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RUSSIA’S FULL-SCALE INVASION OF UKRAINE on 24 February 2022 and the ensuing bru-
tal war have caused shock and upheaval, moral and intellectual, across the 
multidisciplinary field of knowledge, study and expertise commonly referred to, in 
the Anglophone world, as ‘Russian Studies’. The present war has prompted many 
scholars in our field to reconsider their work – theoretically and practically, ethically 
and politically – bringing a sense of urgency to the field’s ongoing self-reflection. In 
our case, the war has led us to rethink the assumptions and conclusions of our co- 
edited volume Transnational Russian Studies.1 This volume formed part of a broader 
Transnational Modern Languages initiative, which sought to grant Modern 
Languages a more coherent disciplinary identity centred on the transnational para-
digm.2 Our volume began from the premise that Russia is a multi-ethnic, 
multicultural and multilingual formation and sought to place the mobility of lan-
guage, culture, ideas and people within, across and beyond national boundaries at 
the core of our understanding of that which we study. Crucial to this was our call for 
an epistemological shift in Russian Studies. This entailed a move away from the tacit 
methodological nationalism that took ‘Russianness’ for granted. We argued, instead, 
for a reflexive deconstruction of the epistemological boundary-work sustaining 
the various reigning notions of ‘Russia’ and ‘Russianness’, as well as for a Bakhtin- 
inspired ethical reframing of our field’s dominant epistemological perspectives, 
emphasizing the imperative of viewing our object of study simultaneously from 
without and from within.

Transnational Russian Studies was published in early 2020, but Russia’s full-scale inva-
sion of Ukraine two years later prompted us to return to our ideas with a new set of 
questions. To what extent was our ‘transnational’ approach still necessary – or even 
valid – at a time when the Russian army was literally transgressing national borders? 
How do our calls to transnationalize the field coincide with – and differ from – the 
voices now calling, with increasing urgency, to decolonize it? To what extent do 
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the epistemological and ethical moves that we called for offer a useful or sustainable 
framework for Russian Studies in the midst of war or even after it?

We acknowledge that our own expertise lies in Russian Studies specifically, albeit 
with a transnational inflection, and that this shapes the focus of our article. 
However, the expanded scope (and title) of the forum which our article introduces is 
reflected in the fact that we invited interlocutors from the wider Russian and 
Slavonic Studies field. Indeed, we should recognize at the outset that our field has 
never been confined to a narrow conceptualization of ‘Russia’. It has been named 
and framed in various ways, with ‘Slav(on)ic’, ‘East European’, ‘(Post-)Soviet’ and 
‘Eurasian’ being commonly added to, or placed in lieu of, strictly ‘Russian’ Studies. 
Such labels reflect the fact that the field’s remit is delineated by a long history of em-
pire across northern Eurasia and has historically encompassed – in mobile and 
strategic ways – the study of an evolving network of socio-political entities, ethno- 
national groups and lingua-cultural communities inhabiting the vast region in 
question. It has long been evident, however, that such an expansive approach to 
defining this field, while serving a pragmatic purpose, has also worked to conceal the 
field’s fundamentally asymmetrical structure – namely, the tacit given, grounded in 
both past and present geopolitical power relations, that the study of ‘Russia’ and, by 
extension, of things ‘Russian’, lies, seemingly by default, at the ‘centre’ of inquiry. 
This centrality of a large and powerful Russia has consistently generated a gravita-
tional pull on limited institutional and epistemic resources at the expense of the 
many smaller, peripheral, non-Russian elements within this field’s elastic remit. It 
has also often entailed a certain constructive ambiguity about what exactly counts as 
Russian and in what sense.

The epistemic bias has taken many forms, has been rationalized or caveated in 
numerous ways and has been reinforced by entirely predictable institutional logics. 
One might say that the sheer force of political and cultural power dynamics in the 
geopolitical area upon which this academic field maps its epistemic territory – 
broadly the historical boundaries of the former Russian Empire and the Soviet 
Union (sometimes including the latter’s satellites) – was sufficient for the relatively 
easy perpetuation of this bias. It has, in fact, been generally tolerated by participants 
in the field, despite the widespread recognition that Russia’s epistemic centrality is 
grounded in a history of empire and related forms of political and cultural hege-
mony, and that said field’s epistemes are thus reproducing the imperial hierarchies 
of the past and the geopolitical inequities of the present.

Yet there have been significant strides in making this field of knowledge less 
Russo-centric. Indeed, the problem of empire and coloniality across both tsarist and 
Soviet eras has been high on the field’s agenda in recent years, producing important, 
subtle analyses that prevent any simplistic conceptualization of imperial and colonial 
power relations on these territories. Since the 1990s, scholars have applied the kind 
of Saidian postcolonial approaches that had emerged in English departments 
and French Studies to the Russian case; Aleksandr Pushkin’s ‘southern’ poems and 
Mikhail Lermontov’s prose, for example, proved particularly responsive to such 
frameworks.3 At the same time, it was becoming increasingly clear that Russian 
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history, culture and politics offered a distinctive case that needed to be reinterrogated 
beyond the potentially simplifying nation/empire and colonial/postcolonial binaries.

