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FOREWORD

Decolonlallty/ Decolonlzatlon i theTwenty F.!.r.s.t. |

Century: What, Why, Where Whom, What For?

NIVES I WS B DY

By Walter D. Mignolo, Duke University, the U.S.A, and
Sabelo J. Ndlovu Gastheni, University of Calgary, Canada.

e would like to share with you, in the mood of introductory remarks on this special issue, some

of the points we made in the letter we sent inviting contributions. We would like to share with

you some of the key issues underscored in the letter, so that you can become a participant

reader reflecting on your own take on colonialism/coloniality as well as decolonization/decoloniality. It's

an invitation engage your own reflections of what is or would have been your take when reading the
contribution to this volume, if you feel like expressing your own perspective.

The vogue and popularity of decolonization/
decoloniality have grown exponentially in the
recent past, reaching a vast spectrum from the
academic disciplines, including the professional
schools (law, design, computer), to the institutional
spectrum of universities, museums, art schools,

media schools and journalism.

Since ‘“decolonization” sprang in the public
sphere and state politics, during the Cold War,
the decolonial debate has a fertile ground today
in international relations, domestic state politics
and political economy, still dominated by Western
vocabulary and its assumed universality. However,
we, in the planet, are witnessing and experiencing
the end of the era dominated by narratives and
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arguments based on abstract universals in the
realm of knowledge and intersubjective relations
and a unipolar world order in the realms of
international relation.

The era of abstract universals is closing, and the
era of concrete pluriversality and international
multipolarity is opening. Narratives and arguments
advancing the decolonial perspective (call it
decolonial turn, decolonial option) in all areas of our
(in the planet) lived experience are more necessary
than ever. The reality is that coloniality it is not over;
it is all over. Consequently, decoloniality is not just
an academic but a political and existential question.
The revival (re-emergence, re-existence) of the
Indigenous knowing and understanding, ethical
and political, around the world has been increasing
and heard beyond their commmunal existence. Their
re-emergence in all praxis of living is increasingly
breaking up the apparent homogeneity of Western
knowledge and praxis of living.

Recently the Commission on Security and
Cooperation in Europe (U.S. Helsinki Commission),
organized a couple of conferences on decolonizing
Russia (Commission on Security 2022). The title
was “Decoloring Russia. A Moral and Strategic
Imperative.” We would avoid comments when
readingthatthe European Commissionisproposing
to decolonize Russia but would like to underscore
the two imperatives, moral and strategic. Strategic
is obvious. It was the geopolitical design of the
US. To control Eurasia, since the early nineties. The
moral imperative is the necessary rhetoric to justify
the continuation of Western coloniality. It is argued
in this respect that the decolonization of Russia is
necessary for peace. Whatever decolonizing means
for the author making such a claim, it is overlooking
that for making peace, the decolonization of NATO
is also equally necessary (Stepha 2024).

This is one among several reasons for the
necessity and urgency to review and debate
the meaning, scope, ethics, and politics of
decolonization/decoloniality. Most likely, the U.S.
Helsinki Commission by decolonization means
“regime change.” Which is one example that
“decolonization” came to mean the destitution of
what | do not like by something that is contrary
to the universal truth that is held by those who
request the decolonization of Russia. If that is the
case, then there would be no difference between

decolonization, Christian conversion, European
liberal civilizing mission, U.S. liberal modernization
and development missions, the neoliberal market
democracy and a/the homogenous global order.

Moreover, the recent events in Niger and Gabon
have put on the table telling signs of the change
of era we in the planet are undergoing, and clear
signs that Western abstract universals lost their
meaning. However, to say that the military coup,
with overwhelming popular support, is a threat to
democracy means to support the persistence of
French coloniality, without colonial settlers, and to
support the presence of the U.S. military bases in
Africa. Leaving aside the canonical debate on the
illegality of a military coup that deposed a president
democratically elected, we shall decolonially
inquire on the meaning of democracy when the
term is activated to maintain French coloniality
and U.S. military bases in Africa to warrant national
security. Both are clear examples that the end of
colonization did not mean the end of coloniality,
that Western abstract universals are falling out
of place and the responses today are on the one
hand decolonization in the public sphere and de-
westernization in inter-state relations.

