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Abstract. The piece deals with the concepts of colonialism, postcolonialism, and neocolonialism as analytical frameworks for studying 

global world order within social sciences. The article stands on a critical position and aims to explain why the postcolonial approach is not 

relevant in its examination of the current world order. As an alternative the piece offers to consider a neocolonial framework as a more appli-

cable approach to the analysis of the today's capitalist word order.  
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Introduction. In the middle of the twentieth century, after 

the end of the Second World War, the global world order had 

radically changed: the centuries-old era of colonialism came 

to an end; the connections, relations, institutions, flows, and 

networks that were formed and supported by the major ac-

tors of international relations were collapsing. The character 

of global interactions had been gradually changing. The 

discursive environment was dominated by the rhetoric of 

economic growth and political equality, while in the political 

field, the national liberation movements of the old colonies 

had been becoming more noticeable. From the beginning of 

the 1950s to the end of the 1970s, the process of decoloniza-

tion unfolded in most of the colonies. However, international 

equality has never become real but rather turned out to be 

only a manipulative discursive construct. Nevertheless, in 

response to the prevailing changes in the world order a new 

direction of interdisciplinary research has emerged within the 

social sciences ─ postcolonial studies, which focus on the 

research of the world after the era of colonialism. This field 

studies the impact of colonization on the non-Western world, 

draws attention to the lack of representation of non-Western 

experience and opens up the possibility to speak for those 

who have not had such an opportunity for a long time. Post-

colonial theorists view the current global inequality system 

as a consequence of the centuries-old domination of some 

states over others, and therefore, as something residual, not 

as something unfolding at the present time. However, in the 

modern world, many relevant processes that are involved in 

the production of global inequality and could be character-

ized as colonial are still taking place. Accordingly, the post-

colonial approach lacks sufficient methodology to describe 

the current processes of producing global inequality. This 

means that it is necessary to formulate a new theoretical and 

methodological framework that will more successfully cope 

with the description and explanation of the current state of 

global social order. A neocolonial approach can deal with 

such a task quite effectively. 

Brief overview of related publications. The topic of co-

lonialism and postcolonialism in the social sciences has been 

researched quite deeply, both theoretically, methodological-

ly, and empirically. While the concept of neocolonialism, 

although originated in the middle of the 20th century, is still 

poorly developed. The author of the term is considered to be 

the Ghanaian philosopher and politician Kwame Nkrumah. 

In addition to him, both researchers working within the 

framework of the postcolonial tradition (Gayatri Chakravorty 

Spivak, Mark Langan, Edwin Charle) and researchers criti-

cizing this approach (Boris Kagarlitsky, A. A. Gorelov, I. A. 

Bronnikov) turn to the concept of neocolonialism. These 

publications only create the foundation for further research 

of neocolonialism and point to vast, unexplored space within 

this field of knowledge. 

Aim. The article aims at substantiating the need to devel-

op a new approach to the study of the structure of the modern 

world order and explaining the outdatedness of the postcolo-

nial approach to the study of the current processes of global 

inequalities construction. As an alternative, the paper pro-

poses to pay more attention to the neocolonial approach to 

the analysis of the above-mentioned topic. 

Materials and methods. The piece is of a theoretical and 

analytical nature; therefore, the main research methods in-

clude a theoretical analysis of the literature and a synthesis of 

several approaches in order to formulate the grounds for a 

new approach to the analysis of the global social order. 

Results and discussion. The starting point in both ap-

proaches, postcolonial and neocolonial, is the concept of 

traditional colonialism. All further research is semantically 

and substantially built up upon it. Colonialism is recognized 

by both approaches as an empirical fact, while each of them 

views the state of the world order after the formal end of the 

colonial era in a different way. Therefore, this analysis 

should begin with the definition of the concept of colonial-

ism. 

Historically, colonialism is rooted in Ancient Greece and 

Rome. Back then this concept meant “the bringing of new 

territory into use by an expanding society, including settle-

ments for trade and agriculture” [1, p.27]. However, in the 

form in which colonialism had existed from 1492 to the 

1970s, and in which it is studied within the social sciences, 

the concept is defined as “coercive incorporation into an 

expansionist state and individual distinction” [1, p.27]. Colo-

nialism of this type is based on coercion, exploitation of all 

types of the resources, administrative and cultural work that 

helps establish hierarchies of power and delineate social and 

geographic boundaries around the world [1, p. 27-28]. Also, 

an important feature of classical colonialism is considered to 

be its formalized consolidation in legal documents, as well as 

in political and economic institutions. In addition, research 

on classical colonialism often focuses on the relationship 

between Europe and the three southern continents (Africa, 
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Asia, and Latin America). European empires are regarded as 

the most influential ─ by 1914 they divided the whole world, 

turning the dependent territories into colonies [2, p. 72-76]. 

