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1. Introduction 

Debates about the need to ‘decolonize’ universities have been gaining traction following widely publicized events such as the ‘Why Is My Curriculum White?’ campaign launched in 2014, the ‘Rhodes Must Fall’ movement starting in 2015, and the ‘Black Lives Matter’ protests after the death of George Floyd in 2020 (Abu Moghli & Kadiwal, 2021; Bhambra et al., 2018; Shain et al., 2021; Winter et al., 2022). While noteworthy in their geographic reach (Behari-Leak, 2019), it is important to point out that current calls to decolonize the content and structures of Higher Education (HE) are far from novel: The history of decolonial thinking goes back centuries (Morreira et al., 2020) and has a prominent and long-established tradition especially amongst scholars of the so-called global South (Behari-Leak, 2019; Moosavi, 2020; Rivera Cusicanqui, 2012; Winter et al., 2022). 

What is new, however, is that the visibility of initiatives to decolonize HE has grown, as decolonization debates finally have attracted widespread attention in university settings of the so-called global North (Behari-Leak, 2019; Moosavi, 2020; Shain et al., 2021). The distinction of ‘global South’ and ‘global North’ thereby is “not a straightforward geographic [one]” (Gayá, 2021, p. 169), but rather recognizes “an entire history of colonialism, neo-imperialism, and differential economic and social change through which large inequalities in living standards, life expectancy, and access to resources are maintained” (Dados &  Connell, 2012, p. 13), both between and within different societies (Mahler, 2018).

Part of the current “decolonization hype” (Behari-Leak, 2019, p. 58) has been the rise in ‘decolonization’ initiatives at UK HE institutions. This becomes evident, for example, in efforts to diversify reading lists (Schucan Bird & Pitman, 2020); re-design assessment methods (Winter et al., 2022); develop more inclusive learning spaces (Arday et al., 2021); and provide resources for decolonization-based pedagogical practice (see, for instance, Decolonising SOAS Working Group, 2018; Manchester Metropolitan University 2023; University of Westminster 2023). Since the meaning of ‘decolonization’ is itself contested (Adefila et al., 2022; Bhambra et al., 2018), these efforts vary in their conceptual approaches, including what they identify as the central inequalities to be overcome within hegemonic knowledge canons and/or the academic career progression of students and staff (cf. e.g., Abu Moghli & Kadiwal, 2021; Begum & Saini, 2019; Phiri et al., 2023). The common denominators that unite these initiatives under the ‘decolonization’ label is that they all emphasize the need to address structurally embedded power asymmetries in the production and dissemination of academic knowledge, based, for instance, on researchers’ ethnic or gender identities; and recognize that decolonizing HE is not a simple task, but rather one that requires long-term plans, attention to context-dependent dynamics and ongoing openness to critical (self-) reflection (Adefila et al., 2022; Behari-Leak, 2019; Doharty et al., 2021; Hayes et al., 2021; Moosavi, 2023).

In a novel contribution to the academic debate on decolonization efforts in UK HE, we ask how our own positionality and the support that we received from university management have affected our work on a new teaching toolkit for the University of East Anglia (UEA) in Norwich, UK, between February 2022 and May 2023. Our central arguments are based on our reflections about the challenges and opportunities we encountered in avoiding the ‘institutional housekeeping trap’, that is the risk that certain professional activities are relegated to the realm of unpaid or otherwise unrecognized (and in that sense invisible) labor (Bird et al., 2004). The term ‘institutional housekeeping’ intentionally invokes comparison with ‘domestic housekeeping’ (Bird et al., 2004), and – in HE settings – includes tasks that support the day-to-day running and overall quality of university life but are not easily captured in metrics of ‘academic success’ (Engeli &  Mügge, 2020; Shalaby et al., 2021). Typically, these hiring- and promotion-relevant metrics of ‘academic success’ focus on ‘hard’ data related to funding or income streams, publications and impact (Engeli &  Mügge, 2020; Liu et al., 2019). Institutional housekeeping tasks, by contrast, encompass activities that defy straightforward measurement, such as pastoral care; ‘service’ work to ensure the running of courses, conferences and seminars; and contributions to Equality, Diversity and Inclusion (EDI) initiatives (Bird et al., 2004; Liu et al., 2019; Shalaby et al., 2021).

