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Abstract. This article explores the debates over decolonization in Ukraine during the 
ongoing Russian war (2014–), with a particular focus on present-day Odesa, a port city on the 
Black Sea. It argues that the post-Soviet framework remains essential for understanding the 
practices and tensions on the ground, even as postcolonial perspectives gain traction and 
Ukrainian society seeks to leave the post-Soviet epoch behind. The study shows that decisions 
about which symbols, monuments, and cultural legacies to remove or reinterpret have sparked 
polarized interpretations: some Odesans see decolonization as an opportunity to reimagine 
the city beyond its Russian-centered representations of the past and the old Odesa myth, while 
others perceive these efforts as coercive, Soviet-style attempts to erase Odesa’s heritage. In 
the city, the debates over decolonization reflect a confrontation between two patriotic 
orientations: one opposing the Russian invasion, and another linking that struggle to a broader 
and deeper project of decolonial transformation. The article highlights how post-Soviet 
dynamics are manifest among both supporters and opponents of decolonization. 
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Introduction 

This article focuses on the controversies of decolonization in war-affected Ukraine, 
particularly since the beginning of the Russian military invasion in 2022. It suggests that 
the concept of the post-Soviet is crucial for understanding the impact and afterlives of 
the Soviet Union and for grasping the dynamics of ongoing tensions in nation-state 
building on the ground. In tandem with the growing scholarly interest in postcoloniality 
as both a research theme and a methodology in studies of wartime Ukraine and Russia, 
the article adopts an anthropological understanding whereby the Russian war against 
Ukraine (since 2014) has underscored the enduring ideological (cf. Bogdanova et al. 2023: 
95) and analytical power of the concept of the post-Soviet.  

The war has pitted different anti-imperialisms or anti-colonialisms against one 
another, bringing to the fore conflicting perspectives from the Western Left, Eastern 
Europe led by Ukrainians, and Russia (e.g., Dzenovska 2024: 485). The plural discourses 
of decolonization are by no means new in (post-)Soviet Ukraine, historically 
encompassing diverse and contradictory currents, whose legacies remain evident today. 
One was promoted by the Soviet mainstream anti-imperialist rhetoric that built on the 
Bolsheviks’ ideological discourse: the Russian Empire was “a prison of peoples,” and the 
task of the Soviets was to bring liberation to the socially oppressed and nationally 
repressed imperial subjects, among them the Ukrainians.  

This rhetoric was part of Soviet authoritative discourse—the standardized and 
routinely reproduced language of Soviet propaganda—which was also aimed externally 
at the many nations and liberation movements in the Third World. The Slavist Nancy 
Condee (in Spivak et al. 2006: 829) has captured this strategy when she described the 
Soviet Union as “an anti-imperialist empire.” In the context of Soviet Ukraine, this Soviet 
discourse formally recognized the role of Ukrainian culture and arts in Ukrainians’ fight 
for cultural distinctiveness (samobytnost) and for the unification of their lands historically. 
Moreover, while it acknowledged the historical disunity (razobshchennost) and diversity 
of Ukrainian lands,1 it also emphasized that, in spite of diverse cultural influences and 
histories, from around the seventeenth century, Ukrainian art (e.g., wooden architecture, 
pictorial and decorative art, ecclesiastical mural painting) manifested a common aesthetic 
approach. As elsewhere in nineteenth-century Europe, the national awakening in 
Ukrainian regions was stimulated by a growing interest in peasant folk culture.  A key role 
in the development of Ukrainian culture was played by the son of a Ukrainian serf, the 
poet, writer, and artist Taras Shevchenko (1814-1861), who was trained at the St. 
Petersburg Academy of Arts and was connected to the Russian democratic revolutionary 
circles (cf. Баранов и др. 1978: 509–510; 528; 538). Many post–World War II Soviet, 
Russified Ukrainians grew up with this understanding of their decolonized present and of 
the self, whether or not they subscribed to the propagandistic trope of the Soviet man as 
“national in form, socialist in content.” 

 
1 The regional diversity of Ukraine reflects histories of belonging to the Russian Empire, the Austro-
Hungarian Empire, the Ottoman Empire and the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth.  
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A different current of decolonization was represented by a circle or a group of the 
Sixtiers who appeared during the relative liberalization of political-social life under 
Khrushchev’s reign (1953-1964) in the sixties. The Sixtiers were an assemblage of 
opposition-minded intellectuals and intelligentsia—writers, poets, and artists—espousing 
national rights and expressing anticolonial attitudes, and, in the late Soviet period, also 
promoting a broader conception of human rights in political, religious, economic, and 
cultural spheres (cf. Bilocerkowycz 2019). Like the official Soviet authoritative discourse, 
the Sixtiers venerated Taras Shevchenko and, in their works, expressed solidarity with the 
oppressed cultures and nations elsewhere in the world. Some became engaged in 
political opposition more than others; while the Sixtiers and their followers were 
interested in Ukrainian culture, insisted on using the Ukrainian language, and shared 
identification as members of the Ukrainian intelligentsia, Russian culture was not 
considered as something foreign (Mokryk 2022: 94–107). Collaboration with Russian 
dissidents in the 1970s and 1980s was not widespread, but neither was it uncommon.1  
The works of Russian-language samizdat, including those on tragic events in Ukrainian 
history such as the Holodomor, were in wide circulation among the multi-ethnic urban 
intelligentsia in Ukraine and were perhaps better known than Ukrainian-language 
samvydav. The case in point is that just as with Russian dissidents and “dissident-like” 
people discussed by Yurchak (Yurchak 2006: 102–108), where open criticism of, or 
confrontation with, the Soviet system was involved, leading to dismissal, exile, or 
imprisonment, Ukrainian dissidents often felt outside the category of “normal people”. 
Their anticolonial stance (the term “colonialism” was used) and their attempts at 
decolonization of the mind in “a hybrid cultural space between the Ukrainian national 
culture and the official Soviet one” (Mokryk 2022: 121) were considered largely irrelevant 
by mainstream Soviet Ukrainian society, outside the circles of the oppositional 
intelligentsia. 

These two contrasting currents of decolonization—Soviet official and Ukrainian 
dissident—were challenged by the top-down perestroika reforms and the subsequent 
People’s Movement of Ukraine for Perestroika, Rukh (“The Movement”), in the late 1980s. 
Rukh (est. 1989) united diverse groups—clergy, reform-minded communists, 
representatives of ethnic minorities, intellectuals, environmentalists, and former political 
prisoners—around a common platform that emphasized economic and ecological 
concerns and the development of Ukrainian culture. The Movement and its delegates in 
the Supreme Soviet of Ukraine endorsed complete independence from the USSR and 
contributed to the establishment of a sovereign Ukrainian state in 1991.  

