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Abstract
This essay responds to commentaries (this issue) on Go's 
“Thinking Against Empire: Anticolonial Thought as Social 
Theory” (this issue). The essay addressed shared concerns 
and underlying themes of the commentaries, most of which 
pivot around the problem of the anticolonial and the status 
of disciplinary sociology as a knowledge project. Is there a 
need for sociology to incorporate anticolonial thought? How 
does anticolonial thought as social theory differ from other 
epistemic projects? Is the distinction between sociology's 
imperial episteme and anticolonial thought fruitful or obfus-
cating? And what are the possibilities and limits of a social 
science informed by anticolonial thought? Ultimately, the 
essay maintains that anticolonial thought offers a powerful 
sociological imagination that can be fruitfully tethered to a 
project of realist social science. It also maintains that realist 
social science can be emancipatory; provided that it is reor-
iented by anticolonial thought.

K E Y W O R D S
anticolonialism, decolonial thought, postcolonial theory, social 
theory, sociological theory

O R I G I N A L  A R T I C L E

Anticolonial thought, the sociological imagination, 
and social science: A reply to critics

Julian Go

DOI: 10.1111/1468-4446.13025

Received: 26 March 2023    Accepted: 30 April 2023

This is an open access article under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivs License, which permits 
use and distribution in any medium, provided the original work is properly cited, the use is non-commercial and no modifications or 
adaptations are made.

© 2023 The Authors. The British Journal of Sociology published by John Wiley & Sons Ltd on behalf of London School of Economics 
and Political Science.

https://wileyonlinelibrary.com/journal/bjos
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1111%2F1468-4446.13025&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2023-05-15


GO2

1 | INTRODUCTION

I am both honored and grateful to have such insightful scholars offer their critical perspectives on my essay. I am also 
overwhelmed. While some of the comments opine that my essay is not sociological enough, others suggest it is too 
sociological. Some suggest that my project of recovering anticolonial thought is provocative and important, others 
insinuate that it is duplicative of what is already being done. I am unsure whether this diversity reflects the plurality 
of positions in the British sociological field or whether it reflects the ambiguities of my essay itself. In any case, the 
diversity of responses is not only overwhelming; it is humbling if not, in a certain sense, beautiful.

I regret that, given space limitations, I cannot address every point raised in the commentaries. But I can try address 
shared concerns and underlying themes. Most of them pivot around the problem of the anticolonial and the status of 
disciplinary sociology as a knowledge project. Is there a need for sociology to incorporate anticolonial thought? How 
does anticolonial thought as social theory differ from other epistemic projects? Is the distinction between sociology's 
imperial episteme and anticolonial thought fruitful or obfuscating? Why bother incorporating anticolonial thought 
into our theoretical repertoire? And what are the possibilities and limits of a social science informed by anticolonial 
thought? As readers will see by the end of my response, even addressing these selected set of questions will take up 
far too much space—almost as much space as my original essay. But I beg patience and hope to do the commentaries 
some amount of justice. I also hope the critics take the fact that I've written such a lengthy response as an acknowl-
edgement of how incredibly generous and generative their comments have been for my thinking.

2 | SITUATING THE PROJECT

It helps to begin with a brief contextualization of the essay, which brings me to the work referred to extensively by 
Favell (this issue): Postcolonial Thought and Social Theory (PTST) (Go, 2016b). 1 One of the tasks of PTST was to show 
that social theory and its institutionalized expression in the US and Europe—disciplinary sociology—was born in, of 
and for empire. This claim built upon my research into the history of sociology (Go, 2009, 2013a) and upon the earlier 
pathbreaking work of scholars like Connell (1997) and Seidman (1996, p. 2013) who began sketching the entangle-
ments of disciplinary sociology and empire very early on. My task was not only to trace such entanglements but to 
consider their implications for social theory and sociology. I found that disciplinary sociology was part and parcel of 
what I called the “imperial episteme” and that many of its theories, concepts, problematics and agendas embedded 
an “imperial standpoint.” I then turned to a different body of thought—“postcolonial” thought—that existed alongside 
disciplinary sociology but was not typically thought of as relevant for social theory or social science. Postcolonial 
thought emerged as an academic discourse in the 1980s in the humanities and embedded a different standpoint than 
disciplinary sociology: rather than imperialism, its lineage lay in anti-imperial and anti-colonial writings of the earlier 
part of the twentieth century. I argued that postcolonial thought in the academic humanities since the late 1970s 
generatively embedded anticolonial thinking attendant with anticolonial movements earlier in the century.