What makes the under-valuing of institutional housekeeping tasks particularly problematic is that the distinction of ‘status-enhancing’ and ‘not (or at least not so) status-enhancing’ activities is both gendered and racialized: As a generalized trend, it is predominantly women in HE that fulfil institutional housekeeping tasks (Pyke, 2011; Shalaby et al., 2021). In the strive for a more socially just academia, it has been primarily “BME [black and minority ethnic] scholar activists and students, particularly women of colour, who have historically and unfairly carried … [the] burden [of decolonization labor]” (Abu Moghli &  Kadiwal, 2021, p. 10; see also Begum &  Saini, 2019; Doharty et al., 2021). In this manner, activities that seek to overcome structurally embedded inequalities in HE may reinforce inequalities in HE, if there is an implicit or explicit expectation that some engage in these efforts for free, while others concentrate on tasks that are deemed more relevant to their personal careers.

[bookmark: _30j0zll]As our experience working on the UEA toolkit shows, close collaboration between different members of the university and ongoing criticality about the relevance of positionality are crucial to ensure that decolonization efforts are not reduced to the racialized, gendered and often little-rewarded realm of institutional housekeeping. 


2. The UEA Toolkit Project 

The idea for a UEA toolkit originated during a Black History Month event in October 2019. The event had been organized as an informal conversation to share ideas about common denominators – and points of difference – in the work of UEA’s Widening Participation (WP)  teams (who support students from groups that are generally under-represented in UK HE), the student-led Decolonise UEA campaign (which calls for more diverse, inclusive and representative structures at UEA) and UEA’s University of Sanctuary initiative (a group of UEA staff and students who engage in efforts to create a welcoming environment for those who are seeking sanctuary from violence or persecution).

As part of the conversation, event participants highlighted the potential benefits of a UEA-specific resource similar to the ‘Decolonising Learning and Teaching Toolkit’ of the School of Oriental and African Studies (SOAS), University of London (Decolonising SOAS Working Group, 2018). Following further conversations – and some delays caused by the COVID-19 pandemic – members of the Decolonise UEA student society and the UEA University of Sanctuary initiative agreed on a toolkit action plan in early 2021, with support from the UEA Vice-Chancellor’s (VC) Taskforce on Tackling Racism (a taskforce led by university management that seeks to tackle institutional racism in UK HE). The implementation of this action plan involved the collection of primary data from UEA students on their learning experiences, and from UEA academic as well as non-academic staff on their teaching and teaching-related practices. A total of 202 students across study years, degree programs and UEA’s four faculties (of Arts and Humanities; Medicine and Health Sciences; Science; and Social Sciences) participated in the toolkit online survey conducted in spring 2022. Of these, 19 students agreed to join either an online or face-to-face interview in summer 2022. Throughout the academic year of 2021/22, 29 members of staff from different faculties and departments (the latter including the library and student support services) contributed examples of how they address structural inequalities in UK HE, for instance, by diversifying knowledge sources or encouraging a high level of reflexivity as part of staff and student training. 

Once completed in the summer of 2023, the toolkit will be circulated through UEA’s staff training channels, as a practical resource that a) fosters conversations across the university about the power dynamics that affect the production and dissemination of academic knowledge in UK HE, and b) supports efforts to reduce structural inequalities in educational outcomes and experiences. Although the toolkit is grounded in decolonization principles of ongoing reflexivity, critical awareness and strives for social justice (Adefila et al., 2022; Behari-Leak, 2019; Moosavi, 2023), the toolkit team decided against naming it the ‘Decolonizing UEA Toolkit’ and opted for ‘The UEA Reflexive Teaching Toolkit’ instead. This was done both to highlight the relevance of reflexive practice when addressing structural inequalities in HE (Moosavi, 2023) and to reduce potential points of resistance against activities that carry the decolonization label (as discussed, for instance, in Bhambra et al., 2018; Shain et al., 2021).