In independent Ukraine, the Soviet-era attitudes and rhetoric of decolonization 
have morphed into rhizomatic manifestations and new, post-Soviet forms of both 
vernacular and authoritative discourse, including political rituals and visual language. 
Russia’s reactions to Ukraine’s political leanings toward the EU and the United States 

 
1 Halyna Mohylnytska, 2008, Odesa, personal communication. In Soviet times, the poet and educator Halyna 
Mohylnytska (1937–2021) was active in the Ukrainian human rights movement in Odesa and was one of 
the initiators of the campaign to establish the Ukrainian Autocephalous Orthodox Church. In 2024, the 
Halyna Mohylnytska Award was established as a “building block” of a new narrative about Ukrainian Odesa 
(Челяк 2024). 
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have involved attempts to interfere in Ukraine’s domestic affairs, which in turn have 
resulted in intensified national identity-building efforts in the country (Torbakov 2022: 
404). The Orange revolution (2004), with its emphasis on democracy, EU integration and 
Ukrainian national traditions, was also brought about, as Chernetsky (Chernetsky 2007: 
211) has argued, by the spirit of carnivalesque cultural production of Ukrainian 
intellectuals and writers rethinking Ukraine’s cultural history.   

A decade later, the Euromaidan (the Revolution of Dignity, 2013-2014), the 
annexation of Crimea by Russia (2014), and the Russo-Ukrainian war have not only 
brought the language of decolonization to the forefront of Ukrainian politics, media, and 
research agendas, but have also exacerbated tensions between official and various 
grassroots initiatives. An ongoing issue at stake has been the challenge of overcoming 
“the amorphous post-Soviet identity” (Torbakov 2022: 408). In this article, I discuss some 
of these tensions, arguing that the concept of the post-Soviet, despite being often 
dismissed by scholars and their Ukrainian subjects alike as no longer applicable or 
desirable, continues to offer insight into wartime decolonization efforts aimed at Russian 
imperial and Soviet heritage. Decolonization practices and people’s varied responses to 
them illuminate the ways in which continuities with the Soviet period, both imaginary 
and material, are manifested and negotiated. In what follows, I turn first to 
anthropological and other scholarly debates on post-Soviet and post-colonial “situations”, 
highlighting the dominance of a Russia-centric approach to colonialism in wartime 
Ukraine. I then zoom in on the port city of Odesa. 

 

1. Theoretical Frames and Political Realities: Post-Soviet vs. Post-Colonial  

Speaking on behalf of the intellectuals on the left, Buck-Morss (Buck-Morss 2008) has 
argued that the fall of the USSR (1991) marked a new ontology of time rather than an 
ontology of the collective, a state of affairs she termed “the post-Soviet condition”. This 
shared, universal historical condition (“we are all post-Soviet” (Buck-Morss 2008: 30)) has 
marked the end of capitalism as conceived in the West and has opened the way for an 
unlimited range of responses and genuinely democratic exchange. The new community 
to come still lacked a proper name, but there was an expectation that it was on its way 
(Buck-Morss 2008: 31). 

For many ordinary post-Soviet subjects, the temporal dimension (“a halfway time”, 
2008: 30) was also of great importance but from a different, nostalgic perspective. Shortly 
after the end of state socialism and the partial removal of Soviet imagery from public 
spaces, Soviet symbols, iconic images, and cultural products acquired new popularity and 
visibility. The recovered Soviet reference materialized in a wide range of commodities, 
artworks, and public sites driven by new entrepreneurs across the vast post-Soviet realm.1 
In Ukraine, the Communist Party of Ukraine (est. 1993) remained a major political player 

 
1 One can recall, for instance, in the 2000s the popular “Propaganda” club in central Moscow, which paid 
homage to early Soviet aesthetics, or the open-air, barbed-wire “Gulag” restaurant in the Hydropark in Kyiv.  
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until it was banned in 2015.1 These diverse engagements with, and evocations of, Soviet 
legacies are widely known as post-Soviet nostalgia, part and parcel of the Eastern 
European “nostalgia industry”. Comparative research on this topic has produced a strong 
argument against the tendency to read politics into nostalgia and to read nostalgia into 
politics: even though nostalgia could, of course, be appropriated for political purposes, it 
has mainly indicated that something is irrevocably lost and has thus created a sense of 
dislocation from the socialist past (cf. Nadkarni and Shevchenko 2014: 64-66). Differently 
put, post-Soviet nostalgia was not a simple fit with the individual or regional-collective 
dispositions and attitudes (positive or negative) to historical memory and the Soviet past 
(see e.g., Shevel 2016 on memory wars). At the time of Russia's annexation of Crimea, as 
Nadkarni and Shevchenko (2014: 90) pointed out, post-Soviet nostalgia had acquired an 
additional meaning—as nostalgia for the early promises of postsocialism itself. Younger 
generations of Ukrainian artists, for instance, have tended to regard the Soviet past as “a 
clear antiquity,” while reserving nostalgic representations for the first post-Soviet 
decades (cf. Osadcha 2024 on contemporary Ukrainian photography).  

Since the early 1990s, in tandem with this omnipresent but also fading post-Soviet 
nostalgia, anthropologists have been debating whether the concept of post-Soviet was 
useful for designating culturally different societies with a communist legacy—not only 
the former Soviet bloc countries, but also the former republics of the USSR, including 
Russia. While it was recognized early on that young people and new generations tended 
to reject the label as offensive or inappropriate (cf. Humphrey 2002: 13), for many scholars 
this concept became obsolete for studying the “family resemblance” of post-socialist 
countries (e.g., Galina Lindquist 1999, personal communication; cf. Bogdanova et al. 
2023). 

An alternative conceptual approach favored seeing the post-Soviet space and time 
from the vantage of comparative studies of imperialism and colonialism. On the one hand, 
it followed the methodologies of postcolonial studies, with their focus on the practices 
of domination, production of knowledge, and representations. The key emphasis at the 
time (the first post-Soviet decades), however, was not on the colony and the metropole 
but on the (post-)communist self and the capitalist other. On the other hand, postcolonial 
perspectives allowed for a broader comparative framework centered on the globalization 
of capitalism: the transfer of Western institutions (e.g., markets, democracy) to non-
Western settings. The task of anthropologists was to give full voice to the natives (native 
intellectuals—many of whom were based in the West—as well as ordinary people) as 
analysts of their own condition (Verdery 2002: 19).  

