Persistent Problems with
“Decolonization”: Reflections on the
Central Asian Example

Edward Schatz

With the term “decolonization” circulating widely and animating debates inside and outside the academy, how can we ensure that it
retains analytic value? In this paper I show that the meanings that the term has acquired in practice complicate empirical analysis.
Specifically, I contend that three problems emerge. First, the term’s usage in practical struggles leads a foregrounding of its
normative power over analytic precision. Second, this tends to bracket ends, glossing any move away from colonial practices as
decolonial, in turn affecting scholarly treatments. Third, the term’s usage often produces an analytic flattening, downplaying
nuance, context, and historical specificity. Not inherent to the concept itself, these problems are stubbornly present, despite recent
work that seeks to address them. To make the discussion concrete, I focus on political science interventions about a single world
region: Central Asia. The relative newness of scholarly engagement with Central Asia’s colonial and decolonial experiences provides

an opportunity for critical reflection.

eal-world interest in decolonization has exploded.

As Canada’s Truth and Reconciliation Commis-

sion (2015, 17) concluded in its final report,
“Colonialism remains an ongoing process, shaping both
the structure and the quality of the relationship between
the settlers and Indigenous peoples.” The consequences of
colonization are hardly limited to historical interest but
remain a life-and-death matter for those affected and a
pressing political matter worldwide.

Likewise, interest in these topics has grown in the
academy. Because colonial projects mobilize systems of
knowledge production to advance imperial projects and
subjugate colonized peoples (Bhabha 1994; Ngiigi 2005;
Said 1978), scholars have reconsidered how they conduct
their research and teach their students. Accordingly, many
universities have created programs centered on indigeneity
and recruited scholars who use Indigenous approaches to
knowledge. Some have proposed ways to modify curricula
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and pacterns of donor support to address the wrongs of
colonialism (Smith 2021).

With the term “decolonization” circulating widely (see
the appendix), how can we ensure that it retains analytic
value for empirical analysis in political science? Following
Brubaker and Cooper (2000), I distinguish between cat-
egories of analysis and categories of practice. Categories of
analysis provide conceptual tools to evaluate evidence and
offer interpretations of research material. By contrast,
categories of practice are “something akin to what others
have called ‘native’ or ‘folk” or ‘lay’ categories. These are
categories of everyday social experience, developed and
deployed by ordinary social actors, as distinguished from
the experience-distant categories used by social analysts”
(4). Scholars debate the overlap between the two (Jackson
2008), but most agree that we do more than simply
transmit the worldviews of the people we study. Our
analytic license therefore allows us to ask how well a widely
circulating term serves analytic purposes.

My central argument is that even though the term has
important practical value, the meanings that it has
acquired in practice complicate empirical analysis.! Spe-
cifically, I contend that three problems emerge. First, the
term’s usage in practical struggles leads to a foregrounding
of its normative power over analytic precision. Second, this
tends to bracket ends, glossing any move away from
colonial practices as decolonial, and this bleeds into schol-
atly treatments. Third, the term’s usage often produces an
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analytic flactening that downplays nuance, context, and
historical specificity. Not inherent to the concept itself,
these problems stubbornly persist, despite recent work
that seeks to addresses them.

To make my argument concrete, I discuss political
science interventions about a single world region, Central
Asia.? T do so partly because it is my empirical area of
expertise and partly because the relative newness of scholarly
engagement with Central Asia’s colonial and decolonial
expetiences provides an opportunity for critical reflection.
Ultimately, others should consider how well Central Asia’s
lessons apply elsewhere.’

The article proceeds as follows. First, I outline criteria
for evaluating the utility of analytic concepts. Second, I
detail persistent problems that prevent the term from
satisfying these criteria. Third, I consider productive
recent work that addresses the problems but falls short
of resolving them. Fourth, I turn to Central Asia to
illustrate both the problems and the possibilities the term
presents. I conclude with implications, suggesting possible
ways forward. My hope is to encourage careful reflection
that will make for more persuasive scholarly work.

Criteria for Concepts

How should we evaluate the utility of our concepts?
Goertz (20006, 27; emphasis in original) offers a starting
point, arguing that when we deploy a concept, we make a
non-arbitrary claim about the “real world”: “The core
attributes of a concept constitute a zheory of the onrology
of the phenomenon under consideration. Concepss are
about ontology. To develop a concept is more than provid-
ing a definition: it is deciding what is important about an
entity. The arguments about why attribute X is important
form part of the ontological theory of the object.”

In short, a concept highlights the aspects of a phenom-
enon that an author considers salient. The fact that copper
has a “reddish color” is usually considered less important
than the fact that it has a particular acomic structure (Goertz
2006, 27). Of course, an artist might contend the opposite:
copper’s atomic structure is less salient than its reddish color
if you are mixing paints. Salience is therefore never entirely
free from practice or from theory.” But the claim itself is
always both ontological and non-arbitrary.

The same principle applies when we conceptualize
social phenomena. We build concepts based on an ontol-
ogy of a “real world” that exists (and is at least partially
knowable). Even when we prioritize social actors’ inter-
pretations, we advance an ontological claim about what
produces those interpretations. Even when we deconstruct
how knowledge is produced, we advance ontological
claims about real-world processes by which this occurs.

To say that there is a relationship between a concept and
the real world is not to embrace a naive realism; rather, that
relationship deserves careful and critical scrutiny. Soss
(2021, 85) usefully distinguishes between a “realist”
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approach to cases (and therefore concepts), in which cases
are assumed to exist “out there” in the real world, waiting to
be discovered, and a “nominalist” approach to cases (and
concepts), in which scholars treat a case as an “analytic
construct that we develop through our efforts to theorize the
phenomena we study.” But Soss’s phrase “phenomena we
study” reminds us that, whatever analytic creativity and
open-mindedness we deploy, we necessarily advance onto-
logical claims. Our concepts are denotative. The “real
wotld” may be changing, multidimensional, and hard to
analyze, and our approach may be inductive, iterative,
context sensitive, and provisional, but our concepts are
not arbitrary. Instead, they amount to a claim that our
linguistic category fits the (salient aspects of the) phenom-
enon of interest better than alternative concepts do.

If the first criterion for evaluating a concept is therefore
its fit with cases,” Goertz’s (2006) discussion leads us to a
second criterion. As he details, discussions of concepts
divide between those who follow Aristotle (1985) and
those who follow Wittgenstein (2009). The former treat
concepts as describing objects that have—at some level of
abstraction—a common essence. The latter treat concepts
as “family resemblances” with no necessary common
essence. Goertz invites scholars either to specify the neces-
sary and sufficient attributes of a phenomenon (consistent
with the essentialist tradition) or to specify the sufficient
attributes of a phenomenon (consistent with the family
resemblances tradition). The difference between the two is
that the former embraces a notion of necessity, whereas the
latter does not. Further, the former sees little room for
attributes to be substituted by other attributes, whereas the
latter sees much room for attributes to be substituted by
other attributes and still qualify as an instance of a given
phenomenon. A second criterion therefore is whether a
term lends itself to being described via necessary and/or
sufficient attributes.

These two criteria—fit with cases and formulation
through necessary and/or suflicient actributes—animate
my discussion in this article.

Decolonization’s Persistent Problems

The term “decolonization” per se is no more problematic
or “essentially contested” (Gallie 1995) than many others
routinely used in political analysis. But its usage can has
acquired practical meanings over time that often go unex-
amined, creating problems that complicate efforts to
satisfy analytic criteria for concepts in empirical scholarly
work. Although these meanings are not permanentand the
problems generated are not insurmountable, they do
persist in empirical work.

Overwhelming Normativity

The term “decolonization” has come to prize real-world
and practical power over analytic precision. Betts (2004, 1)
describes it as “awkward and inelegant.” It has acquired a
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wide range of meanings that help build coalitions in real-
world struggles (Tuck and Yang 2012, 17) while eluding
internal consistency and coherence. In a sense, the term
is like many others in political science: “democracy,”
“development,” “participation,” and “justice” each has
a clear normative valence but is used widely in
empirical work.® A problem emerges, however, when a
broad, powerful normativity comes to overwhelm other
considerations.”

Like many terms, decolonization had normative con-
tent from the outset. Independence movements had
explicitly built their case in moral terms (Gopal 2019),
even if it was the practical costs of empire that persuaded
imperial powers to shed colonized territories. For the UN
General Assembly’s (1960) Declaration on the Granting
of Independence to Colonial Countries and Peoples,
decolonization required the following: “Immediate steps
shall be taken, in Trust and Non-Self-Governing Terri-
tories or all other territories which have not yet attained
independence, to transfer all powers to the peoples of
those territories, without any conditions or reservations,
in accordance with their freely expressed will and desire,
without any distinction as to race, creed or colour, in
order to enable them to enjoy complete independence
and freedom.” Normatively powerful (“complete inde-
pendence and freedom”), this understanding of decol-
onization was narrow, hinging specifically on the
juridical “transfer of powers to the peoples of those
territories.”

In practice, juridical sovereignty alone could not deliver
justice. After all, legal independence could not provide
newly decolonized states with governing capacity (Jackson
1990). Moreover, imperial legacies endured. Some were
obvious and violent, as when France refused to grant
independence to Algeria, resulting in the brutal War of
Algerian Independence (1954-62). Others were less
apparent but no less durable, as interpersonal networks
and human institutions forged by the colonial power
persisted generations after empire’s legal retreat. The
result was an enduring habitus in the Bourdieuian sense
in the independence period (Beissinger 1995) that struc-
tured patterns of interethnic cooperation and conflict
(Mamdani 1996; Posner 2003), foreign trade and foreign
policy (Athow and Blanton 2002), and postcolonial
political institutions (Robinson 2019). These patterns
in practice highlighted that a narrow understanding of
decolonization was insufficient.

Because colonial legacies were in practice hard to ignore
but were simultaneously abstract and difficult to specify,
the term’s meanings expanded. The inheritors of colonial
privilege often behaved in ways that echoed colonial rule,
even as they rhetorically distanced themselves from colo-
nial atrocities. It mattered little that the United States and
Soviet Union both were juridically states and not empires:
their hegemony in respective spheres of influence came to
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be viewed as neocolonial or neo-imperial.® This encour-
aged a broadened notion of decolonization that would call
for a rolling back of American or Soviet power. Similarly,
the behavior of multinational corporations could repeat
colonial practices, as highlighted by dependency theorists
(Frank 1967), world systems theorists (Wallerstein 1974),
and critical political economists (Strange 1988). In this
usage, decolonization required an extraordinary global
redistribution of wealth and a reining in of corporate power.
Even the aid industry reproduced similar patterns that
required similarly extraordinary remedies (New Humani-
tarian 2022).

