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Abstract
In recent times there has been sustained momentum to address inequalities within university faculties and improve
the diversity of students. Also, in response to historical and current social injustices, universities have sought to decol‐
onize curricula. These progressive movements have had particular significance for departments focused on development
studies and related subjects because the need to be inclusive is not only the right thing to do from a moral position,
but also because to be exclusive is fundamentally challenging to the conceptualization and philosophy of the discipline.
Development is a contested term but addressing inequality and working towards social justice are common themes found
across most definitions. This commentary provides a critical insight into the importance of inclusive universities as gate‐
keepers to equitable knowledge production and the development of future professionals. To play their part in addressing
the challenges posed by a globalized world, universities need to be proactive in ensuring that they become fully andmean‐
ingfully inclusive. While all university departments would benefit from becoming more inclusive, departments focused on
developmentmust be the pioneers leading theway, as inclusivity is relevant to the delivery of development studies, as well
as emerging as an important discourse within the discipline that continues to evolve. This commentary will explore how
and why in an increasingly interconnected global society, the need for universities to leave no one behind, and challenge
hegemonic and unequal structures has never been greater.
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1. Introduction

The drive towards making universities inclusive has
received much attention in recent years. Decolonising
curricula and making the recruitment of staff and stu‐
dents fairer are two emerging themes related to inclu‐
sion for higher education. The need to decolonize curric‐
ula is framed by the ambition to overcome power and
take back control of the knowledge that is taught and
produced at universities. It is not so much about iso‐
lating formally disempowered people and places, but
rather it is about reframing knowledge in terms of what
is relevant (Katundu, 2019). To achieve decolonization,

ways of generating evidence that were previously sur‐
prised or ignored must be reappraised and re‐socialized.
These formally overlooked approaches must be inte‐
grated with new approaches relevant to contemporary
challenges and aspirations (Nyamnjoh, 2019). Drawing
on the ideas of Allen Luke, Janks (2019) argues that
decolonizing curricula is about working towards effect‐
ing recognitive, redistributive and representative social
justice in education.

Universities are often keen to point out how inclusive
they have become for branding purposes, yet inequali‐
ties in higher education with regards to class, disability,
gender, race, and other dimensions continue to persist.
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In many contexts there has been significant advance‐
ment in broadening the social base of students in higher
education. Despite this, some groups remain marginal‐
ized. For example, globally, the enrolment of students
with disabilities remains low (Thompson, 2020). Data
from 35 low‐ andmiddle‐income countries indicates that
the average university completion rate for students with
disabilities is only 4.5 percent, compared to 7.9 percent
for those without a disability (Leonard Cheshire, 2018).
Research over time has consistently shown that students
with low socioeconomic status have fewer opportunities
to succeed in higher education compared to their coun‐
terparts who have high socioeconomic status (Jury et al.,
2017). Discrimination based on race is still rife in higher
education (Museus et al., 2015). Law (2017) argues that
to begin to address racism in universities and achieve
de‐racialization and de‐colonization, the historic role of
universities as producers of racialized knowledge must
be acknowledged.

While student bodies are in general becoming more
diverse, the teaching workforce, is failing to reform and
become inclusive at the same pace (Poloma, 2014). This
is despite evidence suggesting that a diverse university
faculty can have a positive impact on both educational
outcomes (particularly so for students from underrep‐
resented minority backgrounds) and employee perfor‐
mance (Setati et al., 2019; Stout et al., 2018). Carey
et al. (2020, p. 535) suggest that “the primary reason
for the lack of diversity among faculty is not a lack of
desire to hire them, but the accumulation of implicit
and institutionalized biases.” Gender inequality persists
in academia, with patriarchy or hegemonic masculinity
continuing to dominate (David, 2015). A disproportion‐
ate number of academic staff are still men (Eddy &Ward,
2017). Identities can intersect leading to some people
experiencing multiple inequalities. For example, in some
contexts, a combination of systemic and entrenched
racism and sexism may present barriers to the profes‐
sional development of academics (Davis & Maldonado,
2015; Setati et al., 2019).

Museus et al. (2015) argue that the university sec‐
tor acts as a microcosm of society—pervasive inequali‐
ties in society will also be pervasive in the tertiary educa‐
tion sector. However, it is also true that if the university
labour force is unrepresentative, then the whole knowl‐
edge economy will also be unrepresentative (Connell,
2019). For all university departments this is a challenge.
For departments that focus on development studies, it is
a challenge that threatens to undermine the main philo‐
sophical pillars of the discipline.