In the twenty-first century, our field has diversified significantly, with much critical 
work appearing on the Russian Empire and the Soviet Union as multinational and 
imperial formations, as well as an increasing number of studies of peoples 
and regions previously deemed to be ‘peripheral’.4 The journal Ab Imperio, first pub-
lished in 2000, has played a major role in reframing the study of empire, nations, 
colonialism and postcolonialism in our region. Moreover, Russia’s annexation of 
Crimea in 2014 and subsequent use of proxy forces in eastern Ukraine has demon-
strated that Russian expansionism was not merely a subject of historical interest, but 
also had immediate consequences. Taras Kuzio’s 2020 book Crisis in Russian Studies?, 
written in part in response to these events, sought both to challenge the official impe-
rialist versions of Russian history proffered by the Putinist state and to demonstrate 
that Western historiography has often been complicit with these narratives, particu-
larly in respect of Ukraine.5

Our Transnational Russian Studies, which also appeared in 2020, was perhaps both 
broader in its ambitions and less politically pointed in its aims: we called for an epis-
temological shift that would encourage both researchers and students critically to 
examine the boundary-work that was sustaining categories such as ‘Russia’, 
‘Russianness’ and ‘Russian language’. Our book shared shelf space with two other 
edited volumes that aimed to reconceive Russianness as a global phenomenon: 
Global Russian Cultures, edited by Kevin Platt, and Russian Culture in the Age of 
Globalization, edited by Vlad Strukov and Sarah Hudspith.6 All three volumes were 
concerned with showing how Russian culture has historically been made and re-
made through transnational encounters, demonstrating the limitations of the 
Russian government’s attempt to foreclose the definition of Russian language and 
culture and examining how Russian people, language and culture around the globe 
continue to operate in ways independent of the nation-building projects of 
the Kremlin.

However, by this point, the academy had seen the emergence of a new paradigm 
with a distinctly activist slant: decoloniality. If postcolonial theory emerged largely 
out of work on the Middle East and South Asia – with Edward Said, Homi Bhabha 
and Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak as its central figures – decolonial thinkers based in 
Latin American Studies, including Walter Mignolo and Ram�on Grosfoguel, cri-
tiqued postcolonial studies for being too reliant on Eurocentric paradigms such as 
deconstruction and poststructuralism and too embedded within the academy.7 The 
decolonial paradigm they initiated, by contrast, called for nothing less than the cul-
tural, linguistic, socioeconomic, psychological and, crucially, epistemological effort to 
undo, and thereby free oneself from, a particular colonial mindset understood to be 
engrained in the dominant Western structures and traditions of academic knowl-
edge. This effort itself was framed as one of all-encompassing ‘decolonization’, 
crucial to which became the mobilization of a global social movement.8 The emer-
gence of the decolonization movement coincided with global campaigns such as the 
Rhodes Must Fall movement in South Africa, the ‘Why is My Curriculum White?’ 
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campaign in the UK and Black Lives Matter in the USA and beyond. 
Decolonization, in this sense of undoing the colonial mindset, has now gained con-
siderable momentum in higher education here in the UK and around the world.9

The first more sustained attempt to consider how the decolonial approach might 
work in relation to the former Soviet space appeared in 2012, with a monograph 
co-authored by Mignolo and Madina Tlostanova.10 If our field had been inching to-
wards applying this approach to itself only tentatively during the 2010s, Russia’s 
invasion of Ukraine, interpreted by many as an imperialist act par excellence, served 
as a powerful new catalyst of decolonization, suddenly making the need to engage 
with the decolonial paradigm much more urgent, though also taking it in a very par-
ticular direction. This resulted in a significantly more proactive and organized 
engagement in it by the relevant Western-based disciplinary associations and individ-
ual scholars alike.11

One obvious decolonizing strategy for scholars to follow has involved redirecting 
the epistemic focus away from the traditional Russia-dominated ‘centre’ towards the 
heterogeneous and proportionally neglected non-Russian ‘periphery’. This approach 
has amounted to redressing pre-existing imbalances in the distribution of epistemic 
resources in favour of the formerly disadvantaged regions of the field. Such redistrib-
utive work is important, yet it can hardly be uniformly equitable, as ethno-cultural 
groups that lack a nation state and concomitant cultural, social and economic capital 
(including those remaining within the current borders of the Russian Federation) are 
unlikely to benefit from it significantly. Moreover, in the context of the current war, 
a specific region of this previously subordinated ‘periphery’ – namely, Ukraine – has, 
understandably, in expression of wartime solidarity, received proportionally the larg-
est degree of attention.