Colonies formed from the end of the 19th century, after the 

Franco-Prussian War, and up to the 1970s, belong to the 

capitalist type and are considered as the result of the onset of 

the era of the monopoly of finance capital [2, p.72-76]. Usu-

ally, the postcolonial approach focuses on examining the 

consequences of the existence of that particular stage of 

colonial relations that underlie the postcolonial world order. 

Postcolonial studies as a scientific tradition and postcolo-

nialism as a political movement formally date back to 1955, 

when the Bandung Conference took place. During this event, 

the newly independent states of Asia and Africa declared 

non-alignment, proclaimed themselves as an independent 

power block representing political, economic, and cultural 

interests of the Third World [3, 17]. Postcolonial studies are 

based on a set of principles that indicate a large disparity in 

the development of former colonies and metropolises, which 

is still relevant after the end of colonial dependence. Post-

colonial theorists propose a conceptual reorientation towards 

a greater representation of the non-Western world and 

knowledge produced outside the West. “Роstcolonialism is 

about a changing world, a world that has been changed by 

struggle and which its practitioners intend to change further” 

[3, p. 7]. Moreover, from the point of view of Robert J. 

Young and his proponents, postcolonialism equals triconti-

nentialism, which means that the central focus of the post-

colonial approach is on three continents ─ Asia, Africa, and 

Latin America ─ which are subordinate to Europe and North 

America, and are in the position of economic inequality 

[young 4]. The postcolonial approach may seem to have 

great emancipatory potential and to seek for better represen-

tation of the non-Western world, but there are reasons to 

believe that it itself generates a number of injustices and 

denies equal representation of certain underrepresented 

groups. 

As noted by Boris Kagarlitsky [4], the process of decolo-

nization at the end of the twentieth century did not take place 

under the auspices of national liberation movements, as 

proponents of the postcolonial approach claim. Decoloniza-

tion initially followed the imperialist scenario and aggravated 

dependence on the center [4, p.633-635]. Large capitalist 

countries, former metropolises, and new leaders were forced 

to adapt to the changing post-war world when the costs of 

maintaining colonies became higher than the benefits. Thus, 

decolonization and the subsequent neocolonial form of de-

pendence became the simplest and most conservative solu-

tion, in which the metropolises lost their special political 

sovereignty, but retained the economic status quo. “National 

independence and decolonization not only did not weaken 

the position of imperialism as a system but, on the contrary, 

breathed new life into the peripheral capitalism, which was 

in crisis” [4, p.638]. That is why at the end of the twentieth 

century, the real liberation of the colonies from the depend-

ence of the metropolises was impossible: developed capital-

ist states and large corporations, which by the end of the 

century become new subjects of international relations, 

changing the structure of capitalism, were forced to constant-

ly subjugate more and more spaces. This, contrary to the 

basic principles of postcolonialism, indicates that colonial 

dependence has not ended, but has taken on a new form. 

Kwame Nkrumah, who introduced the concept of neoco-

lonialism, defined it as “modern attempts to perpetuate colo-

nialism while at the same time talking about ‘freedom’” [5]. 

For him, neocolonialism is the last stage of imperialism, 

which is сharacterized by its invisibility and non-

formalization. It is distinguished not by the elimination of 

colonial dependence, but, on the contrary, by deepening of 

exploitation in all domains (economic, political, cultural, 

ideological). Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, who originates 

from colonial India, also uses the concept of neocolonialism. 

With its help, she describes a new stage of colonialism, more 

economic, but less territorial: “... in fact neocolonialism is 

like radiation ─  you feel it less like you don't feel it ─ you 

feel it like you're independent” [6, p. 221]. Thus, she agrees 

with Kwame Nkrumah that neocolonialism is less visible 

and tangible, but no less coercive. At the same time, unlike 

K. Nkrumah and the theorists of postcolonialism, G. Spivak 

expresses an important for the neocolonial approach idea that 

neocolonialism is a kind of metanarrative that describes the 

disparity not only between the West and the former colonies 

but also includes relations between other countries, which 

were not colonial before [6, p. 223]. 

This is an important thesis for identifying the relationship 

between neocolonialism and capitalism since the former is 

the product and the instrument of the latter. A constant ex-

pansiveness, which forces capitalism to continually explore 

new territories, lies in its nature [7]. Capitalism as a global 

world order builds neocolonial relations in the former colo-

nies and is also moving to new spaces that were not previ-

ously dependent on the metropolises. For example, dozens of 

states appeared with the collapse of the Soviet Union and the 

Socialist bloc. Thus, capitalistically developed countries got 

a chance to extend their influence and build neocolonial 

relations with the new states. Postcolonial theorists exclude 

these countries from the scope of their research and do not 

view them as experiencing colonial exploitation. Postcoloni-

alism mainly deals with the problems of the non-white popu-

lation. However, it is actually not the color of the skin, but 

the relations towards the capital that define the amount of 

power and visibility people, social groups and the whole 

nation-states have. Postcolonial studies focus on the popula-

tion of ex-colonies which is normally non-western in terms 

of culture and geography, non-white in terms of skin color, 

but overlooks a whole layer of countries (beyond the area of 

tricontinentialism) that today turn into colonies and social 

groups that became exploited. 