In the narrower field of Ukrainian Studies, postcoloniality was first introduced by 
the Australian scholar of Ukrainian descent, Marko Pavlyshyn, through works published 
in 1992. Pavlyshyn is also credited with introducing Ukrainian readers to mainstream 

 
1 In 1999, the leader of the Ukrainian Communists, Petro Symonenko, made it to the second round of the 
presidential elections, with a slogan “For people and the Orthodox Church” (Шлихта 2014).  In 2016, a 
sociological survey recorded that 35 percent of respondents expressed regret over the dissolution of the 
USSR, while 50 percent did not (Огороднік 2016). In 2022, Symonenko welcomed the Russian forces in 
Ukraine and then fled to Russia (Shcherbak 2024).  
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Western postcolonial scholars such as Gayatri Spivak, Edward Said, and Homi Bhabha; 
however, he has been criticized for portraying postcolonialism as a liberated, optimistic 
and forward-looking condition (Chernetsky 2007: 49–53). This approach, Pavlyshyn’s 
critics argue, has not accounted for the contestation of colonial domination that in the 
Ukrainian case has been manifest in the ongoing memory wars and competing “memory 
regimes” (Shevel 2016). At the same time, postcolonial scholars were largely silent on the 
subject of the former Soviet realm (Moore 2001: 116; see also Spivak et al 2006: 829-
831) until the Russian military invasion in 2022, when Ukraine has been framed as a post-
Soviet place to “teach us about colonisation” (e.g., Redbirth and Homaniuk 2024; Shevel 
2024), to engage with decolonial writers of the Global South (e.g., Yurchuk 2024), and to 
enrich the postcolonial vocabulary writ large (e.g., Biedarieva 2024).   

Renewed attention to the post-Soviet has emerged in response to the Russian war 
against Ukraine. Especially the younger generations of Ukrainians, including academics, 
and their counterparts in Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania, have publicly distanced 
themselves from the idea of belonging to a “post-Soviet society”; the “Soviet” has to be 
eliminated from cultural heritage and, to some extent, public memory (as I discuss in the 
following sections). The argument is that a range of culturally diverse societies were an 
unwilling part of the Soviet Empire. Historically, they belonged to different cultural 
worlds and were identified with different political (imperial) spaces, and hence, at present, 
do not want to be defined or identified by their shared Soviet past. In line with this 
empirical reality, Tlostanova (Tlostanova 2024) has suggested the term “no longer post-
Soviet spaces,” while Dzenovska (in Bogdanova et al. 2023) has pointed out that the post-
Soviet is all too often deployed as an ideological marker on the ground, with so-called 
“Soviet mentality” being blamed as an impediment to a new start (Bogdanova et al. 2023: 
98). It has also been noted that the post-Soviet has been co-opted in Russia’s cultural 
diplomacy, reinforcing the ideological foundation for the imagined ties between Russia 
and the post-Soviet states (Osadcha 2024: 64).  

Since the Soviet system was adjusted differently in diverse cultural settings, 
scholars have been aware that the post-Soviet is a complex construct that does not refer 
only to shared conceptions and, moreover, is used differently by different disciplines and 
different generations of researchers (Bogdanova et al. 2023: 95). If we treat the post-
Soviet as a temporal rather than a geographic phenomenon, concerns about diversity and 
spatiality give way to the scholarly argument that the Russian invasion in 2022 
constitutes a “critical event” (Das 1995) that has compelled individuals and communities 
to reconfigure their identities, values, and relationships, thereby marking the end of the 
post-Soviet period. For instance, writing in late 2022, historian Torbakov (Torbakov 2022: 
408) suggested that the amorphous post-Soviet identity, which had been widespread in 
Ukraine since independence, was unlikely to survive the war. The post-Soviet era has 
been declared over, the post-communist transition (including democratization, 
marketization, nationalization, and Europeanization) has ended or failed, and a new, as-
yet-unnamed era is said to have begun (Minakov 2024: 15-17; cf. also Morozov in 
Охримовская 2025; Kasianov 2024). This change in “periodisation” has likewise emerged 
in the discourse of leading English-language media worldwide: with the onset of the 
military invasion, Ukraine’s image as a “post-Soviet state with structural problems” at the 
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periphery of the European order has been recast as that of a fighter for democracy, a 
defender of Europe, and a key player in the global food market (Kuczabski et al 2025).1Yet, 
it is precisely against media representations of, and theoretical emphases on, the end of 
the post-Soviet time—or, to borrow Buck-Morss’s (Buck-Morss 2008) terms, the post-
Soviet ontology of time—that it seems worthwhile to revisit older anthropological 
understandings of the post-Soviet, as well as recent implicit or explicit usages of the post-
Soviet in the analyses of Ukrainian nation-building.  

The early anthropological voices (e.g., Humphrey 2002) in defense of the post-
Soviet focused on the distinctive features of these societies while also emphasizing that 
such a focus should not come at the expense of traits these societies shared with other 
parts of the world, including the West. There were continuities in the everyday moralities 
of socialism that were undermined but not totally replaced by new nationalisms or new 
religiosity. Moreover, Sovietism persisted as a covert ideological contestation in a variety 
of diverse practices. It made sense to think, for example, about Sovietism as a style of 
government: an authoritarian style of government, a patronage style of government, or 
informal political-economic arrangements as an accepted social norm. In this way, the 
category of the post-Soviet also allowed for a broader range of comparisons of political 
habits, languages, and attitudes.  

More recently, writing about ethical evaluations in the study of nationalism, Shevel 
(Shevel 2024: 342) has argued that what she calls “the post-Soviet situation,” different as 
it is from Western democracies, is an important factor explaining the shape, and indeed 
the necessity, of ethnic nationalism in Ukraine. The post-Soviet dimension is what allows 
us to comprehend why, in contrast to the mainstream political theorization of ethnic 
nationalism as a “bad”/pejorative variant contrasted with the civic one, Ukrainian ethnic 
nationalism is ethically defensible and justifiable. The post-Soviet situation here refers 
to both the “detailed local knowledge” and the ethical lens that enables us to move away 
from the habitual understanding of ethnic nationalism as representing the democratically 
and civilizationally inferior East.  

In the post-Soviet environment, Ukrainian (or Estonian, or Latvian) ethnic 
nationalism is a form of affirmative action against Russian (neo)imperialism, where the 
latter is disguised as ethically sound civic nationalism or internationalism. While Russia 
wants its post-Soviet neighbors to pursue civic nation-building policies, including dual 
citizenship and official bilingualism (i.e., including Russian alongside the state language), 
the neighbors treat official monolingualism as a strategy to undo the colonial and Soviet 
legacies of Russification (Shevel 2024: 341). Shevel argues that in the post-Soviet states, 
the problematics of ethnic nationalism are not simply about minorities and migrants’ 
rights (i.e., the status of a Russian minority and Russian-speaking communities) and 
individual rights but about the durability and prospects of new statehood itself. Official 
bilingualism and multiple citizenship are not objectionable analytically, but the post-
Soviet situation renders them so in practice. For Shevel, this approach exemplifies 

 
1 When editing this article (November 2025), a major corruption scheme in the energy sector, in the state 
nuclear power company Energoatom, involving President Zelensky’s longtime associates, was uncovered, 
dealing a blow to these public representations.  
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“theorizing from the bottom up.”1 Taking into account the post-Soviet situation, as 
opposed to “abstract reasoning,” helps in analyzing ethnic and linguistic reidentifications 
in Ukraine without attributing assimilationist intent to the state’s Ukrainization policies; 
the dynamics of minority–majority relations take place in the post-Soviet context where 
cultural and ethnic boundaries are already blurred and identities can be rediscovered or 
chosen (Shevel 2024: 348–349). Implicit in this argument is the postulated durability of 
the hybrid Soviet man construct.  

