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DECOLONISING TRANSITIONS IN THE GLOBAL SOUTH:  

TOWARDS MORE EPISTEMIC DIVERSITY IN TRANSITIONS RESEARCH 

 

INTRODUCTION  

 

Similar to EIST, sustainability transitions research outside of Europe began a decade ago. The 

seminal special issue, “Socio-technical Experiments in Asia – A Driver for Sustainability 

Transition?” was one of the first attempts to apply concepts from transitions research to “developing 

economies” (Berkhout et al., 2010). Since then, the topic has gained momentum: more transition 

scholars publish with non-European case studies, and knowledge about socio-technical transitions in 

non-European contexts have become prevelant in the community. Yet, the field is lacking a deeper 

discussion about issues like decolonising transitions research. After half a decade of formal and 

informal exchange led by “Transitions in the Global South” thematic group of STRN, it is time for 

our comunity to embrace a fresh and alternative approach to understanding, mainstreaming and 

implementing transitions in the Global South. 

GLOBAL SOUTH  

We refer as the Global South to those regions that have a colonial history, exhibit diverse 

ontologies and epistemologies, and have not been able to secure access to basic services for a 

significant part of its population. The term represents specific socio-political-economic 

characteristics, e.g. ill-functioning institutions that protect the privileges of a few, while undermining 

the well-being of many. Hence, large portions of the population often rely on clientelist and exclusive 

provision systems (Ramos-Mejía et al., 2018) that reproduce patterns of social exclusion. 

Simultaneously, sociotechnical systems in these contexts exhibit diverse innovation opportunities in 

either a frugal bottom-up manner or with highly sophisticated brought-from-the-North technologies. 

Countries in such a contexts, are heavily influenced by their colonial past in physical and aspirational 

forms, and pursue ‘development’ (Escobar, 1995). Yet many Global South countries are in fact ahead 

of the developed North in ecological resilience, social solidarity, and sustainable living (Hickels, 

2020; Hayward and Roy, 2019). In the attempt to “catch up” (Perez 1988; Yap and Truffer 2019), 

socio-technical trajectories towards ‘development’ have been inspired by Western industrial 

modernisation models. These have overlooked (and sometimes weakened) endogenous worldviews 

and heterogenous philosophies, as globalisation and colonisation led to a ‘One-World world’ being 

exported to many regions, suppressing plurality. This dominant worldview of industrial modernity 

has led to many social injustices and ecological degradations (Kanger and Schot, 2019). As the world 

is rapidly approaching all planetary boundaries, it is time to pay attention to socio-technical transitions 

based on alternative epistemic and ontological foundations (Escobar, 2015; Fry, 2017). To this end, 

we call for decolonising sustainability transitions research. 



 

 

DECOLONISING TRANSITIONS RESEARCH - WHAT DOES IT MEAN? 

Following Escobar (2015), our current research thinking, and practice, is based on modern 

notions of scientific practice, characterised by being rationalist, logocentric and materialistic, and 

overlooking other ways of being and knowing. Western science epistemological superiority has given 

more power and legitimacy to the modernisation agenda around the planet (Doyon et al., 2021). This 

has suppressed and sometimes diminished non-Western worldviews. Decolonising research would 

mean a decisive critique towards modernity in order to establish other grounds for thought and action. 

In other words, ‘We need to step out of existing institutional and epistemic boundaries if we truly 

want to envision the worlds and practices capable of bringing about the significant transformations 

seen as needed.’ (Escobar, 2015, p.452). We believe that an unprecedented opportunity to uncover 

those alternative, marginalised worldviews lie in the current urgency to transform socio-technical 

systems towards more sustainable ones. To capture other realities, we need alternative analytical and 

methodological frameworks that do not silence or narrow down diverse social practices and 

technologies which constitute the ‘pluriverse’, a Zapatista notion of ‘a world where many worlds fit’. 

The question therefore remains: How can we decolonise sustainability transitions research? We 

suggest three dimensions. A summary of these dimensions are provided in  Table 1. 

1. Focus on everyday struggles and resistances 

While the word ‘struggle’ carries a negative connotation, perspectives from the Global South 

offer a more emancipatory view of everyday struggles as a strategy and capacity for transformative 

resilience (Petr Jehlicka et al., 2019). Often, these everyday struggles are considered as low-level 

resistances or as ‘weapons of the weak’ (Gille 2010). Yet everyday struggles are the social realities 

of socio-technical transitions which are as crucial to acknowledge as the environmental realities 

(Yuana, et.al, 2020; Sunio, 2021). An analytical alternative view of everyday struggles in the Global 

South might help adds nuances to understanding the role of social practices in the transition research. 

