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How can decentralisation contribute to 
the making of the Pluriverse and a new 
world-order??



eastbound 
on designing one's 
decolonial project
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My Eastbound Journey
>> Exploring and revealing the coloniality of 
knowledge in design in Vietnam <<



It’s us against the West “ “
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1 xenophilia:
an attraction to and admiration of foreign people, 
manners, or cultures
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Where is [_______] design history?
My 
Your
The Vietnamese 
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What we know about design is the product of 
subjugated knowledge. 



Image: Corbis



coloniality is constitutive of modernity——there is no 
modernity without coloniality.  “

—Walter Mignolo, 2011
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Our desire to move on from the aftermath and further 
away from poverty by means of economic 
development and education is constantly exploited.



Saigon 1974
Image: Corbis



COOP Design Research Studenten 
auf der Brüstung der Mensa-
Terrasse // Bauhaus Dessau 2020.
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Decolonising is not about tracing down one's roots 
and originality. 
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The history of design should never be examined and 
seen through the lens of binary logic.



>> Sharing from personal experience and approach <<

Designing One’s Decolonial 
Project
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2 Step 1. Finding your positionality* 

Positionality: a process of obtaining an understanding 
of where you have come from, your civilised history & 
cultural background, and where you are now in order to 
recognise the power you have, and how you can shift 
this power as an agent (of design)  
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There is no one Vietnam, no single design history, nor 
a universal, standardised way of knowledge 
production. 
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2 Step 2. Tracing civilised history
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presentBC

11

AD

939

1880s 1940s

1955 1975

Chinese 
Domination/
Sinicisation

French 
Colonisation

Resistance War 
Against America 

Timeline of Vietnamese colonial history
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Image: Internet Archive

An Nam

Tonkin

Cochichina

French Indochina
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Tonkin. Hanoi. Traveler on the street.
Image: Salles, André (1896) 

The Annamites
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2 The repetition of devaluing word 
choice in the process of historical 
documentation and the 
minimisation and disregard of 
intellectual evolution, including arts 
and technological progression

Colonialist Tactic #1

Tonkin.Bamboo mat merchants
Image: Salles, André (1896) 



Image: Internet Archive

“ […] ‘average’ is the essence of the 
Annamite’s innovation spirit—their 

minds can recreate images and 
‘copy’, but never are capable of 

‘actual thought, creativity’ or 
‘true art’ 

— Paul Giran,1904:2019 
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2 The eradication of indigenous 
and local actors in scientific 
knowledge production 

Colonialist Tactic #2

Tonkin. Hanoi. Sandals merchants.
Image: Salles, André (1896) 
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[...] the Annamite People must be entered into the class of Semi-
Civilised People, who have made considerable but slow progress.“

—Henri Oger, 1909:2009.
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The involvement of Annamite is rather considered as a ‘flavour’ 
adding to the ‘authenticity’ of the work, rather than a co-authorship.

Colonialist Tactic #2
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How does colonialism in design looks 
like today?



Video source:  
X-men, 2017



Image source: X-men
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Xenophilia + Internalised 
White 

Culture 
Colonophilia =



>> How Simply Secure applies the decolonial approach to 
changing who technology serves <<

Decolonial Design Approach In 
Practice
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2 Step 3. Delinking

Mind

Epistemic 
assumptions 

from the 
Western world

Body

Thought
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2021-2022

Funded by Digital Infrastructure Fund 
(organized by the Ford Foundation, Alfred P. Sloan Foundation, Open Society Foundations, 
Omidyar Network and the Mozilla Open Source Support Program in collaboration with the 
Open Collective Foundation)

Based off of the Roadwork Ahead research by Superrr Lab 

Building Blocks: 
 
Funding Digital 
Infrastructure 
from the Ground Up
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Source:  xkcd

Our goal:

To design a set of actionable 
resources for funders to better 
support digital infrastructure 
projects
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Challenge: How to design a locally suitable and contextually relevant process and 
mechanism for a dominant funding culture, while acknowledging the 
many different ways that regions, languages, and governments 
articulate and understand “infrastructure”?

Europe

India

Southeast Asia

Oceania

Latin America

Brazil

Africa

Hajime Narukawa’s 
AuthaGraph World Map
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Approach Human-centered design research, with a focus on the 
principle that funders should listen to the communities they 
serve



with Digital Democracy: Designing for safety and security in 
human rights activism and indigenous land defence

P
A
R
T

3 Trusted Design: Designing a vision and systemic strategy to 
tackle deceptive design that governments, tech companies, 
industry partners, and designers can enact

Learn more 
about our work: 

with Globaleaks: Designing a trustworthy and secured 
experience for whistleblowers 

Some projects that we’ve worked on:

Limits to Digital Consent (with New Design Congress): 
Original research on the risks of ethical consent and data 
collection for underrepresented communities

simplysecure.org
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Our mission is to change who 
technology serves



Using design shift power 1

Democratising our expertise2

Listening to unheard voices3

Authenticity4



1. Asking yourself some (difficult) questions
2. Constantly inquiring about your own work
3. Identifying the power structure within your organisation 
4. Learning how to see and recognise your own power within it 

Starting your decolonial project: 



Human existence, because it came into being through asking questions, is at the 
root of change in the world. There is a radical element to existence, which is the 
radical act of asking questions. [...] At root human existence involves surprise, 
questioning and risk. And because of all this, it involves actions and change.
“

– Paulo Freire



Thank you! 

ngọc triệu 
ngoc@simplysecure.org
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28.09.2022
design researcher

@simply secure 