The emphasis on reflexivity in the theoretical framing of the UEA teaching toolkit responds to concerns about toolkit approaches in HE: On the one hand, toolkits have become a popular resource in decolonizing efforts, as they compile relevant information in a tangible form (Chaussée et al. 2022; Mheta et al. 2018). On the other hand, however, toolkits that provide checklist strategies on ‘how to achieve social justice’ may oversimplify and depoliticize the complexities of the decolonization process (Cartwright & Cartwright, 2020; Tuck & Yang, 2012). Even worse, toolkits that put the responsibility on individuals to ‘do better’ can divert attention from questioning the broader systems under which they operate, and feed into the neoliberal university’s pre-occupation with measurable outcomes, even where concepts such as ‘social justice’ are difficult to quantify (Dhillon, 2021; Moosavi, 2020). The UEA Reflexive Teaching Toolkit addresses these concerns by recognizing that any attempt to effect meaningful change needs to be collaborative and ongoing, since structural inequalities in HE manifest in complex and context-dependent ways (Bhambra et al., 2018; Cartwright & Cartwright, 2020; Moosavi, 2023).

Once disseminated through UEA’s staff training channels with the help of university management (represented by members of the VC Taskforce on Tackling Racism), the toolkit is meant to provide practical inspiration across faculties, departments and disciplines on what can be done to overcome power asymmetries in the production and dissemination of academic knowledge. To support this objective, members of the toolkit team have not only identified central themes in the primary data on students’ learning experiences and staff’s teaching or teaching-related examples (for instance, on how to create ongoing spaces for reflexivity in different study programs and why this matters), but also engaged in conversations about the university’s current hiring and promotion criteria, and how these could be changed to take greater account of decolonization efforts. Since the toolkit is yet to be finalized, it is not possible to assess its effectiveness at this point. In the future, however, its impact should be evaluated based on the extent to which it meets the diverse needs of UEA’s staff and student bodies; interrupts hegemonic knowledge canons and ideas of HE as a space of ‘identity-neutral meritocracy’; and supports decolonial principles of social transformation and justice (Mignolo & Walsh, 2018). 


3. Method and Positionality

[bookmark: 1fob9te][bookmark: 3znysh7][bookmark: 2et92p0]Primary data for the toolkit were collected after obtaining ethical clearance from the UEA Ethics Research Committee. The data collection process followed decolonial research principles that seek to reduce power disparities between researchers and research participants by emphasizing knowledge exchange over data extraction (Boyd, 2021; Datta, 2018). Reflexivity among members of the toolkit team – i.e., ongoing awareness of researchers’ and research participants’ positionality, and critical reflections about the interplay between environment and self, including the ways in which an individual’s behavior is shaped by and simultaneously shapes the context under which they operate (Lumsden, 2019; May & Perry, 2017) – was crucial to this approach. Reflexivity improves the transparency and overall quality of the research process, as it encourages critical analysis of the multi-faceted dynamics that influence scholarly work, from the framing of research questions to the interpretation of empirical results (Lumsden, 2019). A key strength of reflexive research practice is that it compels researchers to assess how their (and research participants’) social and political characteristics affect their engagement with the world, and, in doing so, encourages greater awareness of the fluidity and complex intersections between different identities such as ethnicity, gender and class (Adsit & Byrd, 2019; Younge, 2019).

The UEA toolkit team used journals (individually) as well as regular emails and online meetings (collectively) to foster reflexivity throughout the toolkit project. The central arguments in the book chapter at hand – on the toolkit team’s challenges and opportunities in avoiding the institutional housekeeping trap – are based on reflections captured in these individual and collective sources. To be clear, our arguments thus neither analyze the primary data from students’ learning experiences or staff’s teaching and teaching-related examples that were collected for the writing of the UEA toolkit, nor do they rely on a systematically autoethnographic approach (as discussed, for instance, in Cooper & Lilyea, 2022). Instead, our arguments are based on reflections that were part of our reflexive research approach, which provided us with an “epistemological entrance” (Berry & Clair, 2011, p. 202) to assessing the relevance of our own positionality.