2. A Perspective from Development Studies

There is no universally accepted definition of develop‐
ment. Broadly, development can be used to mean ‘good
change,’ although it is accepted that this is subjective and
will depend on what each individual considers as ‘good’
(Chambers, 1997). Remenyi (2004) regards development

as processes that aim to improve standards of living
and greater capacity for self‐reliance. Sen (1999) argues
that development is fundamentally about increasing
freedom. This includes removing sources of unfreedom,
such as tyranny, oppression, and inequality. Kingsbury
(2004, p. 1) describes development as “being concerned
with how ‘developed countries’ can improve their liv‐
ing standards and eliminate absolute poverty.” However,
the UK‐based Development Studies Association (2021)
clarifies that the historic focus on economically poorer
countries in Africa, Asia and Latin America is out‐
dated and that the focus now extends to development
issues worldwide, including addressing the global chal‐
lenge of combatting poverty, injustice, and environmen‐
tal degradation.

Sachs (2020) described development as the rallying
cry of the postcolonial era, which facilitated the West
to wield power over the world in the name of progress.
More recently, development has become about survival
rather than progress. This new era was ushered in with
the introduction of the Sustainable Development Goals
(SDGs), which are designed to guarantee the minimum
level of human rights and environmental conditions
(Sachs, 2020). The SDGs were introduced by the United
Nations as a developmental blueprint for achieving a sus‐
tainable future for all. The SDG agenda is built on the
notion of universality, where universal principles, values
and standards, are applicable in all contexts and circum‐
stances and at all times. By moving beyond outmoded
understandings of development and by adopting a uni‐
versal approach to development, the SDGs promised to
leave no one behind (UN, 2015).

While development is a contested and dynamic term,
prominent themes across definitions include addressing
inequality and working towards social justice. It there‐
fore would be paradoxical for a university department
that specializes in development not to pursue the highest
possible standards of inclusivity. If an institution of devel‐
opment studies is not working to improve its inclusivity,
it will be not only failing to do the right thing to do from
a moral position but diminishing understandings of the
discipline itself. Excluding anyone from study or research,
but in particular groups or individuals who are regularly
‘left behind’ by society, is fundamentally challenging to
the philosophy of development.

Themain roles of a university are research and teach‐
ing. As institutions, universities are therefore important
gatekeepers to both knowledge production and the edu‐
cation of future professionals. Universities have histor‐
ically been exclusive by design, with entry linked to
a particular type of academic achievement, which is
heavily influenced by deep structural, social inequities
and inequalities. Such unequal power relations must be
challenged if inclusive universities are to be nurtured.
If a student or faculty member manages to overcome
unfair barriers to entry, the next stumbling block may
be the university environment. Invisible barriers may
keep people with certain characteristics or identities on
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the outside. The UK Development Studies Association
(2021) argues that decolonizing curricula alone is not
enough. Institutions, procedures, practices, as well as
default ways of thinking and acting must be reformed.

Teachers are important role models for students.
If faculties are not inclusive, then this may impact on
how students with particular identities and characteris‐
tics experience higher education. If a student cannot find
a teacher who looks, talks or thinks like them, they may
start to question if they belong in that space. To ensure
no one feels unwelcome or unwanted, key university
gatekeepers and students must collaborate. Inclusivity
can bolster academic success but can also facilitate stu‐
dents to feel heard and supported (Bessaha et al., 2020).
A degree is an essential specification for most teaching
jobs, so if students with certain identities or character‐
istics are excluded from tertiary education, then they
will never be able to become academic staff, continuing
the cycle of exclusion. After graduating, many develop‐
ment students go on to work in the development indus‐
try for governments, non‐government organizations, and
funders, among others. If development degree programs
are not inclusive, a bottleneck is created, restricting the
whole industry from diversity and a plurality of expe‐
rience and background. Such barriers can act to prop‐
agate elitism, reinforce hegemony, and maintain struc‐
tural inequalities.