This radical expansion of the term’s meanings is clearly
reflected in postcolonial theory, especially the work of
Frantz Fanon. Underscoring that decolonization was not
just a legal or political matter, but a social, cultural, and
psychological one, Fanon (1963) exploded normal treat-
ments by highlighting the long-term effects of colonial rule
on “the colonized personality.” Given the deep sense of
inferiority imposed on the colonized, it was no accident
that violence had an appeal among colonized subjects:
“The native who decides to put the program into practice,
and to become its moving force, is ready for violence at all
times. From birth it is clear to him that this narrow world,
strewn with prohibitions, can only be called in question by
absolute violence” (37). Although we should not read
Fanon as advocating violence (Shatz 2024), his discussion
conveys how deep-seated and structural the colonial leg-
acies continued to be.’

A practicing psychiatrist, Fanon was committed to
science, but his impact on decolonization debates was to
prioritize activism. His Wretched of the Earth gives us a
glimpse into his thinking. Emphasizing that he was neither
an observer nor an analyst, he abjured the term “scholar” and
used “intellectual” primarily with the modifier “colonized.”
He referred to an “intellectual” in a positive sense only when
describing someone who dissolves the distance from the
broader public. In this reading, the job of the intellectual was
not to observe or analyze at a remove—something that
could lead only to a colonized mentality—but to work with
the public cheek and jowl in a real-world struggle.'®

Wretched would thus inspire both conversation and
political action,'! making available a vocabulary to empower
formerly colonized peoples across what in 2026 we call the
Global South. This intervention shook conventions, unset-
tled preconceptions, and reoriented research. It did what
any effective action-oriented normative theory does: it
expanded intellectual horizons to inspire action. Echoes of
Fanon resounded in public discourse about the Israel-Gaza
war (Cooley 2024) because the text captures an anger with
the status quo, linking it to a globally resonant frame.

Fanon was not a typical scholar, but he was extraordi-
narily influential. Outside the academy, decolonization
came to be valued as a good, implying a moral imperative
to engage in it. This had analytic consequences in the
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academy. Although Fanon (2004, 144) clearly recognized
that in practice decolonization can produce undesirable
side effects or outcomes like “anarchy, repression, the
emergence of tribalized parties and federalism, etc.,” this
nuance was sometimes lost on those who treated his text
uncritically as the “Bible of decolonization.”!? In the
meantime, the radical expansion of the term’s denotations
introduced an analytic messiness that would become
difficult to overcome.

Given this ongoing and powerfully normative usage, it is
not surprising to see a rise in “performative decolonization”:
institutional gestures and rhetorical claims that generate
visibility with questionable substantive effects (Two Con-
vivial Thinkers 2024). Likewise, it is no wonder that Tuck
and Yang’s (2012) critique “Decolonization Is Not a
Metaphor” continues to be influential.!? Their clarion call
to rein in the term’s unjustifiably broad and imprecise
usages remains relevant: decolonization “is not an approx-
imation of other experiences of oppression. Decolonization
is not a swappable term for other things we want to do to
improve our societies and schools. Decolonization doesn’t
have a synonym” (3).

Taken together, a powerful normativity and an analytic
messiness complicate efforts to offer nuanced empirical
analysis of decolonization in specific contexts.

Bracketing Ends

A second persistent problem is that the term’s practical
usage does not invite thinking about specific outcomes.
Instead, it treats any move away from colonial practices as
decolonial. The challenge begins with a linguistic ambi-
guity; the suffix “tion” can imply an outcome or a process
(Grimshaw 1990). As an outcome, it suggests a final state
in which the colonial is no longer meaningfully present. As
a process, it implies any step toward the removal of the
colonial. Because of the analytic messiness described ear-
lier, most discussions treat decolonization as a process.

Although there are productive traditions in the social
sciences that focus on processes over outcomes (Mahoney
2000; Tilly 1978), we cannot appreciate decolonization as
a process without appreciating decolonization as an out-
come. Much of human action is future oriented, whether
understood as strategic, hopeful, aspirational, or fearful. A
sense of purpose gives meaning to human-generated pro-
cesses (Giddens 1984, chap. 3). When we are agnostic
about endpoints, we are at pains to distinguish a decolonial
move from alternatives. In 2022, Russia attacked Ukraine,
claiming to be decolonizing it from “Nazi” influence.
Many in the West simultaneously claimed to be decolo-
nizing Ukraine from Russian influence. Without specified
endpoints, the two claims are a priori equally plausible.
Similarly, the Bolsheviks’ claim to be decolonizing Central
Asia in the early 1920s is prima facie no less possible than
Central Asian nationalists’ claim to be decolonizing the
region from Bolshevism in the 1980s and later.
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We frequently underspecify what decolonial undoing is
underway. Consider processes often considered to be
decolonizing;: truth and reconciliation, property restitu-
tion, shifts in language use, revamping historical knowl-
edge, changing school curricula, creating national
narratives, and promoting the material well-being of com-
munities affected by colonial rule. Further, decolonization
might mean a shift in epistemology (i.e., in how knowl-
edge is produced). Thus, for Datta (2018), the term
implies an “on-going process of becoming, unlearning,
and relearning regarding who we are as a researcher and
educator, and taking responsibilities for participants.” Or,
as Aktirk (2023, 7) reminds us without delving into
specifics, “Much remains to be done for [the] decoloniza-
tion of political science.”

Thus underspecified, it becomes “awkward and inelegant”
in its application to the real world (Betts 2004, 1). Turk-
menistan after the Soviet collapse illustrates this well. With a
closed, authoritarian regime undergirded by a cult of per-
sonality, the Turkmen regime ideologically distanced itself
from its Soviet past, promoting new national narratives and
reshaping state and society (Peyrouse 2024). In the mean-
time, large swathes of Turkmen society were mired in
poverty while a wealthy elite enjoyed spoils from natural
gas receipts. Was this decolonization? It might be tempting
to contend that Turkmenistan did not undergo decoloni-
zation because these transformations did not benefit Turk-
men society. But, unless we specify outcomes a priori, this
amounts to shooting an arrow first and then deciding where
to paint the bullseye.

A similar challenge obtains with decolonial epistemol-
ogies. If the process of decolonizing research is “on-going,”
if there is always more work to be done in “becoming,
unlearning, and relearning” (Datta 2018), we cannot
know where the bullseye lies. Perhaps the invitation here
is a welcome one: to be reflexive about one’s positionality.
Yet, the social sciences already have an established and
productive vocabulary on that score,'? and it is not clear
that “decolonial” serves as an appropriate north star for all
intellectual journeys.'®

Decades ago, McClintock (1992, 85-86) identified this
problem in postcolonial theory: proceeding with a linear
notion of time in which European colonization is the
enduring reference point produces a flattened history with
little change, save the change that comes from colonial
rule.'® If “post” means “after,” the “post” period has no
logical endpoint. When the same term is used to describe
India after partiion in August 1947 and the country
77 years later after Modi’s second reelection, much of its
analytic value is lost. The alternative is to understand
“post” as “transcending,” but here too this says what it is
not (colonial) and little about what it is.

In short, without logically or empirically specified
endpoints, we cannot know how far moves toward
decolonization have gone and how much further they


https://doi.org/10.1017/S1537592726104708

could go. We benefit from clear metrics by which to
evaluate change.

Analytic Flattening

The bracketing of ends leads to a third problem: a ten-
dency to flatten analysis, which obscures nuance, context,
and historical specificity. I illustrate by considering the
ambiguity between states and empires.

Much of our discipline accepts broadly Weberian def-
initions, such that a szate is considered legitimate, whereas
an empire is taken to be illegitimate (Beissinger 1993).
This may be a reasonable analytic first cut, but does it fit
with real-world cases? At what point does the dominance
of an ethnic “core” warrant the label “colonial?” When
Kemalist authorities in Turkey considered Kurds to be
“mountain Turks,” denying them rights as a distinctive
community (Yavuz and Ozcan 2006), were they being
state actors or imperial authorities? Does the Pashtun
domination of Afghanistan constitute something imperial?
What about the Hindu domination of India? How does
white nationalism fit in the United States? Crucially, does
any notional distinction between state and empire make a
difference to minorities themselves?

What about violence? For argument, one might assume
that states on average engage less in overt violence than do
empires because, by definition, states require legitimacy.
Buct ceteris paribus claims say lictle about cases. One need
not describe Israel or Myanmar, China or the United
States as colonial to recognize what role violence vis-a-vis
ethnic or religious minorities plays in their respective
political histories. Violence does not by definition become
legitimate simply because it is performed by states. Nor are
all empires equally violent. Mughal rule in the Indian
subcontinent and Ottoman rule in Eurasia involved
periods of extraordinary tolerance for and even the pro-
motion of cultural pluralism.

Empire is generally understood to be based on domi-
nation by an alien power (Colds 2007), but as anyone who
has lived in a nondemocratic state knows well, empires
have no monopoly on domination. Moreover, although
those exercising domination may indeed be described as
“alien” in the sense of ethnically, rationally, or religiously
“other,” difference may also be ideologically constructed.
Anticommunist purges in the West and anticapitalist
purges in the Eastern bloc remind us of this fact, and they
have echoes in today’s politics. Put differently, domination
always involves alienness, but alienness can be politically
produced. Rule may be perceived as alien when an “other”
is engaging in it, but rule may equally come ro be perceived
as alien when it is exercised according to principles deemed
unjust. Thus, it is not always clear what distinguishes
colonial domination from its noncolonial cousin.

Although colonization is always accompanied by violence
and domination, its undoing has the potential to produce
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(other forms of) domination and violence. This is an
empirical question but, as such, should be studied carefully
and contextually. The outlier cases of Idi Amin’s Uganda
and Gurbanguly Berdymukhamedov’s Turkmenistan
remind us of what may occur in more subtle forms else-
where. When Amin expelled Asian Ugandans from Uganda,
unleashing state terror in 1972, he claimed to have “eco-
nomic decolonization” in mind.!” In post-Soviet Central
Asia, authoritarian Turkmenistan—a polity that persistently
guarded its independence from Russia—similarly dressed up
systemic repression in decolonial garb. As a normative
matter, the evils of empire should not give a pass to the evils
of post-empire. As an analytic one, the practices of empire
should not place the practices of post-empire into shadow.

Of course, the world is more complex than our concepts
can capture, but when concepts obscure important polit-
ical dynamics and outcomes, we should revisit them.

Implications

Taken together, these three problems—overwhelming
normativity, bracketing ends, and analytical flatctening—
undermine our ability to satisfy two criteria for concepts:
fit with cases and formulation via necessary and/or suffi-
cient attributes. Fit with cases requires analytic precision
about the categories deployed and confidence that the
empirical cases are instances of the phenomenon of inter-
est (Gerring 2004). To add nuance, we can describe this fit
as one of degree, using fuzzy-set logic (Ragin 2000), but fit
cannot be established without careful attention.

Further, establishing fit requires that we specify ends.
This is true in diverse research traditions. Any causal claim
requires a well-specified outcome variable. Any claim to
offer an account based in human agency requires a specifi-
cation of the ideas and goals that motivate human action. By
bracketing ends, we obscure our ontology of the social.