This form of decentring – namely, a politically and/or ethically motivated redistri-
bution of epistemic interest and resource, which is usually accompanied by a 
redistribution of cultural recognition and status – has helped to deepen our under-
standing of languages, cultures and societies other than those of Russia, especially 
those of Ukraine, where institutional will has been strongest because of the current 
war. Yet there are questions about the material resources needed to sustain these 
decentring efforts in the longer term. Moreover, such approaches risk falling back 
into methodological nationalism, reinforcing rather than deconstructing the ‘centre’ 
versus ‘periphery’, as well as the ‘Russian’ versus ‘non-Russian’, binaries. As 
Marl�ene Laruelle notes in an astute reflection, Ukraine has framed the current war 
as one of national liberation, contributing to ‘the celebration of the nation-state in its 
utmost classicism, almost as an ideal-typical case study of nation-building’.12 To be 
sure, one can see the value of deploying what Spivak terms ‘strategic essentialism’ to 
build wartime solidarity, although this raises ethical questions about who gets to de-
cide on when, and for whom, ‘strategic’ essentialism is appropriate.13 Furthermore, 
decolonial thinkers are often critical of nations and nationalism, seeing ‘national lib-
eration’ as insufficient for decolonization and the nation as a Eurocentric construct 
that provides a continuation of coloniality by other means.14
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Precisely what a decolonial epistemology would offer in our own field awaits a de-
finitive response. Crucially, there is currently no scholarly consensus over 
interpretations of imperial and (post)colonial relations across the imperial, Soviet and 
post-Soviet histories, or indeed over how one might apply postcolonial or decolonial 
concepts to Russia itself, given the latter’s historically complicated political and cul-
tural relationship with ‘the West’ in particular, though also with ‘the East’ and ‘the 
Global South’. Given the complexity of these questions, which remain strongly politi-
cal, consensus is unlikely to arise in the short term. A new normative epistemic order 
will eventually emerge, but it will undoubtedly require a protracted, messy and con-
flicted process – a process of decolonization, for sure, but one that cannot be 
understood simplistically nor be pursued reductively.

While in Transnational Russian Studies we did not explicitly attend to decolonial 
approaches, with hindsight, we should have done so. For that reason, we address 
anew the question of the current state of Russian Studies, partly in light of the major 
developments prompted by the ongoing war in Ukraine, but also, more broadly, 
with reference to the significance that decolonization has acquired in it as currently 
the most prominent driver of change in the field. We will argue that the conceptual 
lens that we sought to develop in Transnational Russian Studies can, in fact, help think 
through some of the complexities and dilemmas currently faced in this field.

The decolonial ‘�a la Russe’

Russian Studies has a peculiar position with respect to decolonization. A wave of 
work that examined the role of empire in Russian culture and history from a broadly 
postcolonial perspective emerged in the 1990s; this included milestone studies such as 
Susan Layton’s and Harsha Ram’s explorations of empire in classical Russian litera-
ture.15 Since the 2000s, a growing debate has focused on the appropriateness of 
using the postcolonial, and later decolonial, paradigms to understand the post- 
socialist world.16 Yet the contours of this debate have varied across the region. 
Viewing the history of the Caucasus and of Central Asia through a postcolonial lens 
is often seen as uncontroversial; the dynamics of Orientalism, as theorized by Said 
and others, seem to fit these regions well. By contrast, Central and Eastern Europe 
were perceived differently; here the Russians and Soviets ruled over territories that 
were often more economically developed and Westernized than Russia itself. The 
field of Polish Studies, for example, has seen a debate over whether Poland’s rela-
tionship with Russia and the Soviet Union should be considered ‘postcolonial’ or 
‘post-dependent’.17 At the same time, within the Russian Federation there exist doz-
ens of ethnically, linguistically and culturally distinct minority groups, who are 
socially and economically disadvantaged, yet unlikely to present themselves as subal-
tern subjects of colonial exploitation. Some of these minorities have, in fact, 
disproportionately contributed conscripted front-line soldiers to the invasion of 
Ukraine.18 And, of course, the current war has brought Russia’s relationship 
with Ukraine into sharp focus. Timothy Snyder, for example, has argued 
that while Ukraine’s long history can be read as one of its colonization, the country 
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has emerged out of it as a ‘post-colonial nation’, ready to create something new out 
of this past.19 For Snyder, Russia’s invasion of Ukraine constitutes a form of colonial 
aggression that seeks to deny this fact and halt the latter’s ‘post-colonial’ national 
self-creation.

Russia’s imperial history and the peculiarity of its colonial enterprise, whether un-
der tsarist or Soviet rule, has been the subject of much critical scrutiny. Though one 
of the world’s largest empires, Russia has, nonetheless, often perceived itself as subject 
to social, economic or cultural colonization by ‘the West’.20 Some have developed 
this argument further, contending that Russia’s own elite – whether in the name of 
Westernization or another form of modernization – has subjected its people to colo-
nization. As early as the nineteenth century, the Russian historian Sergei Solov’ev 
saw Russia as a country that ‘colonizes itself’ [koloniziruetsia].21 This idea echoes 
throughout Russian letters, finding its fullest recent expression in Alexander Etkind’s 
thesis of ‘internal colonization’. ‘In the nineteenth century’, Etkind argues, ‘Russia 
was a colonial empire alongside those of Britain or Austria, and a colonized territory 
like Congo or the West Indies’.22 Similarly, Viacheslav Morozov has described con-
temporary Russia as a ‘subaltern empire’, with a globalized capitalist elite who have 
effectively subjected the country to uneven colonial development.23 Others, though, 
including Tamar Koplatadze, have challenged this characterization, suggesting that 
it deflects attention from Russia’s colonial rule among non-Russians in the Caucasus, 
Central Asia and elsewhere.24 Choi Chatterjee’s comparative study of the British 
and the Russian Empires also finds that Russia resembles the European endeavours 
more closely than Western scholarship has recognized.25