Addressing the analytical significance of the post-Soviet situation, Shevel, like 
many other recent analysts of Ukrainian postcoloniality (e.g., Biedarieva 2024), frames her 
discussion around Russia and Russian cultural heritage and legacies, which are evaluated 
negatively. Through these post-Soviet lenses, other types of “colonial” cultural heritage 
(Austro-Hungarian, Polish, Ottoman) appear largely insignificant or less subversive, even 
when they are highly visible in Ukrainian public space. Suffice to mention the monument 
to Austro-Hungarian Emperor Franz Joseph (1830-1916), erected in Chernivtsi in 2009 at 
the request of private individuals and sponsors (Purici and Sabol 2021), and still standing 
at the time of writing. Whereas I agree with Shevel that blurred cultural and ethnic 
boundaries in post-Soviet Ukraine may undermine or challenge the discourse of ethically 
objectionable assimilation of minorities resulting from the top-down Ukrainization 
policies, I would also suggest that the ethnic minority-majority binary limits our 
understanding of the tensions of decolonization on the ground. I shall use the case study 
of Odesa—a city where I have worked ethnographically studying migration, coexistence, 
markets, and transnationalism since 2005 (e.g., Сквирская, Хэмфри 2007; Humphrey and 
Skvirskaja 2009; Skvirskaja 2010, 2014)—to explore the post-Soviet situation at the 
grassroots. Before I turn to wartime Odesa, a brief overview of Ukraine’s 
decommunization and decolonization practices and recent legislation is in order.  

 

2. Breaking with (pre-)Soviet continuities: Decommunization, Decolonization, and The 
Kultnastup Manifesto  

At the time of Ukraine gaining its independence, Ukrainian activists were formulating 
their aspirations as a common wish to break, one way or another, with Soviet continuities 
(ideological, economic, and political) through new political projects. Increased emphasis 
on the use of the Ukrainian language and the popularization of Ukrainian culture was the 
order of the day, but decolonization (from Russia or the USSR) was not yet a common or 
widespread conceptualization of these processes. The initial rupture with the Soviet past 
was marked by decommunization, and the first waves of decommunization took place as 
early as the late 1980s and 1990s, when many, but not all, monuments to Lenin and other 
prominent communist figures and KGB members were removed. A more pervasive and 
organized campaign for the removal of symbols of the communist regime was approved 

 
1 Recent (wartime) class-focused scholarship articulates an alternative bottom-up approach, emphasizing 
the enduring significance of the Soviet legacy in shaping the proletarian subjectivity and national 
identifications of the Ukrainian working class—particularly in relation to political attitudes and (cynical) 
attitudes toward political action and institutionalized political structures (e.g., Gorbach 2024; Ishchenko 
2024).  
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by the Verkhovna Rada in 2015 and is regulated by a package of laws “On the 
Condemnation of the Communist and National Socialist (Nazi) Totalitarian Regimes in 
Ukraine and the Prohibition of the Propaganda of Their Symbols.” The decommunization 
laws also prohibit the public expression of certain views on the historical past, and some 
of their provisions have been criticized by human rights groups (Shevel 2016: 24; 
Kasianov 2024).  

After the full-scale invasion, ongoing decommunization was followed by 
intensified de-Russification at the grass-roots—a spontaneous process of abandoning 
symbols and names associated with Russia and Russian legacies. Many Russophone 
Ukrainians also spontaneously shifted to Ukrainian, although some later partially reverted 
to Russian as the war continued and became “normalised” (cf. Besters-Dilger 2023: 4; 
Івановська 2025).1 This process of de-Russification was not regulated by law. Local 
communities (hromada) and civil society actors could appeal to local authorities, 
demanding that a particular street be renamed or that a monument be removed. The final 
decision was up to the city or village council. Eventually, the practices of 
decommunization and de-Russification were addressed together in the new legislation 
“On the Condemnation and Prohibition of Propaganda of Russian Imperial Policy in 
Ukraine, and the Decolonization of Place Names” (Закон 2023), known in Ukraine simply 
as the Decolonization Law, which came into force in July 2023. The law aims at critically 
rethinking the history and heritage of the Russian Empire and its cultural influence. It 
prohibits toponyms that “glorify, commemorate, propagate, or symbolize the occupying 
state, or its prominent, memorial, historical, and cultural sites, cities, dates, events, or its 
figures who carried out military aggression against Ukraine and other sovereign states.” 
In the explanatory note, the authors of the draft law highlighted the necessity of fully 
restoring Ukrainian toponymy that was distorted beyond recognition and erased from 
maps by the former totalitarian regime (see УCІ 2023). In contrast to spontaneous de-
Russification, the Decolonization Law is intended to accelerate the process of removing 
Russian imperial and cultural symbols; city and local authorities are now obliged to 
respond to the community’s proposals. As with the decommunization processes initiated 
a decade earlier, the state-driven decolonization discourse and practices have been 
unevenly received by the public and have actively engaged Ukrainian academia, 
educational institutions, cultural producers, media, and NGOs. 2 

In the wake of the implementation of the Decolonization Law, other high-profile 
initiatives and campaigns promoting Ukrainian content have emerged. From the outset 
of the Russian invasion, culture has become an important strategic resource, giving rise 
to the idea of Ukraine’s “cultural front” (kul’turnyi front), indicating that culture is a guide 
to values and a crucial weapon (zbroia) (Skvirskaja 2024). The Ukrainian Institute of 

 
1 Cf. the documentary by the Oscar-winning Ukrainian director Mstyslav Chernov, “2000 Meters to Andriivka” 
(2025), that records conversations among soldiers from the Kharkiv area about their efforts to master 
Ukrainian.   
2 See, e.g., the activities of the NGO “Decolonize. Ukraine” that identifies Soviet and Russian imperial 
heritage across Ukraine, reports it to local authorities, and campaigns for its removal. As Skolkina (Skolkina 
2024) has noted, the tendency to mark Soviet monuments as “Russian” has introduced additional tensions 
in local communities.   
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National Remembrance (est. 2006), mockingly called by some “The Institute of National 
Amnesia” (natsionalnyi skleroz) for its part in decommunization, has played an important 
role in the weaponization and securitization of the Ukrainian language and culture. The 
cultural front has extended the idea that the Ukrainian language is a bearer of patriotism 
and a weapon to be used against the enemy (КНУ 2014). In October 2024, a new cultural 
doctrine, “The Cultural Offensive” (Kultnastup), with its “Manifesto of Offensive Cultural 
Policy” was adopted at a forum of cultural producers, politicians, and cultural managers 
gathered in Kyiv (Маніфест 2024). The initiative is meant to coordinate the efforts of the 
government, civil society, and cultural industries around a new cultural policy that is 
aimed not only at the protection and defense of Ukrainian culture but also at its active 
development and vigorous promotion, as well as increased financial investment in 
Ukraine’s cultural and linguistic sphere (Isar Ednannia 2024). As Serhiy Zhadan (2024), a 
prominent Ukrainian writer, public figure, serviceman, and signatory of the Manifesto, put 
it during the Kultnastup forum:  

Yesterday [2022] we were monolithic and consolidated, but not so today; there is 
war fatigue and disorientation—we need ‘concrete’ to bind us together… Now 
Ukrainian culture can properly move beyond its ‘ethnic ghetto’ to become the 
culture of Ukrainian society as a whole…The cultural front is important (Жадан 
2024). 