Finally, our engagement of empirical material is strong
when we consider facts “inconvenient” to our theories and
carefully examine ambiguity before making analytic deci-
sions. Here, the formulation of concepts via necessary
and/or sufficient attributes is helpful. It allows for multiple
causal paths, a wide variety of processes and outcomes, and
attention to complex contextuality. It also enables us to
consider “messiness” while forging accounts that are ana-

lytically robust.

Addressing Persistent Problems

I am not the first to notice these problems. A spate of
recent work lends support to my characterizations and
proposes remedies. This work contributes critically needed
definition, context, and genealogy. As such, it points in
promising directions, but the problems persist.

Téiwo (2022, 2) wenchantly diagnoses the problem of
normative power and analytic imprecision. “Decolonisation,”
he writes, “has lost its way. Originally a struggle to escape
the West’s direct political and economic control, it has
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become a catch-all idea, often for performing ‘morality’ or
‘authenticity.”” This normative allure allows the term to
function as a virtue signal, rather than an analytically
grounded concept. Tdiwd argues that such overextension
“eviscerates the lives [Africans] led before colonialism was
imposed ... and the lives they have crafted since they threw
off the colonial yoke” (183).

Whereas T4iwo proposes to abandon the word entirely,
others seek to reengage it in a different register. Thus,
Getachew and Mantena (2021) anchor decolonization
within the philosophical and political visions of antic-
olonial thinkers such as Sudipta Kaviraj, Partha Chatterjee,
and Mahmood Mamdani, seeking to move beyond a preoc-
cupation with Eurocentrism. By examining these thinkers’
“conceptual innovation and reanimation,” Getachew and
Mantena (379) identify a promising avenue for a decolonial
political theory in which “the extreme normativity of
contemporary democratic theory has to be jettisoned” in
favor of “locating the immanent dynamics and institutions
capable of transformation.” By proceeding with a different
notion of decolonization, their effort is specifically to “rein-
vigorate the practice of political theory” (359). Whether these
changes will influence other subfields focused on empirical
research remains an open question.

In a similar vein, Duong (2021) recasts decolonization
by examining the thought of radical political theorists
from the Black Atlantic. As he shows, their robust advo-
cacy for universal suffrage “struck empire’s defenders with
the purest terror” (424). Studying this “half-forgotten
achievement of the age of decolonization” (413) is “one
way to reacquaint us with our own forgotten democratic
ambitions, to rekindle aspirations for postcolonial world
democracy once tethered to a mass franchise but whose
dreamed-of potential our subsequent history squandered”
(4206). Like others in this new research wave, Duong seeks
to retain decolonization’s aspirational scope and affective
power, even as he refines existing usage by considering a
highly specific and intellectually productive historical
moment. Such work helps ensure that normative concerns
do not overwhelm analytic ones. Even those who do not
share Duong’s or Getachew and Mantena’s normative
viewpoints nonetheless should accept that their analyses
are grounded in the evidence.

Recent scholarship also goes partway toward addressing
the second problem—the bracketing of ends. For exam-
ple, Getachew (2019, 16) studies how anticolonial nation-
alists in Africa problematized the “empire-to-nation
narrative,” instead pursuing “more far-reaching efforts to
remake rather than expand international society.” Their
larger project of “worldmaking” refused to accept the
existing building blocks of international order and instead
sought to create a world order based on “international
nondomination” (23). Getachew thus productively draws
attention to an ultimate end quite different from one
assumed in normal accounts.
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The goal of these anticolonial nationalists “to create
international institutions that could secure the conditions
of nondomination” was ambitious (Getachew 2019, 29).
Central to it was the New International Economic Order
(NIEO), which was to replace the existing economic order
with one based on self-determination, sovereignty, and
economic justice. In practice, this ambition encountered
resistance, particularly from the United States, which
slowed its progress to a crawl. Similarly lofty visions were
developed for regional federations (the Union of African
States and the West Indian Federation) but ultimately
collided with lived realities and local aspirations; they
ended up being “short-lived” (109). The goal of nondo-
mination clearly inspired real-world political action, so
Getachew productively supplies purpose and direction to
human action. This is an enormous improvement over
accounts that bracket ends entirely. It moves us from
thinking of decolonization as simply a destruction of the
old order to thinking about it as constructive of something
qualitatively new.'® As a result, contributions like Geta-
chew’s allow us glimpses of the variety of new orders being
envisioned (if not created).

Finally, this new wave of literature helps avoid analytic
flattening, instead emphasizing the situated nature of
social and political thought and action. Pineda (2021)
details the rooted, messy reality of civil rights activism in
the United States, demonstrating that activists engaged in
a “decolonizing praxis” that linked their struggles to global
anticolonial movements. Similarly, Temin (2024) and
Sultan (2024) separately attend to the theoretical and
geopolitical specificity of Indigenous and anticolonial
Indian thought, anchoring their accounts in notions of
people’s sovereignty (rather than state sovereignty).

This pivot from the general to the specific serves to
ground treatments of decolonization in their complex,
multifaceted variety. Thus, Pineda (2021) considers decol-
onization as a framing device that links African Americans’
struggles to global ones, as well as a synonym for their
inward self-liberation. Temin (2024) and Sultan (2024)
consider people’s sovereignty to be tantamount to decol-
onization in Indigenous and Indian contexts.

This new research wave thus helps address the persistent
problems I identified. It accepts the term’s normative
power but pursues analytic precision. It considers the
ultimate goals of those engaging in decolonizing praxis
(Pineda 2021), rather than treating decolonization as a
series of underspecified processes. It offers accounts
grounded in the sometimes complex evidence specific
times and places, rather than offering general claims
divorced from context. As a result, it points to analytic
ways forward.

Yet, to what extent can a single, general term—espe-
cially a term claiming a common inheritance (colonialism
and its legacies), rather than divergent paths taken—do
justice to variety? As I discuss in the conclusion, there are
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strategies for reconciling polysemy within a single cate-
gory, but the challenge is not solely an intellectual one. In
practice, decolonization can serve as a coalition device to
bring together activists, administrators, funders, and
scholars with different priorities under a single term that
enjoys broad normative cachet. It favors open-endedness:
malleable meanings allow myriad actors to project their
aims onto it (Gaztambide- Ferndndez 2012). When this
occurs in disciplinary and institutional environments that
reduce complexity, the term’s normative cachet remains
prioritized over its analytic potential.

Decades ago, Mamdani (1996) warned that flatcened
decolonial frameworks re-entrench the very binaries they
aim to break. So, although recent efforts seek to restore
discipline, nuance, and specificity, they swim against
currents that reward moral power, coalition breadth, and
thetorical simplicity. Thus, problems persist because of an
enduring practical logic of how “decolonization” travels
through academic, political, and public spheres—even as
its meaning is contested, revised, and refined.

Further empirical work is required to advance this
research program. Empirical work is best positioned to
tackle questions about generalizability, portability to other
contexts, or what Simmons and Smith (2025) call
“translation.” This is true for any broadly resonant cate-
gory: invoking it is not the same as bucttressing its use with
evidence. To address the problems of imprecision, brack-
eting ends, and analytic flattening, we need work that
explicitly considers which specific aspects of which specific
cases “travel” to which other specific cases.

What Central Asia Says about
Decolonization

Every geographic region has its own experience with colo-
nization, decolonization, and scholarship focusing on the
two. Central Asia is particularly interesting for its newness:
both its relatively recent historical experience with coloni-
zation and decolonization and scholars’ relatively recent
attention to the region. This recentness creates both a
real-world challenge and a scholarly opportunity. The chal-
lenge is that Russia, the region’s modern colonial power,
remains a powerful neighbor, shaping Central Asia’s colonial
and decolonial history. The scholarly opportunity is to use
Central Asia’s experience to address the persistent problems
I identify. Based on a reading of political science literature
about the region using the term “decolonization,” I argue
that scholars of Central Asia have not yet properly con-
tended with these problems.!?

What Might (De)colonization Mean in Central Asia?

One way to appreciate the contours of Central Asia’s
colonial experience is to ask what its undoing might entail.
Such an undoing would reveal enormous ambiguities asso-
ciated with empire, lending credence to Beissinger’s (1995)
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argument that ambiguity lies at the heart of Russia’s
overland empire.

Central Asia’s first peculiarity is that its geography mil-
itates against substantive decolonization. Its northern
neighbor is much larger territorially, economically, and
militarily. Russia’s border with Kazakhstan is 7,700 km,
the world’s second longest. Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan are
mountainous and vulnerable to outside influence because
they lack major exploitable natural resources. Add to this
the fact that the Russian empire expanded over land, rather
than overseas. Well after the Soviet collapse, Russia’s claims
on what it calls its “near abroad” continued. Indeed, with
the war against Ukraine, they resurfaced violently. Western
academic treatments had underestimated Ukraine’s vulner-
ability (Gorodnichenko, Sologoub, and Deryugina 2023); a
similar case might be made for Central Asia.

In wrn, Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan’s resource poverty
meant that in the decades after the collapse of the USSR,
they sent millions of migrants to Russia to work in construc-
tion and domestic services. Tajikistan was among the most
remittance-dependent countries in the world (International
Organization for Migration 2022). These migrants endured
substandard working conditions and widespread official and
informal discrimination (Urinboyev 2020). Yet the migrant
flow continued—a testament to a fundamental structural
dependency.

Resource-rich Kazakhstan took steps to manage Russia’s
influence, but its ties to Moscow remained deep. It became
akey informal channel for sanctioned goods to enter Russia.
The country’s president Tokayev initially pushed back
against Russia’s war, but in May 2024 he attended the
Victory Day parade in Moscow and in 2025 speculation
continued to circulate widely about the Kremlin’s designs
on Kazakhstani territory.?® After President Trump
hosted all five Central Asian presidents in November
2025 during which they signed a series of bilateral deals,
Tokayev immediately paid a visit to Moscow, under-
scoring its partnership with Russia. As of 2026, attempts
to sever ties with Russia had achieved little.?!

Because of these structural realities, some analysts con-
tended that decolonization of Russia’s external empire
required the disintegration of Russia itself (e.g., the shed-
ding of the Northern Caucasus, the Volga region, and
large swathes of Siberia). The logic was persuasive: a Russia
that was “right sized,” contained within a reasonable
territorial expanse and no longer interested in conquest
or domination, would be good both for its neighbors and
for the global order (Byk 2023). Unable to exert influence
on Central Asia, Russia could not use the pretext of
“protecting” Russian speakers abroad as it did in Ukraine.

In practice, the scenario raises difficult questions. At
least two conditions would have to hold for such internal
decolonization to occur. First, a post-Putin Russian lead-
ership would have to be chastened by the war and prefer to
shrink Russian territory. Given the patriotism that defines
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the political-economic elite (Sharafutdinova 2020; Taylor
2018) and the quiescence of the broader Russian public
(Gugushvili 2025), a voluntary contraction of Russian
territory is highly unlikely. Second, the international
community would have to prefer the disintegration of
Russia, even at a cost to nuclear security and political
stability. This too is unlikely, given an international
system inherently conservative about redrawing borders.