With the insights of this anticolonial cum postcolonial thought I was able to name the key components of disci-
plinary sociology's imperial standpoint (such as its essentialism, its analytic bifurcations, its ignorance of empire and 
colonialism, its metrocentrism and occlusion of subaltern agency). And with the insights of postcolonial thought I 
offered some ways in which theory and research in disciplinary sociology—an epistemic project that I believe in (more 
on this later)—might be reoriented to overcome the analytic limitations imposed by its imperial standpoint. I hoped to 
see a “third wave” of postcolonial thought anchored not in the humanities but in the social sciences. In short, I tried 
to glimpse a postcolonial sociology on the horizon (Go, 2016b).

But how to get there? I argued that at least two routes to a postcolonial sociology were available. For transcend-
ing essentialism, analytic bifurcations, and methodological relationalism, I suggested global-historical relationalism or, 
more precisely a “postcolonial relationalism” that seeks to track social relations through what Edward Said (1993, p. 36) 
referred to as “overlapping territories, entwined histories” (Go, 2016a, pp. 110–111; Magubane, 2005). This approach 
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GO 3

is thus one way of overcoming what Valluvan and Kapoor (this issue) refer to as British sociology's “self-referentialism.” 
I have taken up this route in earnest and other methodological work (Go, 2011, 2020; Go and Lawson, 2017, 2020). I 
also employ the approach in my current empirical research into the history of militarized policing in the US and Britain 
(2020a; In Press). In that research, I argue that militarized policing in the US and Britain is an effect of empire; that 
is, a “boomerang effect”—a term that Valluvan and Kapoor (this issue) conjure from Koram's (2022) recent use of the 
concept. The concept “boomerang effect” is not found in existing sociologies. It comes from an anticolonial thinker 
of the twentieth century: Aimé Césaire (1955). What I try to do in my recent work on policing is operationalize the 
concept and put to work in empirical research. I sociologize it.

My use of Césaire's “boomerang” concept manifests the second route towards a postcolonial sociology that 
brings us exactly to point of this forum: the subaltern standpoint. Conventional sociology has long embedded the 
imperial standpoint; its questions, concepts, theories and paradigms emerge from experiences and concerns of white 
male elites resting at the apex of the imperial metropoles. As an alternative, I suggest a social science that begins 
(though does not necessarily end) with the subaltern standpoint which embeds the experiences and concerns of the 
globally subjugated can be an alternative epistemic position from which to craft a postcolonial if not a postimperial 
social science. Rather than starting our questions, problematics, theories or categories from the perspective of the 
dominant class in imperial metropoles, we should instead start our questions, problematics, theories or categories 
from the perspective of the dominated and marginalized. To advance this project, I enlist a particular philosophy of 
science—scientific perspectivism, or rather perspectival realism—to provide the epistemic warrant for this subaltern 
standpoint approach. With it, I insist that the subaltern standpoint does not rest upon an essentialist but rather a 
relational identity; and I reject claims that a subaltern standpoint approach leads to parochial, subjectivist or relativist 
sociologies (Go, 2016b, pp. 153–184).

What I now refer to as the anticolonial standpoint is one manifestation of the subaltern standpoint. 2 It offers 
perspectives on the social world and embeds experiences of domination and subjugation that conventional impe-
rial sociology—from its viewpoint on high—overlooks, ignores or represses. It thereby offers an aperture for craft-
ing novel sociological problematics, concepts, theories and research programs. These can be excavated, developed 
and mobilized for rethinking existing conventional sociological agendas and bringing sociology closer to a postcolo-
nial form—that is, a form that reaches beyond the confines of the imperial standpoint. My BJS essay, “Anticolonial 
Thought as Social Theory,” is one manifestation among others of this subaltern standpoint approach. It is an attempt 
advance the postcolonial agenda by providing some actual theoretical and conceptual resources and invite further 
explorations into the anticolonial archive that has been neglected as a basis for sociological theorizing for too long. 
It is also a response to the question that must be addressed if we are to advance the conversation, rather than only 
“calling for” decolonial sociology or critiquing imperial sociology: “what are the actual alternative concepts or theories 
or sociological perspectives that anticolonial/postcolonial thinkers offer us? Is there anything more to these thinkers 
than just critique?” 3 My essay, “Anticolonial Thought as Social Theory,” is one attempt to address these important 
questions and uncover at least some fragments of the alternative sociological imagination that anticolonial thought 
offers. 4