Foregrounding everyday struggles will imply a deeper understanding of informal institutions that are 

in constant contestation, negotiation and resistant  to formally imposed rules, in a complex steering 

of the transition agenda at the very grassroots level. The transformative nature and resilience of 

informal institutions highlight post-colonial existence of formal institutions as those ‘transplanted 

from outside’ and ‘superimposed upon indigenous institution’ (Dia, 1996, p.3). Decolonising 

transitions research would mean rethinking the institutional perspective and social realities of 

transitions. 

2. Focus on nuances of local dynamics 

The role of power in transitions is na acknowledged transitions research agenda (Kohler et al., 

2019). Power relations in the Global South are often more complex and nuanced and better tackled 

by relational approaches, instead of technocratic, goal-oriented developmental approaches. For 

instance, while pursuing urban transition, smart city projects in Brazil or in India follows missions 

and strategies copied from the West, and hide social exclusions and deep structural inequalities in 

their local contexts (Tambelli, 2019; Ghosh and Arora, 2021). Decolonising epistemology of smart 

urban transitions research in the South demands shifting away from the grand urban sustainability 



 

 

narrative through smart technologies developed in the North, and focus on citizens’ empowerment 

and well-being (Ghosh and Arora, 2021). Epistemic colonialism hides inequality as integral to 

Southern regimes, where power issues may be central to whether sustainability transitions will entail 

social and environmental justice (Kumar et al., 2021). While those who are winning will continue 

winning due to ill-functioning institutions, we need to open up the nuances of local injustices and 

deepen our understanding of ‘inequality’, in order to enable an equitable and inclusive transition. 

3. Focus on meaningful and empowering participatory research methods 

Transitions scholars have been recently thinking about appropriate and plural methods for 

transitions research. In such methodological considerations, it is crucial to appreciate that southern 

scholars and practitioners may be deeply influenced by colonial routines that may hinder 

opportunities for alternative worldviews to flourish. Decolonising research entails going beyond 

interventionist projects run by international organisations (including universities) that advances 

colonial legacies and often have no real impact for the local community (Land & Water Australia 

2008). Enabling long term transitions driven by the southern actors for southern contexto require 

diferente skill sets and training to account for local sensitivities, socio-political and cultural conditions 

that confronts colonial thinking and practises. Capacity-building is often stressed in ‘sustainable 

development’ projects. Yet, what types of human capabilities are already present locally, and how to 

harness those into further ‘developing’ capacities instead of building capacities them from scratch are 

often left out of the discussions (Frediani et al., 2014; UNSDG 2017). Transitions research in the 

Global South is still pre-dominantly an extractive process that does not benefit the researched 

communities (Pinet, 2019). It is in the transitions research agenda to develop participatory1, action-

research and transdisciplinary methodologies, that could partly address this issue (Köhler et al., 2019). 

Decolonising transitions research methodologies therefore begins with embracing the transformative 

activity of Southern actors, helping in building communities of practises and embedding social and 

technological innovations to local contexts (Silvonen, 2004).  

To conclude, decolonising sustainability transitions in the Global South means embracing 

emancipatory processes based on local, non-western worldviews. For researchers, this implies 

understanding and challenging existing power structures related to knowledge creation and 

dissemination to make room for alternative pathways of socio-technical systems change. In the next 

decade, transitions research should be decolonised both in discursive theories and research practices.  

 

Table 1: Suggestions for decolonising transitions research in the Global South  

Decolonising research in the Global South 

Focus on Why How-to 

 
1 Sustainability transitions researchers could learn from the long debate on participation in Development Studies. 

See, for example, Cooke and Khotari, 2001 



 

 

Everyday struggles and 
resistances 

Everyday struggles embeds 
transformative resilience and 
informal institutions 

Acknowledging contextual 
realities and how conflicts shape 
socio-technical transitions 

Nuances of local dynamics Epistemic colonialism lacks 
understanding of Southern 
processes 

Bring power issues and inequality 
to the analytical scene from a 
Southern perspective - avoiding 
assumptions and lenses from the 
north 

Meaningful and empowering 

participatory research methods 

Human capabilities are already 
present in the South and 
participants have skills and 
agencies that may not be explicit 

Enabling long term, sustained 
collaboration, building 
communities of practise which 
accounts for local sensitivities, 
socio-political and cultural 
conditions.  
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