Yet structural factors are not destiny, so let us imagine
Russia’s disintegration. It would not occur in a vacuum. A
chastened, smaller, and no-longer-colonial Russia could
only be a spectator as Central Asia’s other great-power
neighbor, China, expanded its role in the region, essentially
replacing one colonial power with another one.?? And if the
West, led by the United States, were to intervene to counter
Chinese influence, we would return to questions about
whether the United States is also imperial.

The near impossibility of achieving full decolonization in
Central Asia underscores the two central aspects of Russia’s
empire and Central Asia’s political development highlighted
by Beissinger (1995). First, Russia’s empire expanded
over vast terrestrial space. This expansion involved much
bloodshed and violent conquest (Morrison 2021), but it
was generally more incremental than overseas colonial
expansion. In turn, it could be hard to distinguish from
the expansion and consolidation of state power.
Although we often treat them as distinctive projects, in
the Russian case imperial expansion and state building
were fused.

Second, this expansion occurred during the twilight of
European colonial empires, which shaped the nature of
Soviet rule. The Bolsheviks embraced the language of
developmentalism, not empire, claiming to be offering
self-determination rather than subordination, modernity
rather than exploitation (Kalinovsky 2018). Because the
USSR collapsed, we tend to interpret the Soviet project as
a disingenuous mask for exercising domination. Although
Soviet ideology and institutions were eventually hollowed
out, we should not read history backward. At least in the
early Soviet period, claims to being “anti-imperial” enor-
mously affected strategies toward the various peoples
under its rule (Hirsch 2005). As a result, Soviet rule had
peculiar admixtures of the colonial, the noncolonial, and
the anticolonial.

Scholarly Opportunities

Starting with Russia’s 2014 annexation of Crimea and
accelerating with its 2022 full-scale invasion of Ukraine,
scholars began to discuss Eurasia and Central Asia in terms
of colonialism and decolonization. The Association for the
Study of Eastern European and Eurasian Studies (ASEEES)
in 2023 held a plenary session on decolonization, highlight-
ing questions of sovereignty, national self-determination,

and the long shadow of colonial rule. ASEEES’s president
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delivered an address on “decentering Russia,” noting that
30% of conference papers were related to decolonization
(Johnson 2023). She is a scholar of comparative politics,
and her address was notable, given that political science had
been a latecomer to the term.??

A similar rise was evident among scholars of Central Asia
in particular. They tackled topics such as nation-building
(Kudaibergen 2025; Laruelle 2021), language and ethnicity
(Dave 2007; Sharipova, Burkhanov, and Alpeissova 2017),
memory politics and social meanings (Sharipova, Bissenova,
and Burkhanov 2024), agency in international relations
(Dadabaev 2022), the intricacies of cultural domination in
early Soviet rule (Kassymbekova 2016), and the enduring
importance of nomadism (Mustoyapova 2023). This work
invoked the term “decolonization” in various ways and to
varying degrees. Most of this work appeared in English;
some appeared in Russian.

In some cases, scholars took their efforts beyond the
academy to inform broader publics in Central Asia about
decolonization via podcasts, television appearances, video
content, and other efforts. This included powerful reflec-
tions on identity (Bissenova 2025; Kudaibergen 2025;
Open Democracy 2019) and efforts to support scholars
from Central Asia itself (such as the USTA program,
discussed in O’dekolon 2024). Following Tlostanova’s
(2018) lead, they critiqued hegemonic practices via grass-
roots activism, reaching audiences new to the term and its
entailments.

The robustness of these extra-scholarly efforts suggests
that the discourse of decolonization was not yet wide-
spread in the region. Indeed, it was largely absent in some
spaces where one might have expected it. I saw this at a
May 2024 roundtable about mankurtizm, a term many
Central Asians use to describe an amnesia about cultural
traditions caused by Soviet assimilationism (Aitmatov
1983; Kudaibergenova 2018). With questions about cul-
tural memory and preservation newly salient after Russia’s
war against Ukraine, the event’s principal speaker argued
that, by failing to promote the Kazakh language and shore
up Kazakhs’ collective identity, Kazakhstan faced an exis-
tential threat from its powerful northern neighbor.

Given the topic, I had expected the language of decol-
onization to be invoked. The roundtable was about how
ethnic Kazakhs had lost their language and culture and
were vulnerable to Russian aggression. Thus, its focus was
on collective identity: how it is constituted and what
generates change. It was also about coercive power and
alien rule, especially the power exerted on Central Asia by
the Soviet center. Yet, during a wide-ranging discussion
that followed, only one person mentioned decolonization
—in an aside referencing postcolonial theory. At least in
one context where one would have expected it, the vocab-
ulary barely appeared.

In its relative infancy, the academic literature on Central
Asia’s decolonization has the potential to address the
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persistent problems I outlined. To date, with some excep-
tions that come from outside political science, it has not
done so.”*

Powerful Normativity

Central Asianists working on decolonization often tap into
the term’s powerful normative meanings. In making a
persuasive case for promoting scholarly voices from Cen-
tral Asia to undercut Russia-centrism, Marat and Kassym-
bekova (2023, 9) emphasize that their central purpose is
political and practical, rather than intellectual: “Decolo-
nial thinking is primarily important for the political
development of Central Asia.” Normative concerns can
be a powerful source of motivation, but they may limit
analytic elaboration unless coupled with conceptual and
methodological clarity.

Consider how Marat and Kassymbekova address an
effort by Miiller (2020) to develop the idea of a “Global
East,” an awkward term meant to capture how states like
those in Central Asia are structurally disadvantaged
vis-a-vis the West. Although one might reasonably con-
tend that the term “Global East” is inaccurate, unsup-
ported by evidence, or otherwise analytically unhelpful,
Marat and Kassymbekova (2023, 11) find it problematic
because it is an “external categorization from the so-called
Global North.” From this perspective, Miiller’s very
authorship is problematic; he is not from the region he
is analyzing,

Much research prioritizes emic over etic categories (Fu,
Neilsen, and Schatz, 2026; Schatz 2009; Wedeen 2010),
but I am convinced that reasons should be analytic, rather
than normative. After all, we need both experience-distant
and experience-near (Geertz 1983) concepts; neither alone
is sufficient to make sense of the world. The assumption
that insiders have a monopoly on truth produces a situa-
tion “akin to focusing on descriptive representation alone
without much attention to substantive representation”
(Aktiirk 2023, 5). Although questions about authorship
are relevant, a more productive way forward is to ask,
“What about this piece of scholarship gives this particular
scholar the authority to come to the conclusions that they
come t0?” and “What about this piece of scholarship is or is
not persuasive?” An author’s positionality matters because
it affects their scholarship, but positionality is not reduc-
ible to simple demographic characteristics or simple
notions of belonging (Soedirgo and Glas 2020).

A strongly normative posture can predispose scholars to
dismiss competing accounts without thorough engage-
ment. Here too Marat and Kassymbekova (2023) illustrate
this tendency. They claim that recent work by Central
Asian scholars “dismantle[s] the long-held views of
Russian benevolent empire” (9) without citing any such
long-held views. They continue, “Most Western and
Russian political science literature premises Central Asia
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as Russia’s near abroad, China’s backwater, or just a little-
known region” (9) without proffering evidence. They
contend that “scholars still praise the Soviet socialist
system for emancipating women, providing universal edu-
cation and healthcare, and promoting affirmative action
among ethnic minorities,” (10) but these assertions require
clearer documentary support.”” Although their interven-
tion is short and their claims plausible, it would be more
persuasive with supporting evidence and explicit citations.

In fact, English-language scholarship on historical Cen-
tral Asia does engage vibrant debates about colonial rule and
its effects (Cameron 2018; Edgar 2006; Kamp 2011;
Kassymbekova 2016; Khalid 2006; Northrop 2004). Like
any literature, it has blind spots—some more profound
than others. And we do indeed require more work on
colonial rule, as well as efforts to reverse or mitigate
colonialism’s effects. Further, such work will indeed benefit
from the voices of scholars from Central Asia itself. But the
powerfully normative meanings that the term has acquired
invite analytic closure. They presuppose the essential
dynamics at play, rather than treating these dynamics as
an empirical matter to be studied. They presuppose which
scholars have important insights on these topics and which
do not, without evaluating contributions individually.

Bracketing Ends

Second, many scholars of Central Asia seem content to
bracket outcomes as they consider decolonization. For
example, in a survey of how decolonial accounts help
explain the relative peace that Central Asians experienced
after the Soviet collapse, Dadabaev and Heathershaw
(2021, 745) write that decolonial accounts “emphasize
the importance of the region’s particular ideas and practices
and how these have been formed in conditions of
globalization.” Later, they unpack their epistemology (754):

First, the decolonization of IR implies seeking answers to “how”
questions, as opposed to simple “what” questions. Second, it has
the implication of delivering the narratives of colonized/devel-
oping/silenced nations. This is also related to the need to counter
the tendency to accept the “meanings” of concepts from other
regions and to apply those “meanings” to various regional
contexts. Third, the decolonization of IR necessarily implies a
rejection of the idea that state behavior is static, unchanging, and
repetitive over time and geographic/social space. In sum, far
greater plurality and diversity of perspectives is [sic] required to
better interpret peaceful change (in Central Asia).

This departure from Eurocentrism in international rela-
tions (IR) theory potentially broadens intellectual hori-
zons, but it lacks an explicit statement about aims. It
focuses on “how” questions—presumably moving away
from positivist (read: Eurocentric) approaches to knowl-
edge. It delivers narratives of those who were silenced,
rather than accepting Eurocentric accounts, which are
implied to be intellectually or normatively inferior. It
rejects notions of fixed state effects, which presumably
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prevail in Eurocentric approaches. In this sense, their
epistemology inherits the lineage of critical scholarship,
with its tendency to problematize existing approaches
while stopping short of providing alternatives rooted in
empirics (Latour 2004).

Such calls for epistemological distancing runs through
many decolonial frameworks used to study Central Asia.
Dall’Agnola (2025, 2) writes that “we should stop studying
the region through a Russian lens.” Sharipova, Bissenova,
and Burkhanov (2024, 1) suggest a need for “decanoniza-
tion of both imperial and national narratives, and the
emergence of many voices and perspectives that have not
been heard or taken seriously previously.” Reflecting
on 30 years of scholarship on Central Asia, Marat (2021,
479) summarizes, “For much of the three decades, Western
scholarship was limited in that sense: only focusing on
debates within its own community with the occasional
inclusion of the other. Now scholars must actively engage
all perspectives and not focus solely on discussions within
one position.” Decolonial approaches to Central Asia thus
tend to make claims in an epistemological register: to
decolonize is to approach research topics in fundamentally
new ways, but those new ways are underspecified.