The Kultnastup initiative has promoted the slogan “By getting rid of the old, the 
alien, we will find ourselves.” Moving Ukrainian culture out of its “ethnic ghetto” implies 
the permanent removal of Russian cultural products from Ukraine. “Ukrainian-language 
national and locally produced [sic] Western content should completely displace Russian-
language content” (Маніфест 2024). Another signatory of the Kultnastup Manifesto, 
Vladlen Maraev (Бондарук 2024), a historian and author of the popular YouTube channel 
“History Without Myths”, maintains that Ukraine had remained post-Soviet as long as 
there was a monument to Lenin in the center of Kyiv, dismantled in 2013. He emphasizes 
that, following the Revolution of Dignity (2013-14), it is only in the context of the war 
with Russia that a new Ukraine is emerging; for Ukraine, the military conflict constitutes 
a war for independence, described as an anti-imperial, anti-colonial, national liberation 
struggle (Бондарук 2024).1 

Kultnastup has elicited a range of responses, including critical reactions from 
some Ukrainian public intellectuals and engaged citizens. On the one hand, the 
Kultnastup initiative feeds into long-standing concerns about the dangers of regulating 
the past through politically charged legislation and whether such legislation complies 
with the provisions of the Ukrainian constitution. On the other hand, there is cynicism 
regarding the timing and underlying intent of such patriotic initiatives directed at cultural 
heritage. Years before the war, especially during the tenure of President Yushchenko 
(2005–2010), which marked the most democratic period and the most nationalistic 
government in Ukraine (Shevel 2024: 337), ordinary people were well aware that the 

 
1 YouTube channel “History Without Myths” (est. 2020) is “dedicated to debunking unscientific myths, fake 
narratives, and stereotypes about Ukraine and Ukrainians, presenting the past without falsification, and 
featuring contributions from professional historians and academics” (Description 2020). 
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status of Russian and the memory wars were used opportunistically by competing 
political elites to gain voter support (e.g., Skvirskaja 2009). At present, there is 
apprehension that “aggressive patriotism” or “ethically omnivorous patriotism” is often a 
performative display (sometimes reminiscent of the old Soviet pokazhukha—a 
performative conformity to the Party line).1 As Ukrainian philosopher and public 
intellectual Serhii Datsiuk (in Yuriy Romanenko 2024) asserts, there is no doubt that 
Ukrainian culture and content must be supported and promoted, but not as an 
“offensive.”2 

To sum up, the Decolonization Law and the concomitant discourses and practices 
on the ground have resulted in new visibility and new tensions surrounding 
decolonization processes targeting Russian imperial heritage, and Russian and Ukrainian 
heritage of the Soviet period. While some removals and renaming of heritage deemed 
ideologically objectionable pass unnoticed or take place quietly, others provoke 
outpourings of emotion and discontent (mainly on social media and in private 
conversations), as well as accusations against those in power (vlada) of iconoclasm 
detrimental to the strategic interests of Ukraine. In the next section, I discuss how 
decolonization has been addressed in Odesa, leading to a “de-decolonization” campaign 
spearheaded by a small faction of Odesa’s activists and their allies, both within Ukraine 
and abroad. While I acknowledge that there is a wide spectrum of attitudes toward, and 
pragmatic interests in, decolonization, including stances of total indifference or radical 
ethno-nationalism, I will discuss only the aggregated mainstream voices of the 
proponents and opponents of decolonization. 

 

3. Decolonization in Odesa: The Myths and Monuments   

A recurring theme in the extensive body of scholarship on decolonization is that it 
involves not only the replacement of colonial symbols, affiliations, and attachments, or a 
confrontation with colonial knowledge, but, more fundamentally, the creation of one’s 
own models, freed from colonial knowledge. This generative process is an act of 
“unlearning imperialism” (Azoulay 2019), which entails a commitment to revising history 
and rejecting imperial taxonomies; it entails “decompressing, decoding, reversing, 
rewinding, unlearning, and undoing” in order to recover “potential history.” Now, 
“potential history” is an evocative concept, distinct from the notions of “alternative” or 
“forgotten” histories, which are often reflections of the different nationalist regimes of 
knowledge or ideologies replacing the colonial order of things. The case of wartime 
Odesa exemplifies the struggle of “alternative histories” with the old or (post-)Soviet 

 
1As one online commentator, Ivan Kulchytskyy, Lviv, formulated it in a comment thread about the removal 
of a commemorative plaque to the renown Soviet filmmaker Larisa Shepitko: “For many, being a nationalist, 
patriot, or intellectual, etc., is simply a matter of performative display [gra v pokazukhuku]” (Ivan Kulchytskyy 
(2025)). 
2 Yuriy Romanenko (2024). In the interview, Datsiuk argues against the “ethically omnivorous patriotism” 
and “the war for identity” promoted by the Kultnastup agenda. In a similar vein, the activist of Euromaidan 
and journalist Mikhail Golubev questions ltnastup’s characterization of the Russian war as “a war for 
identity,” pointing out that this is a war of the Ukrainian political identity against the current Russian neo-
imperial identity (Голубев 2024).  
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urban myth and the impossibility (cf. Tlostanova 2024) of formulating a decolonized 
“potential history.”  

In independent Ukraine, prior to the Russian war, Odesa had been negotiating its 
positionality simultaneously as a predominantly Russophone Ukrainian city and as a 
major international commercial hub —a type of “translocality” (Appadurai 2003) that is 
removed from the national context. Besides being a leading exporter of grain, Odesa has 
also been known for the largest open-air wholesale and retail market in Ukraine—the 7th 
km Market, located just outside the city—which is one reason the city has become an 
important center for transit commodity trade and transnational migration routes 
(Humphrey and Skvirskaja 2009). Odesa’s translocality has been supported by “the Odesa 
myth,” which has shaped the city’s brand since at least the late 1980s (the period of 
perestroika and the mass emigration of ethnic minorities, particularly Jews, Germans, and 
Greeks). It has been popularized by Odesa’s global diaspora, encompassing both Soviet 
and post-Soviet emigrants in the West and Israel (see, e.g., Сквирская, Хэмфри 2007; 
Herlihy 2018). An assemblage of representations—summed up as the Odesa myth in both 
popular and academic literature—includes freedom (the city was a symbol of 
Westernisation in the Russian Empire), apolitical spirit and trade (it was a porto franco in 
1817-1859), humor, Odesan language (an urban koine based on Russian, Ukrainian, 
Yiddish, Polish and other languages), colorful gangsters,  diversity (the city was built by 
Europeans and hosted ethno-religious minorities), and urban cosmopolitanism (despite 
the history of pogroms). As the city’s old minority groups emigrated in great numbers, the 
streets in the post-Soviet Odesa acquired new names such as Greek Street, Jewish Street, 
Polish Street, and so on.  