The same applies to the subjects of the dominant pole of 

neocolonial relations. If postcolonialism deals with the rela-

tionship between The West and The Rest [8] and challenges 

western ways of seeing things and producing knowledge, 

then it overlooks new centers of exploitation, which are also 

determined not geographically but by their relation towards 

capital. Thus, within the framework of the neocolonial ap-

proach, China, a large non-Western state, declaratively so-

cialist but gradually implementing elements of market econ-

omy, is viewed as a new “metropolis”, which is no less than 

Western countries involved in the processes of exploitation 

and spreads its influence beyond state borders [9]. From this, 

we can conclude that colonialism today is more associated 

with capitalism and the market economy than with the con-

cept of the West. 

Another area of under-representation within the postcolo-

nial approach concerns research subjects. The main repre-

sentatives of the postcolonial approach are researchers from 
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former colonies or, to a lesser extent, from metropolises. 

“New colonies” don’t have a voice within this framework or 

within any other. So, the neocolonial approach might be-

come the one to give a voice to any state exploited by capi-

talist countries, international organizations, transnational 

corporations, and other agents of capitalist expansion. Since 

the post-socialist space became the main field of capitalist 

expansion starting from the late 80th, many new countries 

have got into a trap of colonial relations. This space has no 

collective experience of colonialism in the past but is for sure 

experiencing it now. Researchers from these countries rarely 

define them as neocolonial, but rather view them as post-

Soviet. Although the Soviet past undoubtedly determines the 

present, there are many relevant processes happening in the 

present time that affect the nature of the domestic and for-

eign policies of these countries, their place in the global 

hierarchy of power. In this perspective, the neocolonial ap-

proach provides much more possibilities than the post-Soviet 

or the postcolonial ones do. 

In addition, the word "postcolonialism" morphologically 

includes the prefix "post-", which lexically means "arising 

after something" and indicates, on the one hand, secondari-

ness and dependence, and on the other, rootedness in the 

past. So, on the semantic level, postcolonialism deals with 

the world after colonialism and excludes new forms of colo-

nial dependence from the analytical scope. Perhaps this 

approach was relevant at the time of its inception, but today, 

70 years later, we understand quite clearly that colonial de-

pendence has not disappeared, and there is no world after 

colonialism. The new types of colonial dependence differ 

from the classical ones only formally, which does not make 

them juster. 

Just as at the ideological level in the late 70s, Western 

capitalism gave birth to neoliberalism in order to ensure the 

legitimacy of its own existence, so on the practical level does 

it turned into neocolonial practices that support and ensure its 

expansion into new spaces (and not only geographic ones). 

Therefore, today we can conclude that the capitalist world 

order is rather neocolonial in nature, and the postcolonial 

approach could be quite misleading and does not cover the 

entire spectrum of global inequalities that this order gener-

ates. 

Conclusion. Historically, the era of postcolonialism be-

gins in 1955. At that time, postcolonialism was becoming an 

actual conceptual framework for describing global processes. 

Both academically and politically, postcolonialism was a 

protest alternative to Western domination. Thanks to the 

postcolonial movement, those objects of research that previ-

ously could not be studied at all were included in the aca-

demic agenda: local identity, national liberation movements, 

the dominance of Western discourse and culture, issues of 

representation of colonized groups, etc. In addition, re-

searchers from colonized countries received the possibility of 

representation within the scientific field. But today, almost 

70 years later, the global social order has changed both in 

form and in substance. A new conceptual framework is 

needed to describe it properly. And, perhaps, the neocolonial 

approach today will be more relevant for the study of the 

system of global inequalities. 

Robert Young, explaining the consequences of the post-

colonial movement, says that before its emergence, the world 

was bipolar, divided between the USA and the USSR [3, 

p.16]. Decolonization gave birth to a tripolar world (coun-

tries of the First, Second, and Third Worlds), which in turn 

became the object of research in postcolonial theory. Today, 

as Thomas Piketty notes [10], the gap between rich and poor 

states is critically growing, which means that there is practi-

cally no room left for the Second World. The world is striv-

ing for bipolarity again. However, this time the division is 

not based on ideology, but rather on the attitude towards the 

capital, which determines the place of the state in the world 

hierarchy. This capitalist hierarchy is supported by neocolo-

nial practices that, in one way or another, affect the whole 

world and conquer new territories. Modern processes of 

constructing global inequality are systemic in nature and 

cover the whole world. Therefore, limiting one's research 

only to former colonies, as the supporters of the postcolonial 

approach suggest, means deliberately excluding from it a 

whole layer of societies that are located within the same 

hierarchy. To study these processes, a new conceptual 

framework is needed that will embrace the whole world. 

Neocolonial approach could be a productive alternative. 
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