity, gender is one topic that postcolonial ar-
chitectural historiography has given short shrift, and which decolonial scholarship, 
under the influence of earlier feminist scholarship, is shining a light on.109 Torsten 
Lange and Lucía C. Pérez-Moreno’s recent article reflects critically on the explosion 
of «fourth wave» feminist initiatives insisting on structural transformations in ar-
chitectural practice and formal architectural education.110 They identify continuities 
with earlier «gendered analyses of privacy and domesticity and the ‹herstory› mode 
of writing women into the canon», as well new directions that analyze women’s 
emotional labor as a form of spatial production, link queer sexuality and gender, 
and explore collective authorship and non-human forms of embodiment.111 Their 
exhortation to write «speculative and performative» histories that intervene in the 
present and future arguably links their work to the decolonial turn.112 Another ex-
ample, the Feminist Architectural Histories of Migration Project, engages directly 
with postcolonial approaches in its emphasis on migrants crossing colonial and 
postcolonial margins. It too explores design labor without authorship, uses and us-
ers who endowed architecture with value, spatial practices of occupation, and «the 
obscured work of teachers, researchers, and writers».113 Indeed, my analysis in the 
current article illustrates the need for a feminist-inspired documentation project 
targeting the work of non-European women scholars of postcolonial architectural 
history.

What connects these four bodies of work – on global, race, indigeneity, and 
gender – is their strongly activist orientation. If indeed an emphasis on material 
conditions is what distinguishes decolonial from postcolonial frameworks, then 
architecture’s special relationship to materiality/materialism may again offer a 
bridge. Buildings themselves are material and they play a direct role in shaping 
socio-economic conditions, inter-human relations, and in creating ideologies. Jy-
oti Hosagrahar sees a widespread if unspoken acceptance of postcolonial tenets 
in contemporary practitioners tendency to see architecture as globally constitut-
ed, critique universal design, embrace the local, and pursue social responsibility 
in design.114 DAAR’s interrogation of the status of Italian colonial-fascist buildings 
in Asmara, Addis Ababa, and Palermo in the midst of today’s neocolonialism and 
coloniality picks up dangling threads in postcolonial scholarship, while their inter-
ventions in Israel’s colonial-military infrastructure enact a repossession that resists 
reproducing colonial relations in a mode similar to the adaptation of the building 
boundary described by Le Roux.115 Meanwhile, Anooradha Siddiqi and Kelema Lee 
Moses relink decolonial efforts to long histories of early anti-colonial activism and 
contemporary postcolonial scholarship, but propose methodological expansions: 
Siddiqi invites us to look at the refugee camp as a generator rather than object of 
theory and knowledge(s), and Moses suggests that centering contingency in archi-
tecture and place-making processes creates openings for multiples ways of know-
ing such as indigenous design thinking in the United States.116 

Conclusion
Given the similarities and differences I have summarized between postcolonial and 
decolonial approaches to architectural history, I would argue that the decolonial 
turn in architectural history represents an extension of the postcolonial framework 
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across a variety of domains, with a stronger activist bent and an expanded chrono-
logical, geographical, and thematic purview.117 Postcolonialism seems to have fi-
nally transformed the canon. However, the transformation remains incomplete if 
the body of scholarship that has sustained it since the 1980s is rendered invisible. 

In an effort to resist the hegemonic logic of academic architectural history and 
of twenty-first century European and North American social systems, I have cho-
sen to center the scholarship of immigrant, non-European, non-American women 
scholars of postcolonial architectural history. In academic writing, our historio-
graphical conventions rely on a certain amount of strawmanning – new research 
starts by pointing to flaws in existing scholarship. This in part explains decolonial 
scholarship’s investment in claiming novelty, and accounts for the undercitation of 
postcolonial architectural history. But strawmanning does not justify the absence 
of a serious engagement with other work, or the violence wrought by muting the 
voices of a group that is already under-represented in the discipline. My purpose 
here is not to discredit decolonial scholarship. On the contrary, I welcome it and the 
spotlight it shines on inequality and violence of all kinds, and it is my hope that this 
article will inspire collaboration across the perceived divide between decolonial 
and postcolonial perspectives in architectural history.
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