In Russia itself, the imperialist impulse has often been masked by a self- 
Orientalizing tendency, evident among the nineteenth-century Slavophile movement 
and in early twentieth-century Scythianism. The Eurasianists of the 1920s, including 
the linguist Nikolai Trubetskoi, saw Russia as a unique civilization that needed to 
throw off the shackles of Westernization. The Eurasianists firmly condemned 
Western colonialism, seeing Russia’s position in the world order as analogous to the 
overseas colonies of Western empires.26 The Eurasianists were writing in exile, but 
the Soviet Union itself had an ambivalent relationship to empire, officially denounc-
ing imperialism but extending its own power abroad through military and cultural 
intervention. Internally, Soviet policy around nationalities was complex and often 
contradictory. While the initial policy of indigenization [korenizatsiia] was abandoned 
by the 1930s in favour of Russification and the promotion of Soviet patriotism, ethnic 
particularism and support for national structures persisted alongside some miscon-
ceived efforts to forge a non-ethnic pan-Soviet identity.27

Externally, Soviet espousals of Marxism attracted many in the developing world 
at the time, who looked for global superpower support for their own anti-colonial 
struggles. Even today, the Russian Federation’s presence as a counterweight to 
Western hegemony in the global order has gained it some sympathy in the Global 
South. Russian culture itself has had an impact among subaltern populations such as 
African Americans in the USA, as well as several developing nations in Latin 
America and sub-Saharan Africa.28

ANDY BYFORD,  CONNOR DOAK AND STEPHEN HUTCHINGS 6 

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://academ

ic.oup.com
/fm

ls/advance-article/doi/10.1093/fm
ls/cqae038/7685259 by guest on 02 July 2024



In Russia, if the fall of the Soviet Union brought a new wave of Westernization in 
the 1990s, the pendulum soon swung back to anti-Westernism as Russians felt the 
palpable effects of the loss of military and economic power, along with the pains of 
integration into the system of global capitalism. The Putin administration fuelled 
such sentiment, drawing on Eurasianist ideas about Russia’s unique civilizational 
path and positioning the country as a major global player in what would become a 
‘multipolar’ world, replacing the ‘unipolar’ one dominated by the USA.29 

Significantly, though, the Putin regime has in this context appropriated much of the 
West’s rhetoric of diversity and uses it in unexpected ways to serve its own ends. For 
example, Putin has appealed to Russia’s ‘multi-faith’ and ‘multinational’ nature to 
defend reactionary ideas about gender and sexuality against incursions from 
abroad.30 According to this narrative, Russia’s multi-faith history and culture offers a 
bulwark against a decadent West seeking to impose its own ideology of liberal-
ism globally.

The Putin regime has also created a narrative of Russia as a leader in the global 
‘anti-colonial’ movement. Building on a Cold War-era Soviet legacy, Russia is using 
such rhetoric to garner support across the developing world, especially in Africa, 
where it has forged alliances with military regimes in countries including Mali and 
Burkina Faso, often facilitated by the Wagner Group, fomenting anti-French feelings 
and accusing France of neo-colonialism.31 Isaias Afwerki, the tenacious anti-Western 
dictator of Eritrea, has proved a particularly staunch supporter of Russia on the con-
tinent, parroting Putin’s rhetoric in calling for Russia to take the lead in challenging 
US hegemony.32 Russia is not alone in pitching itself as a counterweight to Western 
hegemony and its history of colonization. China has also adopted the rhetoric of a 
multipolar world and both countries have made significant inroads in Africa where 
they have – with varying degrees of success – styled themselves as alternative part-
ners to the Western former colonizers. Putin has even developed a narrative about 
the Russian intervention in Ukraine as an anti-colonial act, arguing that it was the ex-
pansionist, neo-colonial West that colonized Ukraine culturally, socially and 
economically, exploiting the country’s resources and using the Ukrainian people as 
cannon fodder in its war against Russia.33 In this version of events, Russia is the 
decolonizing power staging a war of liberation on behalf of a Ukraine that has been 
colonized – not least mentally – by the West.34

Beyond foreign policy, contemporary Russian thinkers increasingly draw on 
decolonial rhetoric and ideas in developing their exceptionalist worldview, insisting 
that concepts such as liberal democracy are fundamentally Western and cannot be 
imposed on Russia. For Russian academics, this move has had serious consequences, 
because the very epistemologies that underpin scholarly research – especially in the 
humanities and social sciences – are now rendered ideologically suspect by their 
Western heritage. In this context, Ivan Kislenko raises concerns about ‘epistemicide’ 
in the contemporary Russian social sciences – the intentional destruction of episte-
mologies that underpin entire disciplines.35 Alexandra Lewis and Marie Lall have 
also noted how the decolonial agenda has been co-opted in higher education in 
Putin’s Russia (and Modi’s India) to serve authoritarian ends.36
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Of course, the version of decolonial thought adopted in Russia is a distortion of 
what is a diverse and complex global body of thought. Lewis and Lall, as well as 
Kislenko, point out that the Putinist version of decolonization lacks the counterhege-
monic and democratic impulse inherent in decolonial thought. Certainly, when 
Raewyn Connell proclaimed the need to provincialize Western social science and 
foreground indigenous alternatives in her Southern Theory (2007), she did not foresee 
how these same ideas could be used by authoritarian and nationalist regimes to si-
lence dissident voices and critical enquiry.37 To Connell’s credit, she did not call for 
individual societies to develop their own ‘national’ social sciences in mutual isolation, 
but for an inclusive and democratic social science that would involve a ‘principle of 
unification’ to bring together the peripheries and the metropole.38 Yet other major 
figures in decolonial studies speak in strikingly similar terms to the Kremlin. 
Mignolo, for example, invokes a ‘multipolar’ world in tones not dissimilar to Putin’s. 
While Mignolo does not go as far as Putin in calling the war in Ukraine an act of 
Western aggression, he does present it as ‘a point of no-return in the re-Westernizing 
effort to contain de-Westernization’.39