In the first post-Soviet decades, a “side effect” of this myth, with its cosmopolitan 
orientation, was the city’s ambivalent attitude toward the Ukrainian state and its “disdain” 
for Ukrainophone newcomers who were claimed to reduce native Odesans to a “diaspora 
at home” (Skvirskaja 2010). Ukrainian nationalists had, in turn, tended to see it as a site 
of Russian neocolonialism because of the city’s persistent attempts to erect a monument 
to Empress Catherine the Great/Catherine the Second (1729-1796) considered the 
founder of Odesa. The original monument was removed by the Soviets in 1920, and a 
replica, now called the Monument to the Founders of Odesa, was erected in 2007 on its 
original spot—an event condemned in non-Odesan Ukrainian media as a catalyst of the 
colonization of consciousness (Сквирская, Хэмфри 2007). By then, an alternative reading 
of Odesa’s history had already claimed that the city was only renamed by Catherine the 
Great, but its actual “date of birth” went back to the 15th-century Polish-Lithuanian 
Kingdom. Without dwelling much on the Ottoman history of the region, the city was 
declared 600 years old by a local historian (Болдирєв 1994), and Catherine the Great 
became an element of the Odesa myth to be discarded. The Monument to the Founders 
of Odesa was taken down and stored in the Odesa National Fine Arts Museum in 
December 2022 (Dartford 2022).  

Today, Odesa is at the center of the Russian-Ukrainian struggle over the 
borderland where, some scholars argue (e.g., Kravchenko and Zychowicz 2022), the future 
landscape of Europe is being determined. Efforts to unlearn the Odesa myth have been 
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part of Ukraine’s broader pursuit of epistemic justice. For instance, for the Kultnastup’s 
activist Maraev, undoing the Odesa myth is akin to dismantling Russian propaganda about 
the city (Історія Без Міфів 2023). There have been no shortages of various creative 
endeavors in Odesa to consciously formulate new Odesa myths rather than simply 
dismantle the old (post-)Soviet ones. To demonstrate the range, I use examples of the 
Odesa Business Club (est. 2017) with its project “Odesa Decolonization” (2023-2024), and 
the Odesa Literary Festival PORT that organized a discussion titled “The Coast of Freedom 
and the Literary Colonial Myth” in August 2025 (Стягайло 2025).  

The Odesa Business Club (OBC) has declared the task of reconfiguring the Odesa 
myth as its contribution to enhancing Ukraine’s resilience and security. The “Odesa 
Decolonization” project, supported by USAID in 2024, focused on the history of 
entrepreneurship in Odesa as a key defining trait of the city-port. It proposed envisioning 
the city as one of entrepreneurs, in contrast to the popular (post-)Soviet images of Odesa’s 
early twentieth-century gangsters, bandits, and smuggling networks, and of the black-
market operators of the Soviet underworld. To this end, the OBC has organized research 
programs and workshops and has promoted publications on Odesan entrepreneurs of the 
past from diverse ethnic backgrounds. It has also maintained a dedicated Facebook page 
and a website, Odesa Decolonization. 

The Odesa Literary Festival PORT considered Odesa’s Ukrainian facet, which was 
disregarded by the old Odesa myth, and explored different ways of restoring it in the city’s 
history. The main question raised concerned how to produce new cultural maps, conduct 
cultural diplomacy, and communicate new visions of the city to the world. In the new 
visions, Odesa’s diversity is valued in the national context, but urban multiculturalism 
must be divorced from the Russian colonial myth that the Russian language has united 
everyone. Habitual understandings of regional identity may also require a radical shift in 
both geographical visions and the values attached to the landscape. Whereas the old 
myth operates through an image of a blank space where the Russian Empire established 
civilization, it is pertinent to acknowledge the steppe as a “Ukrainian cradle” and a 
crossroads of important historical connections. The PORT participants discussed the 
possibility of looking at the region not only as the South—which often refers to the south 
of the Russian Empire and the USSR—but also as the North: the north of the 
Mediterranean or the north of the Black Sea. Advocates of these approaches recognized 
that it was a monumental task to overcome the old stereotypes of Odesa, popularized by 
the post-Soviet Odesa diaspora, by a substantial body of Russian-language popular 
literature and memoirs of the city (known as the genre of Odesika), and by Western 
audiences familiar with the Odesa myth through the works of Odesan writers in 
translation (e.g., the Soviet Jewish writer Isaac Babel). 

There are, as mentioned earlier, regional variations in the reception and 
implementation of the Decolonization Law in Ukraine. The examples from Odesa 
illustrate a broader tendency to concentrate decolonization efforts on Russian cultural 
and imperial heritage, largely overlooking the heritage of other empires that ruled over 
the territory of present-day Ukraine, and valuing the country’s ethno-cultural diversity. In 
November 2022, President Zelenski presented Ukraine’s bid to host the EXPO 2030 World 
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Exhibition in Odesa, citing the city’s renowned multicultural and multinational character 
and global connectivity: “In Odesa, you will feel the potential of all humanity” 
(Зеленський 2022).1 The 2024 edition of the Statute of the Territorial Community of the 
City of Odesa states that, when applying the Law on Decolonization, “the renaming of 
toponymic objects should be carried out with due regard for names that reflect the city’s 
multicultural character” (Голубев 2024). Local media outlets have launched cultural-
educational projects to explore Odesa’s regional identity through the toponyms of its 
minority communities (German, Jewish, Gagauz, and others) (see: Земля О’Деса 2025). 
The practices of topographic renaming reflect this strategy: Isaak Babel’s name has been 
removed from Odesa’s map due to the author’s alleged links to the NKVD (the Soviet 
secret police), but another street was then named after Mendele Moykher-Sforim (1836-
1917), the “grandfather” of Yiddish literature, who lived and worked in Odesa.  

The diverse projects and attempts to envision a decolonized Ukrainian Odesa, 
freed from the image of “a state within a state” (partially due to its historical porto franco 
status) and Russian cultural domination, have been challenged by the opponents of 
decolonization. The latter were particularly provoked by the Decolonization Law, 
resulting, among other things, in a list of some 100 street names liable to renaming in 
Odesa, which was issued by the Odesa Regional State Administration. Besides the 
aforementioned writer Babel, the list included Russian classics such as Pushkin and Bunin, 
cult Odesan writers such as Paustovsky and Il’f and Petrov, and the popular (post-)Soviet 
stand-up comedian and writer Mikhail Zhvanetski (1934–2020), who also served as 
president of the World Club of Odesans. The list was produced by the Odesa toponymy 
committee and has created a stir among many native Odesans and Odesa’s diaspora.2 On 
the ground, however, it is primarily civil-society actors and decolonization enthusiasts 
rather than the city administration who have initiated campaigns and practical measures 
to remove monuments and rename streets; the Odesa ex-Mayor, Gennadi Trukhanov, who 
was ousted in October 2025 after more than ten years in power, had not been an active 
supporter of the decolonization of Odesa’s historical center.  