3 | PREACHING TO THE CONVERTED

Some of the commentators in this issue remain unconvinced of the need for such a project. Favell (this issue) suggests 
that my essay is redundant. It “preaches to the converted” and says “nothing new or contentious.” Similarly, Valluvan 
and Kapoor (this issue) suggest that British sociology is already postcolonial, as “antiracist” sociology (their term) has 
long been a staple of intellectual diet in Britain. They also point out that young sociologists have been spared subjec-
tion to the imperialist sociological canon, as instead British sociology has been fed on a healthy diet of “Foucault, 
Bourdieu and Butler.” Evidently, British sociology already has a “vast repertoire of postcolonial thinking and refer-
ences” that is by now “mainstream” (Valluvan and Kapoor, this volume).
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My assumption has long been that postcolonial (and anticolonial) theory has been absent from British sociology. 5 
I was therefore delighted to learn from these commentators that British sociology is by now fully postcolonial, such 
that my essay in the British Journal of Sociology would be redundant and preaching to the crowd. If US sociology 
needed to some exposure to the ideas in my 2016 book (and before that, my earlier articles on the need for a post-
colonial sociology), apparently British sociology no longer does.

Accordingly, after reading the comments about how mainstream anticolonial thought had become, I went back 
to the BJS to read up on all the developments and learn from the new postcolonial/anticolonial sociologies I had 
been missing out on. I was excited to read the detailed exegeses on the social thought of Fanon, Cesaire, Cabral, 
CLR James, Nkrumah, Mabel Dove, DuBois, Jose Martí or perhaps indigenous thinkers across the British empire 
whose thinking had been repressed. I was eager to learn about how to translate Spivak's concept of subalternity or 
“strategic essentialism” to sociological research; or critical analyses of Ibn Khaldun's positionality; or how anticolonial 
thought differed from geoepistemic essentialism. I was anxious to read the spirited defenses of charges from critics 
that postcolonial sociology was particularistic, subjectivist and advocated epistemic relativism. I looked forward to 
learning from new exegeses on the current state of empire from writers influenced by Stuart Hall or to dig into more 
postcolonial work by Paul Gilroy and others. I was also looking forward to finally reading work that shows how the 
theories of postcolonial thinkers can be best reconciled with Eurocentric Marxism, or learning from the new research 
on British race relations that employ concepts from postcolonial theorists. I was eager to read the exciting new 
historical sociologies exploring how the slavery in the British Caribbean has shaped current policing practices; how 
colonialism generated path dependent processes that explain current global inequality; how anticolonial movements 
of the 1960s shaped the formation of antiracist movements in Manchester, London or Bristol; how racial ideologies 
developed during Britain's colonial rule in African or Asian countries have been institutionalized in colonial states 
to shape polices and postcolonial legacies; or how such ideologies have boomeranged home. I searched too for 
the research articles that empirically track the tight connections between colonialism and the emergence of British 
sociology, or the colonial origins of social thought around the world. Surely the contents of the BJS would a good 
place for seeing all of the British postcolonial and anticolonial sociology that renders my essay redundant, as some 
commentators in this issue suggested. 6

I was sadly disappointed. Even a cursory examination of the content of the BJS reveals that postcolonial or 
anticolonial thinkers, texts and empirical research informed by postcolonial theory are hardly commonplace. Of the 
top 10 most cited articles in the BJS in the past five years, none discuss empire, colonialism, postcolonialism or use 
anticolonial thinkers and texts. 7 A search of the word “colonial” and its cognates in the abstracts of articles published 
in the BJS from 2001 to 2022 reveals only 17 articles, most of which were published after 2018. There were only 
11 abstracts with the word “empire” in the abstract, and 0 with “Fanon” in the abstract. Relatedly, a full-text search 
of BJS articles from 2001 to 2022 reveals that Fanon is mentioned 18 times and Stuart Hall is mentioned 36 times. 
Meanwhile, there were 364 mentions of Bourdieu, 204 of Foucault, and 255 of Marx.

There is no empirical evidence, therefore, to suggest, as Favell (this issue) does, that postcolonial sociology is 
basically a “mopping up operation” or that as Valluvan and Kapoor (this issue) state, it is “mainstream.” And what 
about course modules and curricula? Comprehensive data is lacking, but the most recent systematic review reveals 
that the study of race and postcolonialism remain marginal to British sociology (Joseph-Salisbury et al., 2020; see 
also Moosavi, 2022). I realize that, to some, a few DEI initiatives, a few additions to syllabi, and a few articles in main-
stream journals might appear as if intellectual barbarians are flooding through the gates of sociology's empire. But 
that does not mean the discipline has been decolonized. 8 What we need to see are sociologists tracing empirically 
the various ways in which colonialism has impacted modern society rather than just chanting to decolonize. What we 
need to see are sociologists putting down their conventional sociological texts and explicating all the new concepts 
and ideas we can get when we read anticolonial ones. We need to do more work.