At this point, we should clarify who ‘we’ are: ‘We’, the six authors of the book chapter at hand, have worked as core members of the UEA toolkit team. Four of us – Suzanne Henry, Thinh Ngoc Pham, Surya Simon and Yao Wang – were so-called ‘early-career researchers’ (UKRI, 2023) at different stages of either having completed their PhD studies (Surya Simon), about to complete their PhD studies (Thinh Ngoc Pham and Yao Wang) or with relevant professional training (Suzanne Henry) at the time that primary data for the toolkit project were collected. The other two – Claire Hynes and Ulrike Theuerkauf – were (and still are) mid-career lecturers at the University of East Anglia. Our disciplinary backgrounds span the Social Sciences and Humanities, ranging from Literature, Drama and Creative Writing (Claire Hynes and Surya Simon), through Inter-Cultural Communication and Psychology (Thinh Ngoc Pham and Yao Wang), to Sociology and Political Science (Suzanne Henry and Ulrike Theuerkauf). 

As we discuss in further detail in section 4, the four early-career researchers were hired on fixed-term Research Associate contracts during the first half of 2022. The two mid-career lecturers contributed to the toolkit project on behalf of the UEA University of Sanctuary initiative, of which they had been (volunteer) members since 2021 (Claire Hynes) and 2018 (Ulrike Theuerkauf) respectively. All six authors had experience in decolonization, EDI or WP initiatives prior to joining the toolkit team.

Five of the six authors are women (Suzanne Henry, Claire Hynes, Surya Simon, Ulrike Theuerkauf and Yao Wang). Three authors are ethnically Asian (Thinh Ngoc Pham, Surya Simon and Yao Wang), two non-white multi-ethnic (Suzanne Henry and Claire Hynes) and one white (Ulrike Theuerkauf). All six authors experience being outside ‘Britishness’ in various ways: Thinh Ngoc Pham, Surya Simon, Ulrike Theuerkauf and Yao Wang because they do not hold British citizenship, but migrated to the UK (in different years) to pursue postgraduate studies and, thereafter, work in HE. Suzanne Henry and Claire Hynes are British nationals, with a combination of Malaysian (Suzanne Henry), African-Caribbean and White British (Claire Hynes) heritage. Consequently, differences in experiences of national identity, racialization and migratory patterns have shaped each researcher’s distinct positionality.

Thinh Ngoc Pham, Surya Simon and Yao Wang are first-generation migrants from countries (Vietnam, India and China) that have a history of being (partly) colonized by a major imperial power. As such, their positionality – and reflections during the toolkit project – have been shaped by their lived experiences of the historical and contemporary impacts of colonization, cultural erasure and resistance (cf. Dutta & Elers, 2020). Ulrike Theuerkauf is a first-generation migrant from a European country (Germany) whose ‘otherness’ in the UK is primarily defined by language, customary behavior and – since Brexit – her status as an EU citizen (cf. Abranches et al., 2021).

Whilst it would be easy to infer that British citizenship has bestowed Suzanne Henry and Claire Hynes with an ‘automatic’ belonging to ‘Britishness’, racist notions of national identity in fact serves to create and exclude them as racialized ‘others’ (Gilroy, 1987). In this manner, racialization and the experience of growing up within the home of empire – i.e., at the site where (neo-) colonialism and cultural erasure have been produced – has greater prominence over any sense of ‘Britishness’. While all six authors have experienced different forms of discrimination based on their ‘otherness’ in the UK, the ways in which they have been denied place, ethnic or cultural expression and the manners in which they have confronted different types of racism had a distinct impact on each individual’s positionality (see also Hall, 1992; Sivanandan, 1982). 


4. Challenges and Opportunities in Avoiding the Institutional Housekeeping Trap

There are a number of widely discussed challenges in efforts to decolonize HE. These include, inter alia, ambiguities surrounding the (context-dependent) meaning of ‘decolonization’ (Adefila et al., 2022; Bhambra et al., 2018); points of direct or indirect resistance against decolonization efforts (Rai & Campion, 2022; Shain et al., 2021); the current gap between decolonization theory and praxis, with a flourishing of theoretical debates on the aims and objectives of decolonizing work, but less consideration of how to turn these debates into concrete action plans (Moosavi, 2020; Morreira et al., 2020); and – linked to the preceding points – the risk of ‘decolonization’ turning into a performative metaphor (Persard, 2021; Tuck & Yang, 2012). 
 