The de-decolonization activists wrote a letter to UNESCO’s Cultural Sector to voice 
their concerns, signing as patriots of Ukraine, united by their care for the country’s future 
and for Odesa’s cultural heritage, which they described as the foundation of the city’s 
fragile social peace. They also expressed concerns that the top-down style of decision-
making regarding the country’s world heritage could undermine democracy in Ukraine. 
The letter was signed by 112 representatives of the creative intelligentsia and academia 
from Odesa (including Westerners settled in Odesa and diasporic Odesans), other regions 
of Ukraine, and a small number of Western scholars. The UNESCO letter was followed by 
an open letter to the Ukrainian Institute of National Remembrance and by several 
publications in high-profile Western outlets, including The Economist, Il Foglio, and 
Prospect. Although de-decolonization is promoted in the name of the European and 
cosmopolitan Odesa of lore, it is the Russian language and heritage that have become 

 
1 On the support for multiculturalism among the proponents of decolonization, see also (Любка 2024).  
2 While the street protests, both for and against decolonization, were very modest, explosive debates 
occurred on social media. On pickets against decolonization in Odesa, see: УСІ (2024). 
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the center of contention. For example, one of the signatories, Thomas de Waal, a British 
journalist who has worked on Russia and the Caucasus, wrote a piece about Ukrainian 
government trying to cancel “rich Russian-language cultural heritage” titled “Odesa’s 
cosmopolitan history under threat” (Waal 2024). The international publicity generated by 
the UNESCO letter and the follow-up publications has thus attempted to confer new 
legitimacy on the old Odesa myth.  

In tandem with these publications and open letters, the activists have organized a 
“cultural and intellectual collective” called Ukrainian Cosmopolis (Ukrainian Cosmopolis 
n.d.) whose strategies include rejecting and discrediting decolonization as a non-
transparent, non-democratic, and anti-Constitutional set of procedures. The activities 
range from challenging the ideas of cultural front and Kultnastup in dedicated workshops 
to giving public lectures to the Western research community, access to which is facilitated 
by the fact that the founder of Cosmopolis, Anastasiia Piliavsky, is a UK-based academic 
of Odesan descent. Although the activists go to great lengths to defend a “cultured and 
cosmopolitan” Odesa,1 their cosmopolitan discourse also appears somewhat exclusionary, 
reproducing (post-)Soviet hierarchical distinctions between “the real Odesans” and the 
“others”—the local mob, the uncultured villagers (selo), and the (new) Ukrainophone 
Odesans. Local Ukrainian cultural figures are often regarded as less well-known or of 
lesser quality than their acclaimed Russian or Russophone counterparts in the urban 
landscape. In her public lecture at the Einstein Forum, Germany, “Decolonization as 
Ukraine’s Suicidal Culture War” (2025), Piliavsky argued that decolonization projects 
financed by Euro-American donors had (unwittingly) supported ethno-nationalist agendas 
wholesale, all the while the Ukrainian language had become associated with unfreedom, 
forcing people into “internal emigration” in a manner closely reminiscent of Soviet 
practices.2  This take on wartime (self-)censorship, which occurs as a matter of fact (cf. 
Skvirskaja 2024), has appeared highly exaggerated to Cosmopolis’ opponents and has 
problematized the dynamics of majority–minority relations in decolonization debates—
not in terms of ethnic minorities versus the Ukrainian ethnic majority, or Russophone 
versus Ukrainophone, but in terms of who speaks on behalf of the urban majority.   

Many Odesans have been disappointed or offended by Cosmopolis’ activities and 
claims. Not only are de-decolonisers often seen as an outdated or imposing voice of a 
local “minority” and (post-)Soviet emigrees, but they are also viewed as insensitive to the 
diverse dispositions of the city’s residents. Commenting on The Economist’s article 
“Cancel culture in Ukraine” about decolonization in Odesa (Cancel culture 2024), Vladislav 
Burda (2024), a participant in the Decolonization project run by the Odesa Business Club, 
lamented that the article undermined to the Club’s efforts on the project and reverted to 
the idea of Odesa as an “apolitical city” (here, a city where Russian cultural heritage is 
considered independently of political concerns)—a centerpiece of the old Odesa myth 

 
1 In November 2026, Ukrainian Cosmopolis announced that they were developing a program to invite 
writers and journalists from Ukraine and other countries to Odesa, cover their stay, and introduce them to 
the city’s culture. See Dimerli 2025.  
2 Lecture at the workshop “BRICS Postcolonialism”, Einstein Forum, Brandenburg, Germany, February 21, 
2025. See the full lecture: Einstein Forum 2025.  
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(Burda 2024).1 Many Odesans share the sentiment expressed in the Odesan journalist 
Olena Balaba’s (2023) rhetorical question: “How much more Russian weaponry must fall 
on our heads before we renounce the Soviet and imperial idols?” At the same time, Balaba 
and like-minded opponents of the de-decolonizes, including esteemed local scholars, 
highlight the shared Soviet roots of both radical decolonisers—who are said to reproduce 
the communist drive to eradicate all supposed dissent “with napalm”—and the 
sensibilities of older generations and the Russophone Odesan diaspora in the West and 
Israel, attached to Pushkin, the Silver Age poets, and so on (Балаба 2023).2 Contrary to de 
Waal (Waal 2025), they contend that the dominant focus on Russian-language heritage 
represents a distortion of Odesa’s historical cultural reality and that acknowledging this 
distortion is a step toward genuine multiculturalism. Multiculturalism in Odesa “needs to 
be restored rather than preserved”; it was only after World War II that Odesa became a 
monolingual, Russophone Soviet city (Довгополова 2025).  

The de-decolorizers have, for their part, repeatedly argued that issues concerning 
Russian and Soviet heritage should be addressed after the war, when transparent 
democratic procedures reflecting the preferences of the majority of Odesans can be 
ensured. The issue of “the majority” remains unsettled and contested. In the meantime, 
the Cosmopolis activists advance the idea that Odesa is not a “problem” for the Ukrainian 
nation but a “solution,” serving as a model of a diverse, European, and free Ukraine (see:  
Inaugural Cosmo Colloquium 2024 and also: Piliavsky 2025a).  

 

Concluding Remarks 

The controversies of decolonization in wartime Ukraine can be explained by a 
combination of cohort-specific historical experiences, scholarly historical interpretations, 
the persistence of the “post-Soviet situation,” and the very methods of decolonization. 
Setting aside individual aesthetic preferences and popular attitudes toward particular 
Soviet and Russian cultural figures that fall under the decolonization paragraphs, there 
is a case for considering emic conceptualizations of decolonization more generally. The 
opponents of decolonization in Odesa and from other parts of Ukraine include those who 
are skeptical of Ukraine’s status as a former colony on scholarly grounds (cf. Hrytsak 2015 
on Ukraine’s ideological and economic modernity), as well as those who have perpetuated 
the Soviet approach to decoloniality as a framework applied primarily to the Third World. 
For these sceptics, decolonization signals victimhood, underdevelopment, and 
mislabeling.  