It may be that when commentators say that postcolonial thought is now “mainstream” they are really referring 
to “antiracist” sociology (Valluvan and Kapoor, this issue). But “antiracist” sociology as it is presently configured and 
postcolonial, anticolonial or decolonial sociology are not the same thing. British and US sociology can be ostensibly 
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“antiracist” without paying attention to colonial and imperial histories that structure racism. In the US, antiracist soci-
ology has existed for some time, much of it coming under the title of the “Sociology of Race & Ethnicity.” Even W.E.B. 
DuBois has been mainstreamed in the US, with the American Sociological Association naming an award after him and 
flagship sociology journals publishing numerous essays on his work. But few if any of this work has taken colonialism 
and empire seriously. They bring in DuBois but at best they refer to the early liberal DuBois of The Philadelphia Negro 
(1897) rather than the later thoroughly anticapitalist and anticolonial DuBois. Similarly, it may very well be that the 
British sociological canon is beyond Weber, Durkheim and Parsons and has fully incorporated “Foucault, Bourdieu, 
and Butler” instead (Valluvan and Kapoor, this issue). But these thinkers do not mark a postcolonial/anticolonial posi-
tion either. With the exception perhaps of certain aspects of Bourdieu (whom I discuss in Go, 2016a), these thinkers 
fall into all the traps of imperial sociology that I discuss in Postcolonial Thought and Social Theory. 9

The point here is not to impugn British sociology nor underplay the earlier efforts of vanguard sociologists like 
Stuart Hall and Paul Gilroy who, as Valluvan and Kapoor (this issue) note, opened up crucial new spaces in British 
sociology for critical scholarship. Nor do I mean to trumpet the BJS as the only source of legitimate sociology. 10 The 
point is to suggest that mainstream British sociology might not be as converted to the anticolonial standpoint as some 
of the responses to my essay imply. By publishing my essay in the BJS, therefore, my goal is exactly the opposite of 
what Favell (this volume) suggests. I am not trying to preach to the converted but rather to the unconverted. One 
goal was to contribute to the larger ongoing project of postcolonial sociology by pointing to the anticolonial tradition 
as a resource for disciplinary sociology and offering some social-theoretical readings of anticolonial thinkers whose 
standpoints have not yet been absorbed by existing sociological programs. Let me state again: we need to do more 
work. Rather than just repeatedly calling for anticolonial sociology, we need to actually do it.

Of course, the BJS does not have to be the only forum for advancing this project. But I do fear that what commen-
tators think of as preaching to the converted is in fact what too many proponents of postcolonial/anticolonial/deco-
lonial sociology have been doing for too long, which is why we see so few postcolonial sociologies in journals like the 
BJS. And I do not wish to see anticolonial thought relegated to certain outlets or spaces only. We need to cultivate 
alternative spaces and outlets while also struggling to prove the worth of postcolonial sociology in traditional outlets. 
We need to win new converts and convince our more skeptical colleagues that postcolonial sociology is a valid and 
powerful approach for theorizing and studying social relations.

I cannot stress enough that this project requires much more work than is already being done. Nor can I stress 
enough that this project demands hard work. It requires outlining the epistemic premises and philosophy of social 
science underpinning postcolonial sociology to dispute charges that postcolonial sociology is subjectivist, particu-
laristic or promotes epistemic relativism. 11 It requires demonstrating, through careful argumentation and continued 
theorizing, that postcolonial/anticolonial thought deserves to be a crucial if not dominant part of disciplinary sociol-
ogy. It demands all of us conducting painstaking empirical research using postcolonial theory and anticolonial thought 
as the dominant frame so that we can better explain, illuminate and critically apprehend society. It requires us show-
ing our skeptical colleagues how impoverished our sociological imagination is without the anticolonial perspective; 
proving to them that their our accounts and theories of the world, informed by postcolonial thought, are better at 
explaining society than theirs. It requires speaking directly to the imperial guards and gatekeepers of the discipline.

4 | THE ANTICOLONIAL CONTRA THE IMPERIAL

While some commentators suggest my turn to anticolonial thought is by now conventional, others question whether 
it is a tenable move in the first place. Krause (this issue) points out that my project requires a distinguishing between 
anticolonial thought and imperial sociology but claims that the distinction homogenizes differences among thinkers 
and ignores variations across national scientific fields. The related criticism is that the distinction appears to offer a 
sociology of sociology but “does not really do so” (Krause, this issue).

