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The World Matters – and so do our universities 

by Dr Lars Peter Laamann (14/06/2020) 

The demonstrations which erupted last week were no bolt out of the blue sky. Nor were they isolated 

events – the concept of “black lives” turned out to matter to protesters on every continent. Not least 

in Britain, where the paragons of the past literally found themselves being taken off their pedestals. 

Their removal from the locations of imperial greatness struck with the same vehemence as the fire at 

Grenfell Tower precisely three years ago, which caused carnage amongst the many black and other 

minority families who had made their homes in the building. That the fire broke out in the richest 

borough of the former British Empire’s capital caused consternation, though the link is very clear: The 

Empire’s greatness was borne on the shoulders of the Afro-Asian peoples whose lives were dominated 

by British wealth and guns. 

But this is not only history. The consequences of the bipartition into colonial rulers and dominated 

populations extend into every aspect of our present lives. It would appear logical that our universities 

become the one place where the historical inequity against BAME populations are reversed. However, 

on their long march through the institutions (to borrow the phrase from a previous era), minority 

representation peters out the higher in the academic hierarchies one looks. It is therefore perhaps not 

surprising that only some twenty percent of all British universities have made a commitment to de-

colonise their curricula (see the attached Guardian article of 11 June). 

We here at SOAS take great pride in being champions of decolonising the teaching of the history, 

societies and cultures of the regions which were to varying degrees affected by European colonialism. 

The languages taught at SOAS not only cover the major tongues of North Africa, the Middle East and 

East Asia, but a wide variety of African and Asian languages spoken across state borders. Our 

specialists in Development Studies, Politics, Law and Economics deal with the concrete aspects that 

concern the Global South, from the wars and famines which drive people to leave their homes to the 

opportunities which the megacities in Africa and Asia provide. In a nutshell, SOAS forms a nodal point 

between the history which created the inequities we are witnessing today and the wider world today. 

The World really matters and this is why the current financial crisis confronting SOAS and the entire 

university sector also undermines the necessary awareness that fundamental change in our 

institutions, and in our collective memory, is essential for creating a better future. The message could 

not be any clearer: well-funded universities provide the opportunity to turn a page in our history and 

to prevent the chaos which we are witnessing today. 
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