Moore (Moore 2001: 117–118) argued long ago that the reluctance in the post-
Soviet world to analyze their situation through a “Southern” postcolonial lens might be 
due to post-Soviet claims of being “European”: “The post-Soviet region’s European 
peoples may be convinced that something radically, even ‘racially,’ differentiates them 

 
 1 For a more detailed analysis of the Economist’s article, see Malichenko 2024.  
2 The Language Ombudsman, Olena Ivanovska (Івановська 2025), stated she would oppose any language 
patrols on Ukrainian streets, which she saw as a “Soviet-style practice”, and which the mayor of Ivano-
Frankivsk introduced to reduce use of Russian in public in 2024.  
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from the postcolonial Filipinos and Ghanaians.” Notably, this post-Soviet perspective has 
also been shared by some representatives of the official, state-driven memory regime that 
insists on decolonization. The Head of the Institute of National Remembrance, historian 
and public intellectual Oleksandr Alfyorov, appointed in June 2025, echoed Moore when 
he stated that Ukraine was never a colony of Russia. As Alfyorov elaborated: “… If you say 
we are “decolonizing,” excuse me, we are not some kind of aborigines in relation to the 
Russian Federation. We were the ones who taught them to read, write, and count. They 
took our name and called themselves ‘Russians’ because we are Rus. And when we talk 
about decolonization—well, that’s just not the right term”; Alfyorov suggests using the 
term “de-imperialization” as an alternative (Глушко 2025).1 In other words, he departs 
from Soviet historiography and myths, yet his view of decolonization reflects the pattern 
described by Moore and converges with the formal Soviet vision of Ukraine as an equal 
partner to the Russian Federation (both subordinate to the USSR).   

The controversies and tensions surrounding decolonization—what and how (not) 
to decolonize in Ukraine—have given rise to a language of mutual accusations framed in 
Soviet idioms, and have revealed continuities of, and deep attachments to, (post-)Soviet 
myths and “worldviews”. While the talk of “Soviet brotherhood” and post-Soviet nostalgia 
have now largely gone for good, as in other post-socialist states (Nadkarni and 
Shevchenko 2014: 89; Shevchenko 2023) with the exception of Russia, the present-day 
decolonization practices in Ukraine has been critically compared to the actions of the 
Bolsheviks, lumpen-nationalists, the Komsomol members, or the Red Guards of the 
Chinese Cultural Revolution (Hóng Wèi Bīng or Khunveibiny in Ukrainian) (Piliavsky 
2025b).2 The widespread vernacular use of this terminology demonstrates that while 
some Odesans see decolonization as an opportunity to imagine “alternative histories” or 
recover an impossible “potential history” (e.g., history of Odesa as the north of the 
Mediterranean rather than the south of Russia), others perceive it as operations akin to 
those of the repressive Soviet state—a kind of Soviet-style amnesia aimed at erasing 
cultural heritage and the legacies of preceding epochs to build a new, better, free world. 
For the opponents of actually practiced decolonization, the removal of certain imperial 
and Soviet-era cultural and political figures—in the form of monuments, memorial 
plaques, or street names—rather than marking a clear break with the post-Soviet era, 
paradoxically only prolongs its duration.  

This critique of decolonization foregrounds that the post-Soviet is far from 
becoming obsolete in Ukraine. All these “Bolsheviks” and Khunveibiny are not simply 
matters of figurative speech or historical memory among older generations, but also 

 
1 See also the 2022 interview in which Alfyorov criticized the terms “de-Russification” and “de-colonization”: 
Факти ICTV 2022.  Ukrainian Cosmopolis welcomed Alfyorov’s dismissal of decolonization and de-
Russification. “We confer [on Alfyrov] the honorary title of Cosmopolitan… and hope that his position will 
not change, and that the Institute of National Remembrance … will not cast Ukraine as a nation built on a 
sense of inferiority” (Piliavsky 2025b). 
2 Ukrainian MP Maksym Buzhanskij writes, for instance, about the Komsomol members running around the 
country and prying off memorial plaques. See also: УСІ 2024. The civic activist and journalist Leonid Shtekel 
commented on decolonization that “the ones who always take the lead are the Red Guards (Khunveibiny), 
who destroy everything”. For a response to the opponents of decolonization and accusations of 
“Bolshevism” in Odesa, see e.g., Odesan historian Taras Goncharuk: DW Українською 2025. 
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indicators of how Soviet political habits are perceived by a segment of the Ukrainian 
citizenry as being reproduced by present-day Ukrainian power (vlada). Kasianov made a 
similar observation in his discussion of the implementation of decommunization in 2015, 
pointing out “a pattern reminiscent of Soviet practices, characterized by a top-down 
approach, the utilization of administrative and bureaucratic pressure” (Kasianov 2024: 
331). The alleged absence of transparent public and expert consultations regarding the 
objects and strategies of decolonization in Odesa is seen as a lingering aspect of 
Sovietism as a style of government.  

Decolonization has, nonetheless, also actualized post-Soviet dynamics in the 
discourses of its opponents among Odesa’s overseas diaspora and local residents, where 
elements of “amorphous post-Soviet identity” have become manifest in their attachment 
to the old (post-)Soviet Odesa myth. This attachment has precluded not only the 
possibility of rethinking Odesa’s old mythical qualities and its “genealogies” in the 
context of lived realities, novel aspirations, and new diversity, but has also resulted in 
intolerant or even hostile attitudes toward those who have actively chosen a new, 
different orientation. This attitude is well illustrated by online commentators who 
responded to a video of the well-known Odesan “native” restaurateur Savva Libkin 
speaking Ukrainian, which he was still learning: “Savva, speak Odesan!”   

This brings me to the argument regarding the relevance of a minority–majority 
binary in the tensions of decolonization. As seen in the Odesan case, and with similarities 
observable in other Ukrainian cities, these tensions do not occur along ethnic or linguistic 
lines (although these may, of course, play a role). Overall, multiculturalism is, at least 
formally, supported by both opponents and proponents of decolonization. There is, 
instead, a clash between two self-proclaimed patriotic perspectives: one that focuses on 
Ukraine’s fight against neo-imperial Russia and Russian occupation here and now, and 
the other that frames this struggle as both a war against neo-imperial Russia and a 
broader decolonization, understood as liberation from the Russian and Soviet past once 
and for all. Whereas current scholarship on wartime Ukraine’s culture and heritage seems 
to give precedence to accounts and analyses of decolonial release and postcolonial 
dynamics, it remains to be seen whether the postcolonial will supersede the post-Soviet. 
Amid the Russian war, these two “situations” coexist, albeit uneasily. 
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