In terms of knowledge production, development‐
focused research undertaken by universities is essential
if the pressing challenges posed by a globalized world
are to be addressed. Undertaking this research in an
ethical way is well understood and considered essen‐
tial as part of any standard evidence generation pro‐
cess. However, undertaking research in an inclusive way
often requires specific positive action to ensuremarginal‐
ization is neither created nor perpetuated. Researchers
must question who is being left behind, whose view‐
point has been excluded, whose reality is being counted
(Chambers, 1995). If the university is not inclusive in hir‐
ing staff, it is unrealistic to expect the research that is con‐
ducted to be fully inclusive. A diverse faculty are more
likely to conceptualize research in a more inclusive way.

Connell (2019) argues that a ‘good university’ is one
that aims to deliver social good and actively contributes
to building a fairer society. Social justice should there‐
fore underpin both teaching and research, with the least
advantaged in society being prioritised. This is of course
relevant to all university departments, but particularly
relevant to institutes of development studies, as it res‐
onates so strongly with the underpinning philosophies of
the discipline.

Nearly 30 years ago in the first edition of The
DevelopmentDictionary, Sachs (1992) described the idea
of development as being like a ruin in the intellectual
landscape due to the persistent delusion, disappoint‐
ment, failures and crimes associated with it as a concept.
However, in the preface to a more recent edition, Sachs
(2010) admits that the extent to which development

is charged with hopes for redress and self‐affirmation
was not fully appreciated—and that “the South has
emerged as the staunchest defender of development”
(Sachs, 2010, p. viii). The desire for dignity, equality and
redress can therefore be seen to be entangled with the
desire for development. When considering decoloniza‐
tion of development, the complexity of people’s desire
for development must be considered (Matthews, 2017).
Development is subject to a tension between the desire
to do good, and the knowledge required to achieve that
desire, and Makuwira (2018) argues that if development
is to avoid reproductions of power that can result in
marginalization, those involved in the discipline must
recognise their own ignorance and open themselves up
to new realities and understandings. A similar sentiment
is displayed by Chambers (2017), who argues that to do
better in development, we have to know better.

By taking action to gain a better understanding of
how we can improve inclusivity, development focused
departments can stabilize the ruin of development as
a concept and start working towards returning it to a
functioning structure. However, caution is needed as
any intervention that is undertaken in a disingenuous
way to signal a façade of inclusivity without addressing
fundamental challenges, will only be papering over the
cracks. Departments that fail to be meaningfully inclu‐
sive would further contribute to that conceptual decay
and the very philosophy of development starts to crum‐
ble again. Unless the way that higher education (and
development studies) is conceived, designed, delivered,
and evaluated is fundamentally revisited, interventions
undertaken in the name of inclusion may just lead to
greater disillusionment and exclusion for those who are
already oppressed.

3. Conclusion

Much progress has beenmade tomake universitiesmore
inclusive, but there is still work to be done. Advancement
towards inclusivity has not been uniform across dis‐
ciplines and varies depending on context and culture.
Addressing intersecting marginality continues to be a
challenge for those left furthest behind.

While all university departments should be aiming to
be fully inclusive, this ambition is particularly pertinent
for those that focus on development studies. If develop‐
ment is regarded as good change, then the nuance of
what this means is likely to vary according to each indi‐
vidual (Chambers, 1997). Chambers (1997, p. 1751) sug‐
gests that “what we should seek, then, is not consen‐
sus but pluralism, not a conclusion but a process, and
not permanence but change in evolving concepts.” In a
similar way to how development can be regarded as a
dynamic, and changeable concept, so too must inclusiv‐
ity in universities evolve and adapt. The extent and speed
to which inclusivity can be achieved will depend on
the circumstances in any country, institute or discipline.
In some contexts, the most effective interventions to
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improve inclusivity may involve diversifying the student
body. In others, universities may pursue inclusive fac‐
ulty recruitment, decolonizing the curriculum, or devel‐
oping inclusive pedagogy and evaluation approaches.
As well as teaching, evidence generation must become
fully inclusive. The success of these initiatives will be
informed and depend on the commitment, vision, and
resources available to make it happen.

To progress we must actively seek to be more inclu‐
sive through self‐criticism, reflection, and both learning
from others and sharing. Reflecting on positionality, it
is recognized that this commentary was written from a
position of privilege. To develop inclusive universities for
a globalized world we must learn from those who have
previously been marginalized and engage with those
who have been left behind. As Freire (1970, p. 84) wrote
regarding the education of those who had formally been
oppressed: “Looking at the past must only be a means
of understanding more clearly what and who they are so
that they can more wisely build the future.”
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