I stand by my distinction between anticolonial thought and imperial sociology. Such a distinction, and indeed any 
distinction—including those that Krause might offer as a better one—must be rooted in an ontological claim about 
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GO6

divisions or positions in the world that shape knowledge. So let me be clear: my distinction between anticolonial 
thought and imperial sociology is rooted in an ontology of global hierarchy and its associated formations of knowl-
edge. My claim is that there is a global hierarchy wrought by empire, and that different positions in that hierarchy 
generate relatively different sets of experiences, concerns and hence views of social life. Imperial sociology embeds 
the concerns, experiences and view of those at the apex of global hierarchies—that is, imperial metropolitan elites—
while anticolonial social thought embeds the concerns, experiences and view of those who have been relegated to 
the bottom of global hierarchies. To make this claim is not to claim that all anticolonial experiences are the same (I 
differentiate, for instance, between different colonial problematics of domination, such as between settler coloni-
alism and other forms). It does mean, though, that the anticolonial marks a shared underlying set of concerns and 
rudimentary experiences that in turn shape knowledge production.

This is exactly a sociology of sociology—or more precisely a sociology of social knowledge and social thought—even 
if it is not one that Krause prefers. It is a macrosociology of knowledge, one influenced by post-positivist feminist stand-
point theorists like Dorothy Smith, Patricia Hill Collins, and Sandra Harding (among many others) but which rescales their 
insights to the global field. A key point of this standpoint theory is that knowledge, including sociological knowledge, 
emerges from social locations; that social position within relations of power shapes concerns, interests, experiences and 
hence knowledge. Thus Dorothy Smith (1987, 1997), in her formative work on feminist sociology, has long contended 
that conventional disciplinary sociology reflects the male standpoint which is tied to men's social location at the apex 
of social power. Men developed their sociology as they saw the world through the lens of corporate leaders, capitalists, 
managers, administrators, or top government officials. Embedding this social position, traditional sociology saw certain 
things about the social world, produced particular questions, and generated sociological concepts and theories while 
wittingly or unwittingly repressing others. My distinction between imperial and anticolonial sociology extends this stand-
point theory of knowledge to global hierarchies. Hence, much as Dorothy Smith famously claimed that sociology in her 
time had been masculinist, embedded the male standpoint, so too do I claim—joining in the spirit of Connell's (1997, 
2007) seminal work—that there is an “imperial sociology” that embeds the standpoint of imperial metropolitan elites. And 
as Smith and subsequent feminist standpoint theory posited that the feminist standpoint offered an alternative basis 
for social knowledge, so too do I suggest that the anticolonial standpoint offers an alternative basis for social thought. 12

Surely there are other axes of differentiation besides the imperial and anticolonial. Krause points to national 
fields as important, and I agree. But again ontology is important. When doing a sociology of social thought, what 
is the analysts' understanding of the social in which we see knowledge as embedded? If our ontology is that the 
nation-state is the key basis of social differentiation in the world, then we will be more likely to claim that national 
boundaries define differences between social knowledge's. The ontology I work from recognizes that national bound-
aries might be one point of differentiation, but it stresses that also empires and their lasting legacies is another—and 
one that has been too long ignored. This is why I still think the differentiation between imperial sociology and antico-
lonial thought tells us something important.

To be clear, this ontology of global hierarchy and its attendant differentiation between imperial and anticolonial 
standpoints does not map onto geography. The difference between imperial and anticolonial sociology cuts across 
national boundaries. It also applies within metropoles and within colonies. Empire created complex hierarchies across 
the globe that cross-cut nations as well as colonies (which is something that anticolonial thinkers themselves help 
us see). This is also to say, then, that imperial sociology is not confined to the imperial metropoles (just as antico-
lonial thought is not confined to the postcolonial world). Through complex processes typically having to do with 
colonial expansion and postcolonial geopolitics, it has spread all around the world to envelop even postcolonial 
countries. While social thought originates in certain locations, hitched to certain social groups, it moves about. There 
are hegemonies.

This is exactly why I reject geoepistemic essentialism, as I discuss in the essay. Just because a thinker or social 
theory comes from a colony or ex-colonial country does not mean it is automatically an alternative to imperial 
sociology—it can carry the same imprint of the latter. This is also why I would rebuke any claim that my distinction 
between imperial sociology and anticolonial thought implies a definition of sociology that “excludes real-existing 
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GO 7