At the other extreme, the term ‘decolonization’ has been used to advocate liberal 
Western intervention against authoritarian regimes such as Putin’s. For example, in 
an editorial of the magazine The Atlantic titled ‘Decolonize Russia’, the author, Casey 
Michel, argues that ‘[t]he West must complete the project that began in 1991. It 
must seek to fully decolonize Russia’.40 As observed by Volodymir Ishchenko, such 
an understanding of ‘decolonization’ ultimately amounts to wishing to see ‘the 
Russian Federation disintegrate into multiple smaller states – to finish the process of 
the collapse of imperial Russia that began in 1917 and was not completed in 1991, 
with the dissolution of the USSR’.41 The practicalities of how one might achieve 
such a mission, and on whose authority, are not explained by Michel. Nor does he 
wrangle with the ethical questions of what it would mean for the West to take the 
lead in dismantling another empire.

Decolonization transnationalized

What, then, is the relationship between the decolonial paradigm and the transna-
tional one, specifically in terms of their value for rethinking Russian Studies? The 
two share much in common. Both frameworks demand a shift of focus beyond a 
core national canon and a singular national history towards a broader perspective 
that takes into account the diverse range of languages, cultures and peoples within 
and beyond ‘Russia’. Indeed, both frameworks recognize ‘Russia’ and ‘Russianness’ 
as problematic terms, sustained by ongoing boundary-work that seeks, simulta-
neously and often ambiguously, to include and exclude. Both a decolonial and a 
transnational framework could be used to critique the logic of contemporary 
Putinism: a speech such as ‘On the Historical Unity of Russians and Ukrainians’ 
(2021) rests on the very kind of isomorphic view of language, culture, territory – and, 
especially, religion – that these frameworks resist, with its mythologized version of 
history and dubious assumption that religious ties made over a millennium ago must 
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necessarily translate into political union today.42 Most significantly, both the transna-
tional and the decolonial paradigms call for an epistemic shift – a revision of the very 
structures of knowledge within our field.

The decolonial paradigm, however, emphasizes the unequal power relations that 
exist between states, languages, peoples and cultures in the imperial and post- 
imperial contexts, as well as how knowledge generated within that context forms 
part of a power hierarchy. In this regard, in Transnational Russian Studies, we perhaps 
did not pay adequate attention to power differentials. To be sure, our volume did ex-
amine the Russian Empire, the Soviet Union and the Russian Federation as colonial 
and neo-colonial formations; it did consider the boundary-work sustaining these for-
mations, while also exploring texts that exposed, resisted or offered alternatives to 
colonial power. However, we might have been more critically aware of the power 
dynamics in play when, for example, in our ‘Introduction’, we discussed the Russian 
Federation’s Russian World [Russkii Mir] project and the regime’s claim to unite all 
‘Russian speakers’ without highlighting the serious political implications of such 
claims. The war has now focused our minds on the human cost of such ambitions, 
but we should have seen it already from the annexation of Crimea and from 
Russia’s involvement in eastern Ukraine since 2014.

To examine the intersection of the ‘decolonial’ and the ‘transnational’, it is useful 
to turn to Edward Said’s notion of ‘travelling theory’, by which he meant that it is 
important to follow and observe how theories morph, adapt and gain new meaning 
as they travel across the boundaries of time, space and signification, from one con-
text to another. For Said, this process can end up being a reductive one, when 
theories become blunted or simplified in their ‘travels’; or it can be productive, mak-
ing the theories sharper and more nuanced.43 Using this Saidian framework, 
Koplatadze argues cogently that postcolonial theory illuminates the history of the 
Russian Empire and its subject peoples.44 However, we must also be cognizant of 
the ways in which such theories can also become distorted in their travels, as we see 
in Putin’s appropriation of anti-colonial language to justify the invasion of Ukraine.45