However, it will not be exactly appropriate to say
that Niger's and Gabon's military uprising were
acts of decolonization, even if they could be seen
as a continuation of decolonization during the Cold
War. Only that we are no longer in the Cold War,
and the legacies of the Bandung Conference (1955)
could be seen as both, the seeds of decolonization
and the seeds of de-westernization. Decolonization,
within the context of the Cold War, resulted in
the establishment of nation-states governed by
indigenous populations. It was de-westernization
in that it was a state project followed up by the
independence of Singapore and the change
of direction Deng Xiaoping introduced in the
government and the history of China.

The first motivation of this special issue was the
assumption that coloniality is far from over, it is all
over, to borrow a felicitous sentence from a Divinity
School graduate student at Duke University. Hence,
if coloniality is not over, so must be decoloniality.
With this premise in mind our first move was
to invite scholars/intellectuals/activists from the
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spread of the planet, as wide as we could reach.
We have considered also participants based in the
former Third World, today the Global South, as well
as those who migrated from the Third World to
the First, as well as those who have moved from
the Second World (or Poor North) (Tlostanova 2011).
Secondly, we invited participants to set aside an
academic expectation for “papers” or “studies”, but
to provide “reflections” that are not so much about
what is coloniality out there and what decoloniality
shall be. Rather, to explore where and how
coloniality affects them, impinges on their lives and
what, therefore, decoloniality means to them.

The calls for decolonization/decoloniality in the
21st century have taken the world by storm in its
critique of existing knowledge and praxes of living
as well as its animation of hopes and visions of the
change of era. We are no longer living in the era
of the Cold War when decolonization had a clear
destination: to send the settlers home and to create
national states governed by the indigenous or
native population. It was a splendor and a misery.
The splendor was getting the settlers out of the
territory. The miseries were to found nation-states
without calling into question the political theory,
the political economy and the world order that
maintained the colonial nation-states dependent
on the international global order established after
the Treaty of Westphalia, 1648, to resolve European
problems. The nation-states did not emerge in
Europe after sending the colonial settler's home,
but from an emerging ethno-bourgeoisie and
the political and economic control managed by
the monarchies and the church. The ascending
ethno-class took over the civilizing mission and the
colonial expansion of Europe in Asia and Africa.

The Americas, the Caribbean and South/Central
America is another story grounded in the
Renaissance, not in the Enlightenment. The
second period of the European Renaissance goes
from 1500 to 1650. The Treaty of Westphalia is the
emblematic closing of the Renaissance and the
opening of the Enlightenment. But still, within the
same era, the era of Westernization of the world,
or of what Carl Schmitt called "the second nomos
of the earth.” The “third nomos” or the change
of era was marked by the collapse of the Soviet
Union (Schmitt, [1955], 2003, 351-355; Mignolo,
2021, 483-530). From 1990 to today, the era that
opened was announced as “the end of history”

when, in fact, it was the “beginning of a new
history or a new era.” All that to underscore that a)
decolonization/decoloniality during the Cold War
was a project framed within the Westernization
of the planet or the second nomos of the earth;
b) decolonization/decoloniality after 1990, has to
confront the re-Westernization of the world that
erupted with the Washington Consensus and the
neoliberal convictions that from then on it was
Westernization all the way down, without barrier
and without obstacle. In 2025 it is clear to many
that it was not the case.

Two pivotal global events demand our attention:
first, the rationale articulated by the Israeli state for
its military offensive in October 2023, which labeled
the actions of Hamas as terrorism and invoked the
right to self-defense. The second event was the
Russian special operation in Ukraine or invasion in
Western vocabulary. Yet, for Palestinians, October
2023 was a chapter in an ongoing struggle against
a settler-colonial project that began in 1948 with
the establishment of Israel—an act facilitated
by British imperialism and the emerging global
dominance of the United States. The language and
urgency of decolonization are inescapable here,
as Palestinians continue to live under occupation,
denied statehood and self-determination, and
subjected to systematic dispossession and violence
with the support of powerful Western states
(Khalidi 2024).

It is crucial to recall that 1948 is not only the year of
Israel's founding but also the onset of apartheid in
South Africa, which remained in place until 1994.
Today, Israel's policies—its military occupation,
expanding settlements, and the siege of Gaza—
are widely regarded by international human rights
organizations as violations of international law and,
in some analyses, as forms of apartheid. Israel's
actions are sustained by unwavering military and
economic support from the United States, even
as an increasing number of states, including some
within the European Union, publicly denounce the
ongoing violence. However, these condemnations
are rarely matched by meaningful consequences
or policy shifts.