current Latin American sociology, real existing sociology in and of South Asia, the Arab World, long-standing contri-
butions from area studies” as Krause (this issue) claims. Sociology does not only exist in the imperial metropoles. Nor 
does imperial sociology only exist there. Imperial sociologies exist in the ex-colonial world too. The extent to which it 
does so, the exact reasons for why, the precise institutional configurations that embeds it, and the forms of opposi-
tion and resistance to it probably varies greatly across contexts. But available evidence does suggest that even “real 
existing sociology in and of South Asia”, for instance, contains imperial sociology as well as anticolonial thought - as 
Patel's work on sociology in India shows (Patel, 2021). 13 Sociology in America's ex-colony, the Philippines, is another 
example. In the essay I discuss Apolinario Mabini as an anticolonial thinker whose implicit sociology is worth consid-
ering. But in the Philippines, to my knowledge, he is not seen as nor read as a sociologist—if he is read at all. Indeed, 
sociologists in the Philippines still highlight that how much of their sociological classes in Philippine universities were 
dominated by US and European sociological theorists and trends, from Marxism to Blumerian symbolic interactionism 
and Parsonian structuralism and US social science in general (Banzon Bautista, 2000, p. 181). And according to Alatas 
(2003, 2006) a Eurocentric canon embedding an imperial episteme still dominates Southeast Asia. The hegemony of 
imperial episteme bleeds through the boundaries of nation-states and hence of national sociologies.

In stating this, I agree that I am applying, as Krause (this volume) warns, some kind of “test” of inclusion. But 
“tests,” or as I prefer to think of them, epistemic “warrants,” are always present. Any social thinker who is assigned to 
a syllabus, made part of a canon, who is referred to or cited requires a warrant, some kind of implicit “test” that they 
must pass to be included. And any text that passes such tests embed biases. 14 The problem is that the warrant for 
too long has been tradition, some kind of vague notion of “genius”, the status of the thinkers' institutional affiliation, 
or a claim that this thinker addresses certain pressing social problems better than another thinker. Some of these 
criteria implicitly bear the imprint of the imperial episteme (Go, 2020b). Attempts to include the “Global South” into 
the canon go by a different test: geographic location or worst yet, racial or ethnic identity (hence running the risk of 
geoepistemic essentialism). The question, then, should not be about whether or not my project requires a test. The 
question is whether or not the test gets us to something new and interesting.

The wager in my BJS article is that an “anticolonial” criteria does in fact get us something new and interest-
ing: it gets us an alternative sociological imagination, one that embeds more social experiences and concerns than 
do conventional and canonical sociology (from Marx, Weber and Durkheim to Parsons or even critical sociologies 
extracted from Foucault, Latour or Butler). In my essay, I therefore outline some of the components of that alter-
native sociological imagination. I think these insights emerge because of the particular benefits of the anticolonial 
standpoint. It is not only that did anticolonial movements, texts and thinkers tended to speak to and from the experi-
ences of dominated groups in their societies. It is also that, as critics of colonialism, they exposed the lies of colonial 
discourse, thus challenging scientific racism, the Eurocentrism and ethnocentrism of imperialists, the hypocrisy of 
European humanism, and the idea that US or European imperialism was benign and “civilizing.” Anticolonial thinkers 
often “saw” things that were different from mainstream social scientists at the time, as well as from imperialists and 
colonial actors. They were likewise compelled to think about the world very differently than many imperialists and 
colonial actors did, and their writings allow us insights into different imaginings.

Furthermore, as anticolonialists tried to make sense of racist claims, the brutality of European colonizers or the 
contradictions of the imperialists' humanist and “civilizing” discourses, anticolonialists were prompted to make new 
connections. They began to see how racist brutality was connected to colonial economic exploitation, for instance; 
or how the local bourgeoisie were connected to European imperialists and the larger capitalist world-system; or how 
gender relations intersected with class in new ways than they did in metropoles, and so on. Anticolonialists thus 
offered critiques of and new insights into systems of economic exploitation, capitalism, dehumanization, racialization, 
gender, empires and global relations; thereby crafting new sociologies and often new theories of society entirely. 
Finally, as anticolonialists struggled against these new systems they found, they generated insights into forms of soli-
darity, conflict, and possible postcolonial post-imperial worlds (on the latter, see Go, 2013a; Hammer & White, 2018; 
and Getachew, 2019 among others). I therefore maintain that these are things worth reading into, and that the “test” 
of entry that I specify here (anticolonial thought), while having its own exclusions and biases, has some value.
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5 | ANTICOLONIAL SOCIAL SCIENCE

Other commentators wonder about the difference between my approach and other bodies of theory, such as Marx-
ism and decolonial theory. Favell brings up Marxism and claims that my approach, along with that of Bhambra and 
Holmwood (2021), “underplays” the fact that thinkers like DuBois and Fanon were unabashed Marxists in orientation 
and thought. I cannot speak for Bhambra and Holmwood, but I can say that, in my book Postcolonial Thought and Social 
Theory to which Favell refers, does in fact discuss the Marxist influence upon anticolonial and postcolonial thought 
at great length. As I show, anticolonial thinkers like Fanon and his teacher Césaire embraced Marxism but rejected 
its provinciality, and what marks out postcolonial thought is exactly this willingness to adopt Marxist thought while 
pushing its limits. “Marx is alright,” Césaire once said, “but we need to complete Marx” (quoted in Go 2016, p. 37).