Notably, such work typically avoids ontological claims
about what decolonization as an outcome would look like
in the region itself. As with the wave of juridical decolo-
nization after World War II, so as well with the indepen-
dence of Central Asian states after the Soviet collapse: both
were fundamentally insufficient for delivering justice. This
much is clear, but decolonization will remain forever
unfinished without properly specified endpoints.

Analytic Flattening

Although all accounts simplify, robust ones do not erase
ambiguities that might be analytically revealing. As Mitch-
ell (1991, 78) reminds us, real-world ambiguity may not
be “a problem of conceptual precision but...a clue to the
nature of the phenomenon.”

Key ambiguities produce a series of counterintuitive
processes and outcomes in Central Asia. There is no doubt
that the Russian empire colonized Central Asia and that
the Bolsheviks inherited this imperial domain (Keller
2019). Nor is there any doubt that colonial rule was based
on domination and violence. Yet, in part because Russia’s
expansion was over land (rather than overseas) and because
empire- and state-building overlapped (Beissinger 1995),
there are important complexities. Whereas overseas empires
generally seek to “other” and keep separate even as they
dominate, overland empires tend to dominate by eliminat-
ing or assimilating. Central Asia experienced both, although
assimilation predominated in the Soviet era.?®

Consider the question of cultural and linguistic domi-
nation, in which Russian and Soviet rule brought Russi-
fication. Within this broad and undeniable pattern, there
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were other, sometimes countervailing dynamics. For
example, during the late nineteenth century many Turkic-
speaking elites and intellectuals were educated in Russian
language and culture; this exposed them to European
nationalist discourse and practice. It is hard to understand
the rise of nationalism among Kazakhs and Uzbeks, for
example, without considering this fact. Articulations of
difference were themselves made possible by the imperial
encounter.

Further, consider colonial institutions concerning reli-
gion. As Crews (2006, 3) points out regarding Muslim-
majority regions, “the [Russian] empire created a religion-
centered framework for its subjects to engage with the
autocracy. Religious authority in all its varied forms, [Tsar]
Catherine concluded, could be useful for the empire.”
Today, legacy institutions that echo their tsarist and Soviet
predecessors continue to regulate religion in the indepen-
dent states of Central Asia. What was created for imperial
domination over religion now serves as a tool for regime
domination in independent states.

We tend to think of settlers as the beneficiaries of
empire. That may be self-evidently true in some contexts,
but the tsars often treated Slavic settlers as a disposable
underclass (Pianciolo and Gaignebet 2008). In the case of
Tashkent (now Uzbekistan), local Turkic and Persianate
populations clearly suffered most from colonial rule, but
settlers also were mistreated (Sahadeo 2005, 123-24). As
Sahadeo (118) details, such “plebian settlers were damag-
ing efforts to present Russia as a force of order as well as an
agent of ‘civilization’ (tsivilizatsiia) in the region.”

As the Bolsheviks established control over imperial
lands, the regime branded itself as “anti-imperial.” This
claim did not change the fact of domination. Indeed, the
goal of creating a communist society and a new, Soviet
man involved violent attempts to erase preexisting forms of
identity, social solidarities, and modes of economy.?” Yet
whether the Soviet regime exercised domination is orthog-
onal to whether it was an empire. Martin (2001) shows
that early Soviet policies promoted so-called native cadres.
Khalid (2006) argues that the early Soviet state’s role in
Central Asia was akin to that of authoritarian state-
building elsewhere in the so-called Muslim world. Com-
paring Central Asia to Afghanistan, Iran, and Turkey, he
shows that the transformative homogenizing practices of
states can be “carried out against the will of the majority of
the people and [involve] substantial amounts of violence”
(251). In turn, when such coercive, assimilatory practices
succeed, they often succeed only partially, producing
forms of hybridity over the longer term (Bhabha 2015).
As Tasar (2017) shows, in Soviet Kyrgyzstan, citizens
increasingly identified bosh as Kyrgyz and as Soviet.

In sum, when used with broad-brush meanings, the term
“decolonial” overlooks important ambiguities, countervail-
ing forces, and counterintuitive outcomes. To recognize
this fact is not to downplay domination and violence. In the
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late 1920s, Kazakhstan lost an estimated one million people
or 40% of its population during human-made famines
(asharshylyq). As a percentage of its population, this is more
deaths than Ukraine experienced during the Holodmor
(Cameron 2018, 5), which is widely viewed as a genocide.
I suspect that for survivors and their descendants (not to
mention those who perished), the distinction between
“empire” and “state” may be secondary to the material
realities of loss and suffering. A faithful account takes stock
of ambiguities while striving for analytic precision.

Colonialism and its violence brought enormous and
unprecedented social, political, cultural, and economic
transformations. Had they not occurred, Central Asia
would have been different, but the counterfactual is not
simple to construct. After all, transformations may be
driven by engines other than colonialism. A Central Asia
that was not colonized by Russia would still have encoun-
tered myriad influences—from Chinese territories, from
Persia, from the Arab Middle East, from South Asia,
perhaps from the United Kingdom, and indeed from a
counterfactually non-imperial Russia. We can imagine less
coercive versions of these influences, but Central Asia
never existed in a vacuum.?®

The result is that hybridity has long been the norm
and remains visible decades after the Soviet collapse.
In 2017, when Russian opposition figure Alexei Navalny
claimed, “Naturally, in Uzbekistan nobody knows who
Pushkin is,” he was mobilizing a Russian nationalist
trope: as non-Slavs, Uzbeks cannot possibly appreciate
a Russian poet. Uzbeks responded immediately with a
coordinated online effort to recite Pushkin’s poetry
(Current Time 2017). One Uzbek declaimed Pushkin’s
poetry in expert fashion and then jokingly played with
Russian stereotypes about Uzbeks’ supposed backward-
ness, saying, “And, by the way, my ishak [donkey] is
parked over there.”??

Uzbeks’ embrace of the Russian poet can be read in two
ways. First, one might take it as evidence that Uzbeks
proudly sport hybrid identities that defy nationalist ste-
reotypes. Alternatively, one might take it as proof of
inadequate decolonization, underlining Uzbeks™ ongoing
unfreedom from colonial influence.

The second reading is problematic. First, it privileges
outsider over insider perspectives, which is hard to justify if
one champions local voices (as decolonial scholars gener-
ally do). There is no logical or practical reason why Uzbeks
cannot be well versed in multple literary and poetic
traditions. Second, it displays a bias toward the recent,
singling out Russian influence as alien and abnormal while
implying that myriad influences from the Turkic and
Persianate world that predated Russia’s empire were
authentic and normal. Finally, the reading largely ignores
Pushkin’s special role in Russian literature, his biracial
background, and the role that important sectors of Russia’s
intelligentsia historically played in opposing autocracy.?”
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A decolonial lens that sees tidy distinctions between
precolonial, colonial, and postcolonial cannot treat mess-
iness as a “clue to the nature of the phenomenon.” When
Mun and Kudaibergen (2025) describe asar, a form of self-
help and volunteerism that predated Soviet rule and
remains relevant across Central Asia today, they usefully
highlight a feature of the social landscape that might
otherwise be missed. But their treatment is largely ahistor-
ical, dismissing how for 70 years the Soviet regime in
Central Asia also emphasized communal action through
its so-called subbotniki. The fact that participation in Soviet-
era subborniki was partly coerced does not erase the ongoing
social resonance of the category decades after the Soviet
collapse. In 2025, when ordinary people volunteered for
natural disaster relief, for an animal shelter, or for a disability
rights group, we could not know a priori whether they
envisioned themselves as participating in an asar, a subbor-
nik, both, or neither.”! Rather than eliding complexity,
scholars should preserve local categorizations and examine
how they overlap and diverge.

Finally, some treatments of Central Asia are like the
political theory contributions described earlier; they focus
narrowly on one aspect of decolonization without consider-
ing how it relates to the broader category. Thus, for Dada-
baev and Heathershaw (2021), decolonization is the relative
absence of large-scale conflict in the region. For Suyarkulova
(2023), it is introducing queer theory to Central Asia. For
Kassymbekova and Marat (2022), it is upending narratives of
Russia’s imperial innocence. Thus, although each work offers
a powerful intervention in a specific domain, we return to the
question of how such a broad category might contend with so
many disparate denotations.

Conclusion

This article invites reflection on the analytic value of the
term “decolonization.” My argument is simple: the term
has practical power, but the meanings it has acquired over
time bring analytic disadvantages. Following the reasoning
of Brubaker and Cooper (2000) in their discussion of
“identity,” I argue that decolonization’s widespread prac-
tical use complicates its utility for analysis. Specifically, I
elaborate three persistent problems with the meanings
acquired: their overwhelming normativity, their tendency
to bracket outcomes, and their propensity to flatten
analysis. In turn, these problems complicate our ability to
meet two criteria for concepts: fit with cases and formula-
tion via necessary and/or sufficient attributes. Recent work
in political theory offers promising alternatives, but the
problems endure, especially in empirical work. I use the
study of Central Asia’s experience with Russian imperialism
to illustrate, because recent scholarly engagement with these
topics provides an opportunity for critical reflection.

The problems I have identified are not “genetic.” Rather,
they developed from complex practices that unfolded over
decades. By implication, with concerted effort, scholarly
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usages can shift again, even if the practical use of the term
remains harder to influence. What might such shifts consist
of? I provide no conclusive answers, but let me begin with a
null hypothesis.

It is not impossible that some political and social
processes bound up with colonial rule and its aftermath
could be analyzed via alternative vocabularies and research
traditions. These include changing ethnic demography,
migration patterns, state policies on migration, patterns of
discrimination, the reconstruction of historical memory,
nation-building processes, and language policies. We might
further study the depredations of concrete historical
periods, the long-term consequences of such destruction
and violence, and acts of protest and resistance to unjust
orders. We might study how institutions, norms, and
behaviors shift after colonialism’s decline. We might con-
sider disenfranchisement, immiseration, repression, and
violence. Such topics can be productively engaged, seriously
studied, and effectively communicated without resort to a
term that has acquired analytically fraught meanings.

Similarly, the epistemological work the academy can do
is clear, but we can describe it in various ways. We might
engage in participatory action research. We might support
scholars who conduct research on the contexts of their
upbringing. We might seek diverse voices as we produce
course syllabi and teach students. We might follow
scholars of science studies to ask what goes into the
production and dissemination of knowledge. These steps,
activities, and approaches need not be described as decol-
onization to be valuable.

For those scholars who prefer to use the term, I propose
two principles to improve analysis. First, we need Webe-
rian ideal types. We need to know what full decolonization
might look like, which cases fit most closely the definition,
and what necessary and/or sufficient attributes might
describe this fit. This is more than offering a definition
that one seeks to operationalize analytically. It is to break
down an abstract, broad-based, and multidimensional
concept into managable chunks, so that the ontological
claims implied by the category are well calibrated and
correspond to available evidence.