What is crucial, however, is not simply to expose misappropriations of the rhetoric 
of decolonization, but also to be alert to the fact that decolonization can be har-
nessed in the service of an agenda of methodological nationalism that we challenged 
in Transnational Russian Studies, while giving it a new veneer of respectability. We are 
not thereby suggesting that the decolonial perspective lacks explanatory power for 
our field but that, in a transnational context, it has an unsettling malleability and 
may be used for nefarious ends. As modern linguists, we are acutely aware that the 
meanings of terms are contingent on their discursive contexts, not fixed, universal 
essences. Kenan Malik’s compelling, progressive critique of the ways in which ongo-
ing identity politics debates can distract attention from fundamental socio-economic 
inequalities is eloquent testimony to the fact that one is not obliged to be a brutaliz-
ing dictator to reorient the lexical apparatus of decolonization in surprising 
directions.46 Whilst leavening decolonization with the transnational perspective does 
not resolve this apparent paradox, it does signal critical awareness of it.
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Indeed, efforts to decolonize Russian Studies since the start of Russia’s aggression 
against Ukraine have intersected in complex ways with the ‘culture wars’ of 
Anglophone politics. Cries of ‘cancel culture’ have been heard worldwide when exhi-
bitions, concerts and events featuring Russian writers, musicians and artists have 
been withdrawn because of Russia’s invasion of Ukraine. Yet Russian state propa-
gandists are themselves adept at operating at both poles in the ‘culture wars’ debates. 
If their own ‘cancel culture’ allegations reflect Putin’s traditional-values mantras, de-
colonization, associated here with the progressive left, spawns the Kremlin’s most 
enduring war narrative: that of Ukraine as a passive tool of the ‘collective West’ in its 
centuries-long effort to supplant ‘indigenous’ Russian art with the arrogant culture of 
the colonizer.47 Far from undermining the agenda we develop in Transnational 
Russian Studies, then, the intricate interchange between the metaphorical ‘culture 
wars’ discourse and Russia’s all-too-real war on Ukraine lends it new meaning, en-
couraging us to transnationalize not just our object of study, but also our mode of 
studying it – to explore tensions within Russophone culture, as well as the resistances 
that it might offer to the Western conceptual apparatuses we habitually apply to it.

At this point, it is worth returning to our institutional context as Russianists in the 
UK or the Anglophone world more broadly. Our situation is, in fact, a peculiar one. 
First, we research and teach a literature, culture and worldview, that is not only 
‘foreign’ to many of our students and ourselves, but also sometimes openly at odds 
with the norms of our own society. Moreover, our history is, unlike that of other 
Modern Languages, bound up with the Cold War, where our perceived value re-
lated to the insights we could offer into ‘enemy’ behaviour – a rationale which now 
acquires new force and which also accounts for our discipline’s incorporation of so-
cial scientific expertise and its alignment with Area Studies. Secondly, Russian 
Studies is still a ‘minority’ subject in the wider context of knowledge production 
within the broader disciplines to which we belong. Yet, thirdly, a distinctive charac-
teristic of this field of knowledge is that its most influential interpretative frameworks 
globally have, for historical reasons, been developed largely outside of Russia (and 
previously the USSR).

Our institutional context makes it doubly important to be explicit about the conse-
quences of our epistemic position in relation to our object of study. Indeed, 
decolonization encourages reflection on one’s own positionality as a researcher, a re- 
examination of one’s own worldview, biases and epistemologies and even a commit-
ment to and the imperative of decolonizing oneself.48 An awareness of positionality 
and reflexivity has become the norm in anthropology, geography and sociology, par-
ticularly in contexts where a member of a privileged community sets out to research 
an indigenous one. Some social scientists will now preface their work with a de ri-
gueur ‘positionality statement’ where they state their own relationship to the 
material at hand.49 This practice remains rare in our field, even though many of us 
are doing research in a culture, society and language that are not ‘our own’, yet also 
invariably have complex relationships with it. Admittedly, positionality statements 
can all too easily slip from being a sincere and meaningful examination of one’s own 
limitations and biases to a way of proving one’s own righteousness through apparent 
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self-deprecation, much like the medieval humility topos. Moreover, we should refrain 
from endorsing a crude version of positionality that would leave a non-Russian un-
able to comment on, or critique, Russia without a preamble apologizing for our 
status as (say) white, bourgeois Anglo-Saxons committed to liberal values. Doing so 
would be to impose on ourselves something like the Russian Federation’s law that 
requires a disclaimer of our ‘foreign agent’ status. Moreover, as Laruelle points out, 
writing in the context of the Ukraine war, the West must be careful not to reserve 
the ‘postnational’ for itself, while simultaneously inviting ‘countries around Russia’ to 
become more ‘nation-centric’.50

There is surely some benefit to our field in undertaking methodical reflection on 
our own positionality, our motivations and our blind spots. What is crucial here is 
that a decolonial approach requires us to acknowledge how Russia’s place in our 
own (post)imperial imaginary shapes our exceptionalist thinking about it, how we re-
main locked with it in a reciprocal process of Othering, and how this can help us 
contribute to the larger decolonization mission.51 For we might now engage in a par-
adoxical double manoeuvre: that of ‘decentring’ Russian Studies (by subjecting it to 
the rigours of decolonial theory) whilst ‘recentring’ and reauthenticating that theory 
(by inflecting it with the specifics of Western encounters with Russian imperialism). 
This gesture captures the essence of the humanities’ impulse to articulate the embod-
ied with the abstract, the empirical with the theoretical, the local with the global 
and, indeed, the national with the transnational.