What about “decolonial” thought? Meghji (this issue) observes close similarities between my project and the 
decolonial approach originating with Anibal Quijano (2000, 2007) and carried forth by Walter Mignolo (2011b, 
2011a) and his collaborators (e.g., Walsh and Mignolo, 2018). Megjhi is right to note these similarities. But there 
also important differences. First, my specification of anticolonial thought as the basis for an alternative sociology is 
rooted in sociohistorical positionality rather than geoepistemic location. Meghji reads Mignolo's decolonial project as 
relational, thus as a project that does not fall into the trap of geoepistemic essentialism. I fear this reading is not the 
same as mine. While proponents of the decolonial approach do speak of “border thinking” and emphasize “relational-
ity”, and while they refer to anticolonial movements and some of the same anticolonial thinkers as I do, I find a nota-
ble  and often frustrating inconsistency. In the very works that Meghi cites, decolonial proponents oscillate between 
relational criteria and geographic, geopolitical and cultural ones. They often conflate them. 15 Mignolo (2011a: 45) 
claims that the “epistemic disobedience” entailed in the decolonial project “takes us to a different place, to a different 
“beginning” (not in Greece, but in the responses to the “conquest and colonization” of America and the massive trade 
of enslaved Africans), to spatial sites of struggles and building rather than to a new temporality within the same space 
(from Greece, to Rome, to Paris, to London, to Washington DC).” Quijano (2007: 177) asserts that decolonial knowl-
edge is a challenge to and hence outside of “the European paradigm of rationality/modernity.” 16 Mignolo (2011b: 2) 
meanwhile premises his approach upon the basic thesis that “modernity is a complex narrative whose point of origi-
nation was Europe” (as opposed to a global process from the start). Walsh and Mignolo (2018: 2) announce relatedly 
that they seek a “pluriversal decoloniality” and “decolonial pluriversality” as “they are being thought and constructed 
outside and in the borders and fissures of the North Atlantic western world”, including “temporalities” outside of “the 
Western idea of time “and “Western-imagined fictional temporality.” 17 Mignolo even refers to linguistic (and by impli-
cation, ethnocultural and geographic) difference as marking the parameters of the decolonial. “[D]ecolonial thinking 
is,” he writes, “thinking that de-links and opens…to the possibilities …by the modern rationality that is mounted and 
enclosed by categories of Greek, Latin, and the six modern imperial European languages” (Mignolo, 2011b, p. 44). 18

Even if the decolonial projects' relationality can trump its apparent slide into geoepistemic essentialism, there 
remain important disciplinary differences conjoined with different knowledge projects. 19 As I understand it, the deco-
lonial school is a philosophical project seeking alternatives to standard modes of thought and epistemologies in 
the so-called “western” Enlightenment tradition. It seeks epistemes, cosmologies, knowledge systems, and philos-
ophies that manifest “another rationality”, as Quijano (2007: 177) puts it; a rationality that has been “discredited” 
for being “traditional, barbarian, primitive, mystic” (Mignolo, 2011b, p. 44). The goal, therefore, is to locate forms of 
thought cultivated at the “border” of “western rationality” (i.e., alternatives to the strictures of “Western” philosoph-
ical thought) that can address philosophical questions about existence, being, hermeneutics and entirely different 
“cosmologies” and “epistemologies” that have the status of a “relatively exteriority” to “Western epistemology” and 
can bring about “other economy, other politics, other ethics” (Grosfoguel, 2013, p. 87; Mignolo, 2007, pp. 453, 472). 
The project seeks alternative modalities of thinking, knowing and being. 20

This is grand and vital project. My project is humbler. I hope to recover anticolonial thought as social theory to 
mobilize for social scientific analysis and research. That project may contribute to a bigger project of constructing 
alternative imaginaries and modalities of living, but the immediate goal is not to locate an entirely new epistemology 
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GO 9

or philosophy of being that is an alternative to social science and its ostensible “western rationality.” It is rather to 
locate new concepts, theories, or approaches for a realist social scientific project of illuminating social relations and 
processes, forms and practices of power, historical events and social institutions that have been undertheorized, 
under-researched, or even ignored. These do not amount to pure alternatives to western philosophical traditions or 
cosmologies, nor alternatives that “border” them. Rather they amount to an alternative sociological imagination, one 
that can be rooted still in the “western” epistemology and ontology of social science (i.e., sociological realism) but 
is nonetheless an alternative to dominant imperialist modes in disciplinary sociology. Hence, I contrast Fanon with 
Parsons or Mabini with Durkheim, while decolonial proponents contrast Waman Puma and Ottabah Cugoano with 
Descartes, Kant and Rousseau; hence, too, I probe Mabel Dove's work to better understand the dilemma of postco-
lonial states, while decolonial proponents explore indigenous thinkers to arrive at a different ethics or ontology of 
the world. And so on.