Let me illustrate what is at stake analytically. Consider a
hypothetical research program about linguistic redress in
Central Asia: the shift to promote local languages instead
of Russian. In one version of such a program, full decol-
onization would involve the fundamental retreat of the
Russian language from public life, such that media, schol-
arship, entertainment, governance, and education would
occur principally if not exclusively in local (Turkic and
Iranian) languages. Such decolonization would require
(necessity) a retreat of the Russian language from public
education, given its outsized and long-term impact on
other aspects of society. If such a retreat occurred in two or
three additional spheres (sufficiency) that might be enough
to meet the standard of decolonization.
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A second version of this hypothetical research program
might center not on language retreat but on language
rights. In such a version, full decolonization would involve
undermining the normative assumption that Russian is
somehow superior to local languages—a conceit widely
propagated during the Soviet era. It would challenge the
claim that learning Russian is the key to economic and
social mobility—also a Soviet legacy. But such a program
would take the second step to empower individuals to
make informed choices regarding language learning and
use, treating them as rights-bearing individuals. By this
understanding, decolonization would have two necessary
components. First, it would require an ongoing public
challenge to the primacy of the Russian language. Second,
it would require treating people living in Central Asian
contexts as individuals legally empowered to make choices,
while being agnostic about the choices they make.

Different understandings of decolonization embed dif-
ferent ontological claims and imply different research
programs. How might one choose between them? Beyond
our normative and professional considerations, the best
way to choose is to know the context well. Contextual
knowledge hardly resolves all debates, but it is sine qua non
for making credible claims about a broad and multidimen-
sional phenomenon. Such knowledge would facilitate the
development of a series of adjectives to describe subtypes
of decolonization, as Collier and Levitsky (1997) do for
democracy. Such typological exercises refine empirical
research on a wide range of important topics.

Whichever route taken, we should strive for discussions
that are focused rather than diffuse, analytically precise
rather than politically charged. Our aim should be to
produce knowledge that is grounded, enduring, persua-
sive, and resilient to attacks on our credibility that come
from beyond the academy. One of our era’s most conse-
quential phenomena deserves this much.
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Notes

1 My emphasis is on empirical work, regardless of
methodology or data type.
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ical science interventions, I mean pieces that speak to
disciplinary debates, regardless of authors’ training.
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Following Ragin’s (2000) emphasis on heterogeneity,
I assume that no region’s experience with (de)coloni-
zation is typical.

Thanks to an anonymous reviewer for this point.
“Fit” can be described in terms of crisp or fuzzy sets.
See Ragin (2000).

Thanks to an anonymous reviewer for stimulating this
line of thinking.

I use “normativity” to mean the quality of offering a
prescription and treat it as equivalent to the less elegant
term “value-ladenness.”

The accuracy of such claims aside, they have real
political effects. See Schatz (2021).

Cf. Anderson (2024, 301), who contends that Fanon
was a “provocative apologist for violence.”

See Shatz (2024) for a discussion of Fanon’s varied
involvement in real-world struggles.

For one powerful critique of Fanon, see Homi Bhab-
ha’s preface to Fanon (2004).

Stuart Hall famously called Wretched the “Bible of
decolonisation,” according to Bhabha’s preface to
Fanon (2004).

Its Web of Citation count grew each year, from

8in 2013 to 751 in 2024.

See Soedirgo and Glas (2020).

An edited volume on research strategies that scholars
use to study the context of their upbringing inidally
featured the word “decolonizing” in its title (Jumet
and Mekouar 2025). It does not appear in the pub-
lished version.

Thanks to Kate Holland (personal communication)
for the term “flattened history.”

Thanks to Meghan Garrity (personal communication)
for this insight.

Thanks to an anonymous reviewer for introducing this
distinction.

Works were selected via University of Toronto library
catalogs using the keywords “decoloni*” and “Central
Asia.” Subject words, which can sometimes facilitate
targeted searches, proved limiting because they largely
indexed broader categories such as “Soviet Union —
Foreign relations — Asia, Central.” We dispropor-
tionately focused on recent publications and on work
directed to political science debates. Additional
sources were identified through these works’ refer-
ences. Thanks to Ioana Zamfir for her exceptional
research assistance.

See Khodorkovskii LIVE (2025).

Some pushback against Russia’s rhetoric occurred
below the radar of national politics. See Tengrinews.kz
(2024).

On whether China should be considered a colonial
power, see Pantucci and Peterson (2012), Perdue
(2009), Roberts (2022), Schatz and Silvey (2025), and
Lemon and Jardine (2025).
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23 Some earlier political scientists studied the topic, but
they generally did not use the term “decolonization.”
See, for example, Emerson (2013 [1960]).

24 Exceptions from other fields include Lee (2023),
Kandiyoti (2002), and Kassymbekova and Chokobaeva
2021).

25 A better-grounded contribution is Kassymbekova and
Chokobaeva (2021), which tackles the Anglophone
historiography on Central Asia, calling into question
Bolshevik claims that they were “decolonizing” Cen-
tral Asia. We lack a similar intervention for political
science.

26 Thanks to Mark Beissinger (personal communication)
for this helpful distinction.

27 For elaborations on these broad transformations, see
Kalinovsky (2018) and Schatz (2004). For historical
work on the Kazakh famine (asharshylyq), see Cameron
(2018).

28 For an account that emphasizes Central Asia’s historical
connections with the outside world, see Levi (2020).

29 Thanks to Leo Livak (personal communication) for
helping me interpret this case.

30 OnPushkin, see Lotman (2025). On the history of the
Russian intelligentsia, see Raeff (1960).

31 Author’s fieldnotes, Almaty, Taldykorgan, and
Shymkent, July—August 2025.

References

Aitmatov, Chingiz. 1983. The Day Lasts More than a Hundred
Years. Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Press

Aktiirk, Sener. 2023. “Reversing the Gaze and
Decolonizing Political Science.” APSA Comparative
Politics Newsletter 31 (1): 5-8. https://www.comparative
politicsnewsletter.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/06/
APSA-CP_May_2023.pdf.

Anderson, Lisa. 2024. “The Rebel’s Clinic: The
Revolutionary Lives of Frantz Fanon by Adam Shatz.”
Journal of Interdisciplinary History 55 (2): 301-2.

Aristotle. 1985. Metaphysics: Zeta, Eta, Theta, lota.
Translated by Montgomery Furth. Indianapolis:
Hackett

Athow, Brian, and Robert G. Blanton. 2002. “Colonial
Style and Colonial Legacies: Trade Patterns in British
and French Africa.” Journal of Third World Studies
19 (2): 219-41.

Beissinger, Mark R. 1993. “Demise of the Empire State:
Identity, Legitimacy, and the Deconstruction of
Soviet Politics.” In The Rising Tide of Cultural
Pluralism: The Nation-State at Bay? ed. Crawford
Young, 93—115. Madison, WI: University of
Wisconsin Press.

Beissinger, Mark R. 1995. “The Persisting Ambiguity of
Empire.” Post-Soviet Affairs 11 (2): 149-84.

Betts, Raymond F. 2004. Decolonization. 2nd edition.
New York: Routledge.


https://www.comparativepoliticsnewsletter.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/06/APSA-CP_May_2023.pdf
https://www.comparativepoliticsnewsletter.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/06/APSA-CP_May_2023.pdf
https://www.comparativepoliticsnewsletter.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/06/APSA-CP_May_2023.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1017/S1537592726104708

Bhabha, Homi K. 1994. The Location of Culture. London:
Routledge.

——. 2015. Debating Cultural Hybridity: Multicultural
Identities and the Politics of Anti-Racism. New York:
Bloomsbury.

Bissenova, Alima. 2025. “Istoricheskaia pamiat’ kazakhov
i ee otrazhenie v ustnom narodnom tvorchestve.
Kul’'turnyi kontekst” [Video]. YouTube, February 15.
Originally broadcast on Khabar television, Kazakhstan.
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bOhjl7Cyaik.

Brubaker, Rogers, and Frederick Cooper. 2000. “Beyond
‘Identity.” Theory and Sociery 29 (1): 1-47.

Byk, Taras. 2023. “Is Putin’s Russia Heading for Collapse
like its Czarist and Soviet Predecessors?” Atlantic
Council, February 9. heeps://www.atlantic
council.org/blogs/ukrainealert/is-putins-russia-heading-
for-collapse-like-its-czarist-and-soviet-predecessors/.

Cameron, Sarah. 2018. The Hungry Steppe: Famine,
Violence, and the Making of Soviet Kazakhstan. Ithaca,
NY: Cornell University Press.

Colés, Alejandro. 2007. Empire. Cambridge, UK: Polity.

Collier, David, and Steven Levitsky. 1997. “Democracy
with Adjectives: Conceptual Innovation in
Comparative Research.” World Politics 49 (3): 430-51.

Cooley, Alexander. 2024. “The Uprisings of Gaza: How
Geopolitical Crises Have Reshaped Academic
Communities from Tahrir to Kyiv.” Political Science
Quarterly 140 (3). DOI:10.1093/psquar/qqac006.

Crews, Robert D. 2006. For Prophet and Tsar: Islam and
Empire in Russia and Central Asia. Cambridge, MA:
Harvard University Press.

Current Time. 2017. “Uzbekistan chitaet Pushkina,
obidevshis’ na slova Naval’nogo” [Video]. YouTube,
June 16. hteps://www.youtube.com/watch?v=
PxIENmcBDMA.

Dadabaev, Timur. 2022. Decolonizing Central Asian
International Relations: Beyond Empires. London:
Routledge.

Dadabaev, Timur, and John Heathershaw, 2021. “Central
Asia: A Decolonial Perspective on Peaceful Change.” In
The Oxford Handbook of Peaceful Change in
International Relations, eds. Deborah W. Larson, Ralf
Emmers, Anders Wivel, T. V. Paul, and Harold A.
Trinkunas. Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press.

Dall’Agnola, Jasmin. 2025. “Leveraging ICT's: Central
Asian Women’s Agency in the Context of Bride
Kidnapping.” Women'’s Studlies International Forum 111
(103119): 1-8.

Datta, Ranjan. 2018. “Decolonizing Both Researcher and
Research and Its Effectiveness in Indigenous
Research.” Research Ethics 14 (2): 1-24.

Dave, Bhavna. 2007. Kazakhstan: Ethnicity, Language and
Power. London: Routledge.

Duong, Kevin. 2021. “Universal Suffrage as
Decolonization.” American Political Science Review
115 (2): 412-28.

https://doi.org/10.1017/51537592726104708 Published online by Cambridge University Press

Edgar, Adrienne. 2006. “Bolshevism, Patriarchy, and the
Nation: The Soviet ‘Emancipation’ of Muslim Women
in Pan-Islamic Perspective.” Slavic Review 65 (2):
252-72.

Emerson, Rupert. [1960] 2013. From Empire to Nation:
The Rise to Self-assertion of Asian and African Peoples.
Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.