The fact that much of Russia falls within the European continent and that, before 
the 1917 revolution, its adopted European cultural framework was rarely questioned, 
lends further complexity to an Othering process reinforced by the persistent failure 
of Russia’s anticipated sameness to materialize. Marxism would not have inspired 
the USSR’s creation without Russia’s idealized reading of Western thought – 
prompting in today’s Russian nationalists a similar antipathy towards the philosophi-
cal basis of one of the greatest totalitarian tyrannies as that felt by democrats (on the 
eve of invading Ukraine, Putin blamed Lenin for endowing it with the statehood he 
so resented).52 Conversely, Russia serves as the West’s semi-Orientalized alter-ego 
onto which it projects images of its own repulsive underbelly (one reason why con-
spiratorial stories of collusion between Putin and the arch-populist Trump so 
seduced American liberals).53 Indeed, as Martin Malia argued, the mirroring phe-
nomenon reflects an older reciprocal identity dynamic in which, in defining itself 
against its constitutive Other, each participant projects onto that Other its own dark-
est features.54 The reciprocity process also explains the offensive absurdity of 
Russian propagandists brandishing swastika-like Z signs to ‘de-Nazify’ a Ukraine 
they first assimilate to ‘the Russian World’ and then treat as the tool of a Nazified 
Western Other.

The Ukraine war foregrounds another connection between object and mode of 
study. As an active verb, ‘decolonizing’ demands that scholars explicitly do the work 
of challenging colonial or neo-colonial power structures, rather than simply analysing 
them. Indeed, many decolonial thinkers see scholarship and political activism as in-
extricably linked. The idea of the scholar-activist is familiar to fields such as gender 
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studies or critical race theory, which emerged in the 1960s and 1970s out of feminist 
and civil rights movements, especially in the US. During the 1980s and 1990s, hu-
manities scholars increasingly engaged with questions of gender, race and class, 
challenging liberal humanist impartiality principles. During this same period, how-
ever, Soviet and Russian Studies were embroiled in a rather different kind of politics, 
shaped by the Cold War. Consequently, this field has been somewhat resistant to the 
activist turn, although this situation is now evidently changing.

There is little doubt that the exceptional context of the Ukraine war requires us to 
suspend impartiality norms in favour of research aimed at supporting affected com-
munities. The suffering unleashed on Ukraine has underscored the salience – moral 
and practical – of such research. This trend includes the critique of the ‘objectivity 
myth’ across the humanities and social sciences and the strengthening of participa-
tory and emancipatory research that sacrifices the privileging of objective distance in 
favour of collaborative work, often co-created with minoritized groups, which ties 
scholarship directly and intimately to activism.55

That said, there remain varying degrees of porosity between ethics and epistemol-
ogy in different disciplinary branches within Russian Studies. For example, certain 
quarters of Politics and International Relations can seem nonchalant about the bru-
tal culpability of the Russian state, bypassing this ethically vital question in favour of 
cold analyses of the various ‘causes’ of the conflict, the war’s place in larger global 
geopolitical shifts and heavily theorized comparisons of each side’s ‘strategic narra-
tives’.56 What is problematic here is not simply a principled maintenance of a firm 
boundary between epistemology and ethics, but also a seeming indifference towards 
both lived reality and regional specificity in favour of universalist theory and general-
ist explanatory models.

And yet, the activist turn that has seen a strong boost in Russian Studies since the 
beginning of the Ukraine war finds a perverse reversal in the defence of activist bias 
by representatives of the principal foreign propaganda tool of the Russia state – the 
news network RT. Indeed, RT’s executive Margarita Simonyan has notoriously ar-
gued that while the BBC’s famed ‘impartiality’ is a deception concocted to mask 
British state interests, RT is, by contrast, laudably ‘transparent’ about its ties to the 
Kremlin.57 Her reasoning echoes Lenin’s critique of the supposedly free and objec-
tive ‘bourgeois’ press, which, he argued, represented masked capitalist interests, in 
favour of an activist revolutionary one, which is open about its ideological agendas. 
This move confirms that the approaches that we adopt in the process of self- 
decolonization are always susceptible to rhetorical reversal. We therefore need to be 
explicit about the alignment of our politics, our ethics and our epistemology. More 
specifically, we need to demonstrate, quite unambiguously, that the democratic val-
ues that we advocate for Ukraine as part of decolonization are inextricably tied to 
our epistemological commitment to an open-ended approach to the production of 
knowledge within Russian Studies and that to abandon liberal democratic standards 
of scholarly impartiality in favour of an epistemology oriented exclusively to power 
relations is fraught with dangers. Our qualified endorsement of current activist 
approaches to the significance of the Ukraine war for our field is thus reconcilable 
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with the emphasis in our Transnational Russian Studies volume on the ethical imperative 
to combine emic and etic perspectives; that is, to ensure a balance between develop-
ing analyses that are meaningful to us, while avoiding unreflectively projecting our 
own tacit cultural assumptions onto what we are studying. For there are contexts in 
which this imperative is better delivered across time and in phases, rather than at a 
single point; now is the moment for empathetic internalization of the Other’s per-
spective, with the phase of Bakhtinian zavershenie [consummation] from without 
necessarily deferred.58

What lies ahead for Russian Studies?