We add to this list of widely discussed challenges by asking: How do the lived experiences and positionalities of those who engage in decolonizing efforts and the support that they receive from university management affect the dynamics of their decolonizing work? To answer this question, we draw on reflections from our time compiling the UEA Reflexive Teaching Toolkit between February 2022 and May 2023. We summarize our reflections in four points, each of which contains a challenge and an opportunity in avoiding the institutional housekeeping trap. As noted in our definition in section 1, the institutional housekeeping trap refers to the risk that certain professional activities – which contribute to the day-to-day running of the university but are difficult to measure in ‘hard data’ of ‘academic success’ – are relegated to the racialized and gendered realm of invisible labor (Bird et al., 2004; Engeli &  Mügge, 2020; Shalaby et al., 2021). 

Challenge and Opportunity 1: The University as a Space of Inequality and Criticality
Decolonizing work in UK HE is marked by an underlying tension: On the one hand, universities tend to pride themselves on their reputation as places for critical exploration, making them ideally suited for discussions about the causes, dynamics and consequences of structural inequalities (cf. Begum & Saini, 2019; Wimpenny et al., 2022). On the other hand, however, universities are themselves “structured by history, power, culture and identity (by coloniality)” (Hayes et al., 2021, p. 889), as the production and dissemination of academic knowledge does not occur in a political vacuum: For most of its existence, British academia has been predominantly male, white and middle-class (Begum & Saini, 2019), with white middle-class men acting as the stereotypical “custodians of knowledge” (Arday et al., 2021, p. 299). To this day in the global North more broadly, senior university positions, academic awards, keynote speeches and journal editorships are predominantly held by male white academics (Abu Moghli & Kadiwal, 2021; Engeli & Mügge, 2020). Individuals who fall outside these groups tend to experience “persistent marginalization, exclusion, discrimination and under-representation” (Rai & Campion, 2022, p. 479), as they navigate a system which deems certain bodies out of place (Puwar, 2004) and whose reward structures – of what makes a ‘good’, ‘promotion-worthy’ academic – reinforces the hegemonic (that is, white men’s) knowledge canon (Arday et al., 2021; Begum & Saini, 2019; Engeli & Mügge, 2020). 
 
The prevalence of such inequalities in the academic profession makes any attempt to overcome them a daunting task – as we can attest from our own toolkit work, when we discussed what we could and should expect as a ‘reasonable outcome’ of our efforts, and how our own positionalities (as discussed in section 3) affect our views on structural inequalities in UK HE. As a flipside to this challenge, however, we were impressed by the engagement of those students and staff who contributed to the toolkit project. This included the more than 200 students and nearly 30 members of staff who shared their learning, teaching and teaching-related experiences (see section 2), as well as the dozens of students and staff who provided feedback on our research design, offered administrative support, shared toolkit publicity, or invited us to present the toolkit project at seminars and workshops. We saw this as an encouraging sign, as it demonstrated the willingness of staff and students across Faculties and departments to support critical (self-) reflection about structural inequalities in HE. This, in turn, gave us hope about HE’s potential for transformative action and to work for the public goods of social and political justice (cf. Brennan and Naidoo, 2008; McArthur, 2010). 
 
Challenge and Opportunity 2: Avoiding the Institutional Housekeeping Trap 
As noted in section 2, several hundred staff and students supported the toolkit project, which we regard as a high number. While UEA has nearly 4,000 members of staff and more than 16,500 students (UEA, 2023), it is important to consider the difficult timing of the toolkit project during various stages of the COVID-19 pandemic, and the multiple pressures that both staff and students are facing in the increasingly competitive and casualized UK HE sector (Begum & Saini, 2019; Moosavi, 2020; Shain et al., 2021). Taking these factors into account, we were positively surprised by the amount and depth of contributions we received.
 
Underpinning the increasing competitiveness and casualization of UK HE is a neoliberal system pre-occupied with measurable outcomes of “efficiency, impact and productivity” (Moosavi, 2020, p. 343). In this system, the ‘worth’ of academic staff is typically measured through ‘hard data’ relating to funding or income streams, publications and influence on policy-makers outside of university (Liu et al., 2019; Shalaby et al., 2021). Institutional housekeeping tasks – including decolonization efforts – tend to play little to no role in these ‘hard data’, which means that they are doubly costly for the individuals who perform them: On the one hand, efforts for social justice in HE are psychologically and emotionally demanding (Hartlep & Ball, 2019; Mirza, 2018). On the other, they take away time that the self-interested academic ought to be spending on publications and grant applications as measures of their ‘academic success’ (Doharty et al., 2021; Engeli & Mügge, 2020; Shalaby et al., 2021). These costs are particularly concerning, as it has been predominantly women and academic staff who are not from an ethnically white background who have performed institutional housekeeping activities for greater social justice in HE (Abu Moghli &  Kadiwal, 2021; Begum and Saini, 2019; Doharty et al., 2021). 
 