Fanon, Frantz. 1963. Wretched of the Earth. New York:
Grove Press.

. 2004. The Wretched of the Earth. 2nd edition.
Translated by Richard Philcox, with a foreword by
Jean-Paul Sarte and Homi K. Bhabha. New York:
Grove Press.

Frank, Andre Gunder. 1967. Capitalism and
Underdevelopment in Latin America: Historical Studies of
Chile and Brazil. New York: Monthly Review Press.

Fu, Diana, Richard A Nielsen, and Edward Schatz. 2026.
“Ethnography and Ethnographic Sensibility in Political
Science.” Annual Review of Political Science. https://doi.
org/10.1146/annurev-polisci-041224-084600.

Gallie, Walter Bryce. 1995. “Essentially Contested
Concepts.” Proceedings of the Aristotelian Society 56
(1995-96): 167-98.

Gaztambide-Ferndndez, Rubén A. 2012. “Decolonization
and the Pedagogy of Solidarity.” Decolonization:
Indigeneity, Education & Society 1 (1): 41-67.

Geertz, Clifford. 1983. Local Knowledge: Further Essays in
Interpretive Anthropology. New York: Basic Books.

Gerring, John. 2004. “What Is a Case Study and What Is
It Good For?” American Political Science Review 98 (2):
341-54.

Getachew, Adom. 2019. Worldmaking after Empire: The
Rise and Fall of Self-determination. Princeton, NJ:
Princeton University Press.

Getachew, Adom, and Karuna Mantena. 2021.
“Anticolonialism and the Decolonization of Political
Theory.” Critical Times 4 (3): 359-88.

Giddens, Anthony. 1984. The Constitution of Society:
Outline of the Theory of Structuration. Berkeley, CA:
University of California Press.

Goertz, Gary. 2006. Social Science Concepts: A User’s
Guide. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press.

Gopal, Priyamvada. 2019. Insurgent Empire: Anticolonial
Resistance and British Dissent. London: Verso.

Gorodnichenko, Yuriy, Ilona Sologoub, and Tatyana
Deryugina. 2023. “Why Russian Studies in the West
Failed to Provide a Clue about Russia and Ukraine.”
Ukrainian Analytical Digest 2: 13-17. https://voxu
kraine.org/en/why-russian-studies-in-the-west-failed-
to-provide-a-clue-about-russia-and-ukraine.

Grimshaw, Jane. 1990. Argument Structure. Cambridge,
MA: MIT Press.

Gugushvili, Alexi. 2025. “Russian Public Perceptions of
the War in Ukraine: A Paradox of Optimism amid
Cirisis.” Journal of Contemporary European Studies
33 (3): 1-25.


https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bOhjI7Cyaik
https://www.atlanticcouncil.org/blogs/ukrainealert/is-putins-russia-heading-for-collapse-like-its-czarist-and-soviet-predecessors/
https://www.atlanticcouncil.org/blogs/ukrainealert/is-putins-russia-heading-for-collapse-like-its-czarist-and-soviet-predecessors/
https://www.atlanticcouncil.org/blogs/ukrainealert/is-putins-russia-heading-for-collapse-like-its-czarist-and-soviet-predecessors/
https://doi.org/10.1093/psquar/qqae006
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=PxlENmcBDMA
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=PxlENmcBDMA
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev-polisci-041224-084600
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev-polisci-041224-084600
https://voxukraine.org/en/why-russian-studies-in-the-west-failed-to-provide-a-clue-about-russia-and-ukraine
https://voxukraine.org/en/why-russian-studies-in-the-west-failed-to-provide-a-clue-about-russia-and-ukraine
https://voxukraine.org/en/why-russian-studies-in-the-west-failed-to-provide-a-clue-about-russia-and-ukraine
https://doi.org/10.1017/S1537592726104708

Hirsch, Francine. 2005. Empire of Nations: Ethnographic
Knowledge and the Making of the Soviet Union. Ithaca,
NY: Cornell University Press.

International Organization for Migration. 2022.
Chapter 2: International Remittances. World Migration
Reporz. hteps://worldmigrationreport.iom.int/what-we-
do/world-migration-report-2024-chapter-2/inter
national-remittances.

Jackson, Patrick Thaddeus. 2008. “Foregrounding
Ontology: Dualism, Monism, and IR Theory.” Review
of International Studies 34 (1): 129-53.

Jackson, Robert H. 1990. Quasi-States: Sovereignty,
International Relations and the Third World.
Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press.

Johnson, Juliet. 2023. “2023 ASEEES Annual
Convention Presidential Plenary: Decolonization in
Practice” [Video]. YouTube, December 13. https://
www.youtube.com/watch?v=A75qLTgfRMA

Jumet, Kira, and Merouan Mekouar, eds. 2025. Doing
Research as a Native: A Guide for Fieldwork in Illiberal
and Repressive States. Oxtord, UK: Oxford University
Press.

Kalinovsky, Artemy M. 2018. Laboratory of Socialist
Development: Cold War Politics and Decolonization in
Soviet Tajikistan. Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press.

Kamp, Marianne. 2011. The New Woman in Uzbekistan:
Islam, Modernity, and Unveiling under Communism.
Seattle: University of Washington Press.

Kandiyoti, Deniz. 2002. “Post-Colonialism Compared:
Potentials and Limitations in the Middle East and
Central Asia.” International Journal of Middle East
Studies 34 (2): 279-97.

Kassymbekova, Botakoz. 2016. Despite Cultures: Early
Sovier Rule in Tajikistan. Pittsburgh: University of
Pittsburgh Press.

Kassymbekova, Botakoz, and Aminat Chokobaeva. 2021.
“On Writing Soviet History of Central Asia:
Frameworks, Challenges, Prospects.” Central Asian
Survey 40 (4): 483-503.

Kassymbekova, Botakoz, and Erica Marat. 2022. “Time to
Question Russia’s Imperial Innocence.” PONARS
Eurasia Policy Memo 771. https:/[www.ponarseurasia.
org/time-to-question-russias-imperial-innocence/.

Keller, Shoshana. 2019. Russia and Central Asia:
Coexistence, Conquest, Convergence. Toronto:
University of Toronto Press.

Khalid, Adeeb. 2006. “Backwardness and the Quest for
Civilization: Early Soviet Central Asia in Comparative
Perspective.” Slavic Review 65 (2): 231-51.

Khodorkovskii LIVE. 2025. Rossiia gotovir zakhvat
Kazakbstana. Sekretnye dokumenty spetssluzb Putina.
Ekskliusiv tsentra “Dos’e” [Video]. YouTube, August 11.
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bltb3j85ASS.

Kudaibergenova, Diana T. 2018. “Punk Shamanism,
Revolt and Break-up of Traditional Linkage: The

https://doi.org/10.1017/51537592726104708 Published online by Cambridge University Press

Waves of Cultural Production in Post-Soviet
Kazakhstan.” European Journal of Cultural Studies
21 (4): 435-51.

Kudaibergen, Diana. 2025. What Does It Mean to Be
Kazakhbstani? Power, Identity and Nation-Building.
London: Hurst & Co.

Laruelle, Matlene. 2021. Central Peripheries: Nationhood
in Central Asia. London: UCL Press.

Latour, Bruno. 2004. “Why Has Critique Run out of
Steam? From Matters of Fact to Matters of
Concern.” Critical Inquiry 30 (2): 225—48.

Lee, Jack T. 2023. “Romanticizing Decolonization and
Asian Epistemology: Reflections on Identity and
Space.” Asia Pacific Education Review 24 (2): 187-97.

Lemon, Edward. and Bradley Jardine. 2025. Backlash:
China’s Struggle for Influence in Central Asia. Oxford,
UK: Oxford University Press.

Levi, Scott C. 2020. The Bukharan Crisis: A Connected
History of 18th Century Central Asia. Pittsburgh:
University of Pittsburgh Press.

Lotman, Yuri. 2025. Pushkin: A Writer’s Biography.
Translated by Ilya Nemirovsky. New York: Academic
Studies Press.

Mahoney, James. 2000. “Strategies of Causal Inference in
Small-N Analysis.” Sociological Methods & Research
28 (4): 387-424.

Mamdani, Mahmood. 1996. Citizen and Subject:
Contemporary Africa and the Legacy of Late Colonialism.
Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press.

Marat, Erica. 2021. “Introduction: 30 Years of Central
Asian Studies—The Best Is Yet to Come.” Central
Asian Survey 40 (4): 477-82.

Marat, Erica, and Botakoz Kassymbekova. 2023.
“Reclaiming the Narrative: Decolonizing Central Asian
Studies for a More Inclusive Understanding.” APSA
Comparative Politics Newsletter 33 (1): 9-12.

Martin, Terry. 2001. The Affirmative Action Empire:
Nations and Nationalism in the Soviet Union,
1923-1939. Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press.

McClintock, Anne. 1992. “The Angel of Progress: Pitfalls
of the Term ‘Post-Colonialism.”” Social Text 31/32 (1):
84-98.

Mitchell, Timothy. 1991. “The Limits of the State: Beyond
Statist Approaches and Their Critics.” American Political
Science Review 85 (1): 77-96.

Morrison, Alexander. 2021. The Russian Conquest of
Central Asia: A Study in Imperial Expansion, 1814—
1914. Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press.

Miiller, Martin. 2020. “In Search of the Global East:
Thinking between North and South.” Geopolitics
25 (3): 734-55.

Mun, Olga, and Diana Kudaibergen. 2025. “Jeong and
Asar: Theorising Reparative Concepts in Gendered
Artistic, Activist, and Academic Spaces.” European
Journal of Women's Studlies 32 (2): 159-76.


https://worldmigrationreport.iom.int/what-we-do/world-migration-report-2024-chapter-2/international-remittances
https://worldmigrationreport.iom.int/what-we-do/world-migration-report-2024-chapter-2/international-remittances
https://worldmigrationreport.iom.int/what-we-do/world-migration-report-2024-chapter-2/international-remittances
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=A75qLTgfRMA
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=A75qLTgfRMA
https://www.ponarseurasia.org/time-to-question-russias-imperial-innocence/
https://www.ponarseurasia.org/time-to-question-russias-imperial-innocence/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bItb3j85AS8
https://doi.org/10.1017/S1537592726104708

Mustoyapova, Ainash. 2023. Decolonization of
Kazakhstan. London: Palgrave-Macmillan.

New Humanitarian. 2022. Decolonising Aid: A Reading
and Resource List. August 12. https://www.thenew
humanitarian.org/feature/2022/08/12/Decolonising-
aid—a—reading—and—resource—list.

Ngiigi wa Thiong’o. 2005. Decolonising the Mind: The
Politics of Language in African Literature. Nairobi, KE:
East African Educational Publishers.