The International Criminal Court (ICC) has seen
formal accusations of war crimes: Benjamin
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Netanyahu, Israel's Prime Minister, faces charges
presented by South Africa, while Russian President
Vladimir Putin stands accused by Ukraine.
These cases lay bare the double standards in the
application of international law and the rhetoric
of Western media and governments. Selective
outrage and inconsistent support for human rights
not only undermine the credibility of the so-called
rules-based international order but also perpetuate
cycles of domination, oppression, disavowal and, as
a consequence, conflicts.

There is a persistent pattern: while the U.S. and
the EU often position themselves as defenders of
democracy and the rule of law, their support for
Israel continues even in the face of grave and well-
documented abuses. Expressions of solidarity with
Palestinians are often suppressed, especially in the
U.S.,where pro-Palestinian activism can be metwith
legal and social reprisals. Meanwhile, only cautious,
belated statements of support for a Palestinian
state emerge from European leaders, revealing
both the limits of Western solidarity and the power
structures that maintain the efforts to manage the
colonial matrix of power. Israel continues with the
unconditional military and economic support of
the U.S,, despite the increasing number of states
condemning the genocide, including growing
dissent within the U.S., but without effective
consequences, so far.

The situation in Ukraine is more complex as it is,
on the one hand, an inter-State conflict, involving
NATO, the EU, the U.S.and Russia. Asin any conflict,
the interpretation depends on the assumptions
(assumptions are always non-rational) from where
you start. In Ukraine, the Western official states
and NATO assumptions is that the invasion was
unprovoked. The Russian and the BRICS countries
assume that the Russian special operation was
provoked by a neoliberal design since 1900 to
expand NATO to the East. These designs have
been explained by Zbigniew Brzezinski, The Grand
Chessboard. American Primacy and Its Strategic
Imperatives (1997). Given the confusion about
the invocation of decolonization in the provoked/
unprovoked Ukrainian conflict, and the notorious
bias of the EU and the U.S. mainstream media, it
is useful to quote the first paragraph of Chapter
2, titled “The Eurasian Chessboard”, where the
author outlines the role of Ukraine-America
geostrategic imperatives

For America, the chief geopolitical prize is
Eurasia. For half a millennium, world affairs
were dominated by Eurasian powers and
peoples who fought with one another for
regional domination and reached out for
global power. Now a non-Eurasian power
is preeminent in Eurasia—and America's
global primacy is directly dependent on how
long and how effectively its preponderance
on the Eurasian continent is sustained.
(Brzezinski, 1997, 30).

On the following page he quotes Samuel
Huntington (1993): “A world without U.S. primacy
will be a world with more violence and disorder,
and less democracy and economic growth, than
a world where the United States continues to
have more influence than any other country in
shaping global affairs.” (cited in Brzezinski, 1997,
31). At Harvard, a political scientist can voice such
assertions with institutional support, regardless of
how speculative they might sound. One needs to
only glance at the World Population Review (2025)
to weigh the bias of these claims.

It's also crucial to note that the Ukrainian people
themselves were not directly involved in the
decisions behind the so-called unprovoked or
provoked war; rather, it was the Ukrainian State
that acted. If decolonization is to be invoked, it
should address inter-state (often mistakenly called
national) relations—meaning the Ukrainian State,
NATO and its member states, and Russia should be
engaged. In this context, the Ukrainian people have
become hostages to their State’s active choices,
not merely passive victims. This conflict, then, can
be better understood as a clash between “primacy”
or re-Westernization and the “disobedience” that
energizes state-led de-westernization.

These two events—the situations in Israel/Palestine
and Ukraine/Russia—highlight the ongoing
transformation of coloniality, often masked or
justified by the language of Western modernity and
the defense of Western values. The West certainly
hastherighttoupholditsvalues, butitdoesnot have
the authority to deny other civilizations the right
to defend their own. In Ukraine's case, those who
claim that the invasion was unprovoked often call
for a ceasefire and for Ukraine's national interests
to be secured (lvakhiv 2022, 2023). Conversely,
those who believe that the conflict was provoked
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see Russia’s national security as paramount, given
NATO’s expansion toward its borders. From this
perspective, the root cause of the war liesin NATO's
actions, with each side presenting its arguments
through official statements and media coverage.
Russia and Ukraine both assert their right to
national security: Russia sees itself as threatened
by NATO, while Ukraine feels threatened by Russia.
In the case of Israel, those supporting Israel’s right
to self-defense often ignore that Palestinians also
have the right to defend themselves after decades
of settler colonialism.