In this manner, the relegation of decolonization efforts to the realm of invisible labor may reinforce patterns of structural violence along gender and ethnic lines, if there is an implicit or explicit expectation that some – who tend not to be from a white, male background – address issues of social justice in HE for free, while others are able to focus on more ‘career-relevant’ tasks (Doharty et al., 2021). To be clear, this is not to imply that those who engage in efforts for social justice are perpetuating structural violence. Rather, it is the incentive structures of the neoliberal university system which undermine decolonization efforts if these efforts lack recognition through pay or other career rewards. 
 
In our work for the UEA toolkit project, we were acutely aware of the housekeeping trap, since five of our six team members are female, and all but one come from a background that is not ethnically white. As we discuss in further detail below, a crucial form of recognition was the provision – by university management – of a budget for the toolkit project. Following pivotal discussions between members of Decolonise UEA, the UEA University of Sanctuary initiative and the VC Taskforce on Tackling Racism in 2021, the latter provided the means to pay the salaries of four Research Associates (Suzanne Henry, Thinh Ngoc Pham, Surya Simon and Yao Wang) who were hired for the toolkit project in 2022. In addition, members of the VC Taskforce on Tackling Racism – who themselves are part of senior management – kept in regular contact with the two mid-career lecturers (Claire Hynes and Ulrike Theuerkauf), as they are going to facilitate the planned dissemination of the toolkit (once completed) through UEA’s staff training channels and were open to further conversations – based on findings from the toolkit project – about the need for more formal recognition of decolonization efforts in the university’s hiring and promotion strategy.  


Challenge and Opportunity 3: Funding for Decolonizing Work 
It is worth elaborating the relevance of meaningful funding for decolonizing work as a separate challenge and opportunity, as the provision of resources is fundamental for any effort to transform academic (or other) structures (Rivera Cusicanqui, 2012; Winter et al., 2022). Practically, decolonization efforts that lack financial support may be limited in how much change they can achieve and reinforce the precarity of unpaid housekeeping labor (see also our preceding point). On a more symbolic level, the provision of funding by university management signals their commitment to decolonizing efforts and willingness to go beyond rhetorical performativity (cf. Rai & Campion, 2022; Shain et al., 2021). Put simply, by carrying financial costs, university management indicated that they are not solely driven by profitability concerns, but willing to ‘put their money where their mouth is’. We recognize that such support must be meaningful and sustained, as work for social justice otherwise can be perceived as  tokenistic and lacking in substance (Ahmed, 2012).

As we can confirm based on our own toolkit work, financial backing from senior management was an important signal of the university’s commitment to decolonizing efforts. By ensuring salaries for four Research Associates, providing them with IT equipment for work and funding their attendance in an international conference and a national research seminar, members of UEA’s leadership team formally endorsed the toolkit project. In doing so, they gave the project official recognition and prevented it from becoming invisible labor. This top-down endorsement helped to reduce the risk of the housekeeping trap, and – because of this – assured the toolkit team of the benefits of combining the ‘bottom-up’ approaches represented by Decolonise UEA and the UEA University of Sanctuary initiative with the ‘top-down’ approach represented by the VC Taskforce for Tackling Racism (cf. Shain et al., 2021).

Challenge and Opportunity 4: The Role as Semi-Insider/Semi-Outsider
While each member of the toolkit team has a distinct positionality (see section 3), we all experience semi-insider/semi-outsider status as researchers working in traditionally male- and white-dominated UK HE (see section 2). This might either be on the basis of gender (Claire Hynes, Suzanne Henry, Surya Simon, Ulrike Theuerkauf and Yao Wang), ethnicity (Claire Hynes, Suzanne Henry, Thinh Ngoc Pham, Surya Simon and Yao Wang), nationality (Thinh Ngoc Pham, Surya Simon, Ulrike Theuerkauf and Yao Wang) or indeed a combination of different identity markers.  
 