Northrop, Douglas. 2004. Veiled Empire: Gender and
Power in Stalinist Central Asia. Ithaca, NY: Cornell
University Press

O’dekolon. 2024. Nauka v Tsentral noi Azii:
dekolonial’naia teoriia, kolonialnost’ znanii i programma
Usta [Video]. YouTube, October 17, 2024. htps://
www.youtube.com/watch?v=mORHkyVkU-o&list=
PLjI-VRWNFhNoA45bM]JhPzqY82-smpeZF&
index=5.

Open Democracy. 2019, October 7. When Your Field I
Also Your Home: Introducing Feminist Subjectivities in
Central Asia. October 7. https://www.opendemocracy.
net/en/odr/when-your-field-also-your-home-
introducing-feminist-subjectivities-central-asia/.

Pantucci, Raffaello, and Alexandros Petersen. 2012.
“China’s Inadvertent Empire.” National Interest 122:
30-39. https://nationalinterest.org/legacy/chinas-
inadvertent-empire-7615.

Perdue, Peter C. 2009. “China and Other Colonial
Empires.” Journal of American-East Asian Relations
16 (1-2): 85-103.

Peyrouse, Sebastien. 2024. “Turkmenistan:
Authoritarianism, Nation Building and Cult of
Personality.” In Research Handbook on
Authoritarianism, eds. Natasha Lindstaedt and Jeroen
J. J. Van den Bosch, 356-69. Cheltenham, UK:
Edward Elgar.

Pianciola, Niccolo, and Elise Gaignebet. 2008.
Décoloniser I'’Asie Centrale? Bolcheviks et Colons au
Semire¢’e (1920-1922). Cahiers Du Monde Russe
49 (1): 101-43.

Pineda, Erin R. 2021. Seeing like an Activist: Civil
Disobedience and the Civil Rights Movement. New York:
Oxford University Press.

Posner, Daniel N. 2003. “The Colonial Origins of Ethnic
Cleavages: The Case of Linguistic Divisions in
Zambia.” Comparative Politics 35 (2): 127-46.

Raeff, Marc. 1966. Origins of the Russian Intelligentsia: The
Eighteenth-Century Nobility. New York: Harcourt,
Brace & World.

Ragin, Charles C. 2000. Fuzzy-ser Social Science. Chicago:
University of Chicago Press.

Roberts, Sean R. 2022. The War on the Uyghurs: China’s
Internal Campaign against a Muslim Minority.
Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press.

https://doi.org/10.1017/51537592726104708 Published online by Cambridge University Press

Robinson, Amanda Lea. 2019. “Colonial Rule and Its
Political Legacies in Africa.” Oxford Research
Encyclopedia of Politics. https://oxtordre.com/politics/
view/10.1093/acrefore/9780190228637.001.0001/
acrefore-9780190228637-e-1346, accessed August
14, 2025.

Sahadeo, Jeff. 2005. “Epidemic and Empire: Ethnicity,
Class, and ‘Civilization’ in the 1892 Tashkent Cholera
Riot.” Slavic Review 64 (1): 117-39.

Said, Edward W. 1978. Orientalism. New York:
Pantheon.

Schatz, Edward. 2004. Modern Clan Politics: The Power of
“Blood” in Kazakhbstan and Beyond. Seattle: University of
Washington Press.

, ed. 2009. Political Ethnography: What Immersion

Contributes to the Study of Power. Chicago: University of

Chicago Press.

,ed. 2021. Slow Anti-Americanism: Social Movements
and Symbolic Politics in Central Asia. Stanford, CA:
Stanford University Press.

Schatz, Edward, and Rachel Silvey, eds. 2025. Seeing
China’s Belt and Road. Oxtord, UK: Oxford University
Press.

Sharafutdinova, Gulnaz. 2020. The Red Mirror: Putin’s
Leadership and Russia’s Insecure Identity. Oxford, UK:
Oxford University Press.

Sharipova, Dina, Alima Bissenova, and Aziz Burkhanov,
eds. 2024. Postcolonial Approaches in Kazakhstan and
Beyond: Politics, Culture, and Literature. Singapore:
Springer Nature.

Sharipova, Dina, Aziz Burkhanov, and Alma Alpeissova.
2017. “The Determinants of Civic and Ethnic
Nationalisms in Kazakhstan: Evidence from the Grass-
roots Level.” Nationalism and Ethnic Politics 23 (2):
203-26.

Shatz, Adam. 2024. The Rebel’s Clinic: The Revolutionary Lives
of Frantz Fanon. New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux.

Simmons, Erica S., and Nicholas Rush Smith. 2025.
“How Cases Speak to One Another: Using Translation
to Rethink Generalization in Political Science
Research.” American Political Science Review, 1—13.

Smith, Linda Tuhiwai. 2021. Decolonizing Methodologies:
Research and Indigenous Peoples. London: Bloomsbury.

Soedirgo, Jessica, and Aarie Glas. 2020. “Toward Active
Reflexivity: Positionality and Practice in the Production
of Knowledge.” PS: Political Science & Politics 53 (3):
527-31.

Soss, Joe. 2021. “On Casing a Study versus Studying a
Case.” In Rethinking Comparison, eds. Erica S.
Simmons and Nicholas Rush Smith, 84-106.
Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press.

Strange, Susan. 1988. States and Markets. London: Pinter
Publishers.



https://www.thenewhumanitarian.org/feature/2022/08/12/Decolonising-aid-a-reading-and-resource-list
https://www.thenewhumanitarian.org/feature/2022/08/12/Decolonising-aid-a-reading-and-resource-list
https://www.thenewhumanitarian.org/feature/2022/08/12/Decolonising-aid-a-reading-and-resource-list
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=mORHkyVkU-o&list=PLjI-VRWtNFhNoA45bMJhPzqY82-smpeZF&index=5
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=mORHkyVkU-o&list=PLjI-VRWtNFhNoA45bMJhPzqY82-smpeZF&index=5
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=mORHkyVkU-o&list=PLjI-VRWtNFhNoA45bMJhPzqY82-smpeZF&index=5
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=mORHkyVkU-o&list=PLjI-VRWtNFhNoA45bMJhPzqY82-smpeZF&index=5
https://www.opendemocracy.net/en/odr/when-your-field-also-your-home-introducing-feminist-subjectivities-central-asia/
https://www.opendemocracy.net/en/odr/when-your-field-also-your-home-introducing-feminist-subjectivities-central-asia/
https://www.opendemocracy.net/en/odr/when-your-field-also-your-home-introducing-feminist-subjectivities-central-asia/
https://nationalinterest.org/legacy/chinas-inadvertent-empire-7615
https://nationalinterest.org/legacy/chinas-inadvertent-empire-7615
https://oxfordre.com/politics/view/10.1093/acrefore/9780190228637.001.0001/acrefore-9780190228637-e-1346
https://oxfordre.com/politics/view/10.1093/acrefore/9780190228637.001.0001/acrefore-9780190228637-e-1346
https://oxfordre.com/politics/view/10.1093/acrefore/9780190228637.001.0001/acrefore-9780190228637-e-1346
https://doi.org/10.1017/S1537592726104708

Sultan, Nazmul. 2024. Waiting for the People: The Idea of
Democracy in Indian Anticolonial Thought. Cambridge,
MA: Harvard University Press.

Suyarkulova, Mohira. 2023. “Utterly Other: Queering
Central Asia, Decolonising Sexualities.” In The Central
Asian World, eds. Jeanne Féaux de la Croix and
Madeleine Reeves, 96-111. London: Routledge

Téiwo, Olafémi. 2022. Against Decolonisation: Taking
African Agency Seriously. London: C. Hurst & Co.

Tasar, Eren. 2017. Soviet and Muslim: The
Institutionalization of Islam in Central Asia. Oxford,
UK: Oxford University Press.

Taylor, Brian D. 2018. The Code of Putinism. Oxford,
UK: Oxford University Press

Temin, David Myer. 2024. Remapping Sovereignty:
Decolonization and Self-determination in North
American Indigenous Political Thought. Chicago:
University of Chicago Press.

Tengrinews.kz. 2024. Depuratr Mazhilisa Murar Abenov
prokommentiroval vyskazyvaniia vitze-spikera rossiiskoi
Gosdumy o Kazakhbstane. May 30. https://tengrinews.kz/
russia/ v—kazahstane—otvetﬂi—vitse—spikeru—mssiyskoy—
gosdumyi-536711/

Tilly, Charles. 1978. From Mobilization to Revolution.
New York: McGraw-Hill.

Tlostanova, Madina. 2018. What Does It Mean to Be Post-
Soviet? Decolonial Art from the Ruins of the Soviet Empire.
Durham, NC: Duke University Press.

Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada. 2015.
Final Report. https://web-trc.cal.

Tuck, Eve, and K. Wayne Yang. 2012. “Decolonization Is
Not a Metaphor.” Decolonization: Indigeneity,
Education & Society 1 (1): 1-40.

Two Convivial Thinkers. 2024. “(Un)doing Performative
Decolonisation in the Global Development ‘Imaginaries’
of Academia.” Global Discourse 14 (2-3): 355-79.

United Nations General Assembly. Declaration on the
Granting of Independence ro Colonial Countries and
Peoples GA Res 1514(XV) (adopted 14 December

Figure A1

1960). https://www.ohchr.org/en/instruments-
mechanisms/instruments/declaration-granting-
independence-colonial-countries-and-peoples.

Urinboyev, Rustamjon. 2020. Migration and Hybrid
Political Regimes. Berkeley, CA: University of California
Press.

Wallerstein, Immanuel. 1974. The Modern World-System,
Vol. 1: Capitalist Agriculture and the Origins of the
European World-Economy in the Sixteenth Century.
New York: Academic Press.

Wedeen, Lisa. 2010. “Reflections on Ethnographic Work
in Political Science.” Annual Review of Political Science
13 (1): 255-72.

Wittgenstein, Ludwig. 2009. Philosophische
Untersuchungen = Philosophical Investigations. Revised
fourth edition. Translated by G. E. M. Anscombe,

P. M. S. Hacker, and Joachim Schulte. Oxford, UK:
Wiley-Blackwell.

Yavuz, M. Hakan, and Nihat Ali Ozcan. 2006. “The
Kurdish Question and Turkey’s Justice and Development
Party.” Middle East Policy 13 (1): 102-19.

Appendix

A Constellate search for academic articles, chapters, and
books published between 1940 and 2024 indicates increas-
ing use of the term “decolonization” across disciplines.
Because Constellate aggregates data by decade, I extrap-
olated based on the yearly average from 2020-24 to
predict values for 2025-29 (figure Al).

A similar search of articles and books that Constellate
categorizes as “Political Science” yields a similar result.
Again, [ extrapolated from existing data to predict values
for 2025-29 (figure A2).

Likewise, a Google Trends search for uses of
“decolonial” in Google scarches in the United States
suggests a rapid rise of interest in the broader public since
the early 2000s. The value 100 represents the peak level of
interest (figure A3).
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Figure A2
Constellate search for “decoloni*” in political science
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Figure A3
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