Both events are connected to the mutation of
Westernization into re-westernization (refreshing
so to speak Western strategies of leadership and
domination managed by the US, EU, NATO, G7).
However, the unipolar global designs as sole
manager of the colonial matrix of power provoked
the emergence of de-westernizing States responses
(China, Russia, Iran, BRICS). Ukraine is the site of
confrontation between two projects disputing the
management of the colonial matrix of power. Israel
is a Western post (properly the West here means
to the West of Jerusalem). From the perspective
of Beijing, West Asia, with a focus in Iran, is a
key location in the triangulation with China and
Russia in preventing the march of Westernization
towards Eurasia.

In these explosive circumstances of planetary
resonance, what could the decolonial tasks and
roles be? The dramatic turnaround of the context
and situation in which decolonization operated
and decoloniality was thought out during the Cold
War demands serious and judicious reflections and
elucidations on where decolonization/decoloniality
could and should be operative. The goal of sending
the settler home and founding nation-states
governed by the natives or indigenous peoples
doesn’t seems to be a desirable goal at his point.
Not because there are still a stateless population,
which they are all over (the Palestinian is a case in
point) but because the nation-state is more of a
problem than a solution.

The public sphere—encompassing universities,
schools, museums, journalism, social media, and all
institutions that influence and shape subjectivities
and social relationships—is where decoloniality
finds its urgency. There is no doubt that both
individual and collective perspectives are shaped

by inter-state events such as those previously
discussed. While decoloniality may have little direct
impact on inter-state relations, except to powerful
conceptual apparatus to unveil the colonial matrix
of power under international law and its constant
violation, its (ours) intervention(s) in the public
sphere remains both necessary and timely. It is
important to recognize that decoloniality is one
option among many, and those who participate
in or support it often view their engagement as
a priority. Ultimately, the imperative lies in our
actions, not solely in how we undertake them.

These are among the reasons we invite reflections
grounded in the local histories and personal
experiences sensing modernity and coloniality. Let
us pause briefly to clarify the relational meaning
within three pairs of concepts:

— Modernity serves as the abstract horizon,
while modernizations represent its concrete
implementations across various times, places,
and local histories.

— Coloniality is the abstract horizon, with colonial-
izations as its practical enactments in different
periods, regions, and historical contexts.

— Decoloniality stands as the abstract horizon,
whereas decolonizations are the realizations of
its principles in diverse times, locations, and local
histories.

Decoloniality could be conceived as a “turn” or as
an “option”. As a turn, it means that decoloniality
is a change of direction, but it also means that
it is the decolonial turn, that decoloniality has
arrived. It could be assumed also as an “option”.
Meaning that we leave options: (there is nothing
else but the options populating the semiosphere,
a concept borrowed from Jury Lotman, which
refers to the universe of signs shaping our cultural
lived experience next to the lived experience
of our organism in the biosphere) options of
faith (generally called religions), options of ideas
(generally called ideologies), options of knowledge
(generally called disciplines). In both senses of
the term decoloniality, turn or option, the sphere
of knowing and understanding is operative.
Knowledge and understanding guides our doing,
while our doing guides our thinking.

Readers will find in this issue a wide spectrum
of reflections, extending from South Africa and
Malaysia/Singapore to Russia/Scandinavia, Haiti,
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South America, South Asia, the U.S. and Europe.
Decoloniality, alongside the diverse range of
decolonial tasks within the public sphere, offers both
a powerful analytical lens and an ethical foundation
for everyday practice. It has often been remarked
that the transformation of worlds—plural—depends
on the willingness of their inhabitants to change
themselves. Yet, the process of transformation rarely
unfolds according to our expectations, as myriad
options coexist: some advocate for change, while
others strive to preserve the status quo.

The decolonial option operates in one semiotic
domain within the broader semiosphere. Our bio-
semiotic corporality demands ongoing reflections:
on why do we do what we do, when, where, with
what purpose, to the benefit of whom, and in
relation to what? This volume does not claim to
resolve these questions, but rather a potential
beginning of conversations.
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