This semi-insider/semi-outsider status brings both challenges and opportunities, as the distinctiveness of everyone’s lived experiences has led to differing opinions and stances within the core research team, which became particularly evident in conceptual discussions about decolonization, anti-racism and inclusion. For instance, the experience of either having grown up as racialized minorities within the home of empire (Suzanne Henry and Claire Hynes) or within countries with a history of being (at least partly) colonized (Thinh Ngoc Pham, Surya Simon and Yao Wang) highlighted different aspects of political history. Working at UEA – where nearly 84% of the total workforce are ethnically white (UEA, 2022) – increased the awareness of toolkit members who do not fall into this group (Suzanne Henry, Claire Hynes, Thinh Ngoc Pham, Surya Simon and Yao Wang) about the racialization of otherness in the UK (Gilroy, 1987). 

The urgent need for decolonizing action was felt acutely by the toolkit team members who are not ethnically white, due to their personal experiences in a HE system that places them at the sharp end of negotiating discrimination and inequality, in addition to navigating issues of marginalization, isolation and belonging (Arday et al., 2021; Rollock, 2023). For the non-white researchers, the toolkit was a means of helping to create a more welcoming and inclusive institutional culture, in the hope that it would address their experiences with racial battle fatigue (Hartlep & Ball, 2019), and improve the experiences of marginalized students. An interesting observation emerged which underlined the perceived closeness of experience between a staff researcher and student interviewee on the basis of their shared minority backgrounds: In one interview, a student noted that they had rarely encountered Asian staff at the university, which made them feel apprehensive about finding a job after graduation. The student expressed that it was a particularly positive experience because they felt affirmed and understood by the researcher who shared their ethnic background.

The mid-career lecturer with a white European background felt a perhaps unavoidable ambivalence (Matthews, 2021) in her role as senior researcher on the toolkit project. She was aware that, as a white European, she is a beneficiary of the structural whiteness of UK HE which over-represents white academics in its staff and prioritizes a global-Northern-centric knowledge canon (Arday et al., 2021; Doharty et al., 2021). At the same time, she had gained some insight as a German in post-Brexit Britain and a woman in the male-dominated discipline of Political Science into how structural and cultural violence can manifest themselves (Abranches et al., 2021; Engeli & Mügge, 2020). This ambivalence created an opportunity for her to reflect on her role throughout the toolkit project, and on the political obligation of white academics – as the disproportionate beneficiaries and gate-keepers in UK HE – to recognize, critique and act against structures that systematically (dis)advantage some groups over others (see also Arday et al., 2021; Hayes et al., 2021; Wimpenny et al., 2022).  
 
 

5. Concluding Remarks 
 
While the number of decolonization initiatives is flourishing in UK HE (Abu Moghli & Kadiwal, 2021; Moosavi, 2020), there has been little discussion so far about the conditions under which these initiatives are particularly likely to either avoid or fall into the institutional housekeeping trap. In this chapter, we recognized the risk that decolonizing work – despite its inclusion-enhancing intentions – can exacerbate patterns of structural violence, if the burden of decolonizing work falls disproportionately on non-white and/or non-male academics (Begum and Saini 2019; Doharty et al., 2021; Engeli & Mügge, 2020). We were acutely aware of this risk while working on a new UEA teaching toolkit in the academic years of 2021/2022 and 2022/23: In a team that consisted predominantly of women, with no team member from a white British background, we easily could have fallen into patterns of little-rewarded, gendered and racialized decolonization efforts (see e.g., Begum and Saini, 2019). 
 
In our own experience, the key factors to avoid the housekeeping trap in decolonization efforts include: ongoing and outspoken (self-)reflection; financial support from university management; and close collaboration between different members of the university, including emotional support and allyship from academic colleagues and students. Taken together, these factors are crucial in ensuring that decolonizing work is properly integrated within university systems and has an opportunity to influence everyday HE practice in a way that ensures equal respect for all staff and students. While it is too early to assess the impact of the UEA toolkit, it has already served as an important starting point for conversations between different members of the university community about the need to overcome structurally embedded disparities in student outcomes and experiences, and to ensure that the (physical, psychological and emotional) labor of decolonizing work is formally recognized.
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