Transnational Russian Studies primarily addressed a Modern Languages audience. 
While we pushed against the methodological nationalism within our field, we also 
recognized the value of an immersive grounding in language and culture. However, 
this must be combined with a transnational perspective and a critical distance from 
the object of study so as to avoid a narrow exceptionalism and to allow for the com-
bination of etic and emic perspectives outlined above. Our call for linguistic 
immersion recognizes the importance that postcolonial thinkers placed on lan-
guage.59 Yet we would resist deterministic, Whorfian views of language. For 
example, we believe that the value of a Modern Languages degree – particularly a 
transnationally inflected one – is predicated on the possibility of linguistic and cul-
tural crossings. We are unsettled by approaches that equate the Russian language 
with Putin, or with imperialism alone, such as the one implied in the statement of 
the Russian-American screenwriter, Michael Idov, that he ‘will not write in Russian’ 
while Putin remains in power.60 While many Ukrainian writers now cite moral rea-
sons for only using the Ukrainian language, others, like Boris Khersonskii, have used 
Russian to challenge the propagandistic militarized ‘Z’ culture of the Putin regime.61 

Similarly, the language that we would teach in a decolonizing, transnationalizing 
Russian programme would not be the prestige variety of spoken Russian and of the 
literary canon; rather, we would advocate a broader approach that highlights the 
language’s many varieties, as well as the politics surrounding it, and the translan-
guaging that occurs in the post-Soviet space. The fact that our students now 
undertake their Year Abroad in Russophone environments outside the Russian 
Federation underlines the need for this training and such locations offer new insights 
into linguistic and cultural crossings.

Beyond the language question, the war in Ukraine is a strong reminder of how in-
extricably the institutional, professional and epistemic structures of our field are tied 
to and dependent on historical transformations of geopolitical configurations. 
Indeed, any more significant geopolitical change is likely to have a profound impact 
on it. Although Western academic interest in Russia certainly predates 1917, as a 
mass, developed domain of scholarship this field has evolved across only two major 
historical eras of relevance – the ‘Soviet’ and the ‘post-Soviet’. While neither period 
has been either monolithic or static, each has implied its own specific overarching 
geopolitical constellation that has determined the dominant, normative frames of 
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orientation and horizons of expectation (political, demographic, territorial, epistemic, 
pragmatic) governing the forms, approaches, boundaries, agendas and meanings of 
study and research within the field.

The collapse of the USSR was the previous radically transformative historic mo-
ment which prompted this field’s thorough, multifaceted reconfiguration – political, 
conceptual and practical. The current war in Ukraine is potentially turning into a 
fracture different in kind but on a similar seismic scale, requiring the generation of 
new frames of orientation and horizons of expectation to those to which we had be-
come accustomed since 1991. Indeed, one might argue that Russia’s invasion of 
Ukraine has caused a tectonic breach that runs deep into the history of the region, 
with consequent dramatic effect on not just the present, but also the future transna-
tional, transethnic and transcultural relations in it. Put differently, one could say that 
the overarching ‘order of things’ that governed research in our field during the thirty 
years since the collapse of the USSR is now over.

It would, indeed, seem that we are entering a new, uncharted historical territory 
that is still only in the making through a series of disruptions challenging our existing 
frames of reference, though without yet establishing a stable new order. The war 
in Ukraine is ongoing and its outcomes, both immediate and longer term – for 
Ukraine, for Russia and for the wider world – remain uncertain. However, based on 
what has happened so far, this conflict seems to presage the kind of geopolitical shift 
that makes the present moment a turning-point for the field. Such a shift will occur 
irrespective of whether the dynamics of change that we observe right now are al-
ready creating a blueprint for the longer-term systemic reconfiguration of this field 
or whether present-day developments are merely the beginning of a chain of trans-
formations that we cannot anticipate from our current vantage point.

As things stand, the disruptions taking place in our field’s epistemic foundations 
are not just symbolically mirroring the war’s violence and brutality, but are also 
shaped by them in a very immediate way. The sheer emotional impact of the daily 
destruction of life and infrastructure in Ukraine is directly influencing how instructors 
talk to their students and how scholars perform their role of experts who cannot but 
take professional responsibility in attempting to deliver as full and as honest an un-
derstanding as possible of what is happening in and to the region of their specialism. 
The field itself is in such profound flux that the disorientations which arise from this 
make it hard to anticipate where it is heading and what kind of epistemic landscape 
will emerge once the present devastations have passed. However, a new normative 
order will inevitably crystallize in due course and time will be needed for the field’s 
participants to grasp its shape and adapt to it. Meanwhile, hasty teleological projec-
tions backward of the war’s definitive aetiology, or forward to its lasting meaning, 
should be avoided, contradicting, as they do, the commitments to the openness of 
time that infuse the value system we embrace as members (and defenders) of the lib-
eral democratic academy.

In anticipation of this new normative order, what we are arguing is that a strategic 
and self-reflective combination of the transnational and decolonial paradigms can 
help develop a lens through which critically to reflect both on the war in Ukraine 
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itself and on its impact on our field’s epistemic structures. We see these two 
approaches as distinct but complementary and, crucially, mutually corrective. We 
believe that, together, they enable a suppler, more multi-dimensional understanding 
of how the present conflict is, in new and complex ways, simultaneously ‘global’ and 
‘regional’, ‘national’ and ‘colonial’, ‘ethnic’ and ‘imperial’. Only through combining 
the two approaches can we ensure that ‘decolonization’ does not end up facilitating 
a return of ‘methodological nationalism’ and that ‘transnationalization’ does not 
morph into a dangerous new form of ‘methodological imperialism’.
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