In short, rather than different cosmologies, ontologies or rationalities that offer an alternative to “the concep-
tual tools inherited from the Renaissance and the Enlightenment,” my project is a social scientific one and operates 
squarely within the terms of the Enlightenment (Walsh and Mignolo, 2018, p. 7). Most proponents of decolonial 
thought would be obliged to condemn this project of social science as part of the very “European paradigm of ration-
ality/modernity” that they seek to unsettle (Walsh and Mignolo, 2018, p. 7). I do not (even though I agree that the 
Enlightenment's dark sides must be consistently critiqued). 21 The differentiating feature of my project, therefore, 
comes down to this: I am unabashed believer in the potential power of realist social science whereas philosophical 
decolonialism abjures it. And I believe anticolonial thought can help us realize its power. 22

I can already hear critics bemoaning my allegiance to social science. But as I argue in Postcolonial Thought and 
Social Theory, it is difficult if not impossible to critique forms of domination, power and exploitation without at least 
a minimal social scientific realism. Even the most ardent skeptics' claims about social science rely upon it—just that 
they do not often admit it. To claim that imperialism is a form of exploitation rather than benevolence, for example, 
is a sociologically realist claim. To claim that there is institutional racism is also a claim that realist social science 
can countenance. To claim that sociology has done violence to the world is also itself a sociologically realist claim 
(Go 2016, pp. 71–75). So I prefer to be reflective and open, rather than obfuscating and unreflexive, and state my 
badge boldly and proudly: I believe in realist social science. I believe that there is an objective social world existing 
outside of our individual minds; that it is replete with patterns of unequal relations, domination and hierarchy that 
are accessible and knowable; and that social science—through rigorous empirical research, critical assessments of 
evidence, and the careful deployment of logics of causal inference and testing—can help us describe, explain and ulti-
mately critique those patterns. Without such work, it becomes difficult to confidently counter arguments like “there is 
no racism in society”, “white people are discriminated against too”, “colonialism was good for the colonized” or “there 
is no institutional racism in policing.”

This, then, is a project that is different from deducing statements about the social world from the wisdom of 
philosophical writings and observations. It is also different from making assertions about the social world based 
only upon a single individuals' experiences (to wit: “I experience ‘reverse racism’, therefore it exists”). A realist social 
science instead seeks to systematically study social relations. It does not take it for granted that power and knowledge 
are connected; it researches them. It does not assume that colonialism left lasting legacies; it studies those legacies 
systematically. It does not only assert that history is relevant; it painstakingly reveals its impact. It does not assume 
that racism operates in only one or another manner; it empirically and systematically investigates its variety and 
veracities. It does not take individuals' experience as social knowledge in itself; it uses individuals' experience  as the 
basis for further studying society to produce social knowledge about the social causes, consequences and complexi-
ties of injustice and power on a broad systemic scale. When W.E.B. DuBois in the late nineteenth century dismantled 
the dominant claims at the time that Black Americans were inferior due to their biology, blood and stock, he did not 
counter with loud opinions or a new philosophical tract. Though rooted in subjective experiences of domination—
that is, a subaltern standpoint—he conducted painstaking research and mobilized statistics, logics of inference, and 
comparative reasoning to show that Black Americans in Philadelphia were pushed into inferior positions in society 
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by systemic racism, not by their genes. To show the constructedness of race and the prevalence of racist institutions, 
DuBois used the tools of social science (Morris, 2015).

Here Rutazibwa's (this issue) provocative call to ensure that social thought serves “life-over-death” rather than 
“power-for-control-and-mastery” resonates profoundly. For I believe in the capacity of social science to serve the 
world in exactly this way. I believe in the ability of social science to do what W.E.B. Du Bois and other critical social 
scientists have done: expose lies and speak truth to imperial power rather than serve it. I believe that, through soci-
ological research, we can illuminate and critique inequality, exploitation and hierarchy and open up our imaginations 
towards a landscape of change. 23 I also believe that this project in realist social science can in turn help empower 
communities in their struggles against imperialism in all its forms. After all, social scientists have privilege: we have 
the resources and time to conduct theoretically informed research that can shed light on the causes and complexities 
of exploitation and injustice. We can thus humbly offer this knowledge to others who can use it in their own strug-
gles, without dictating to them how they use it or for what. This is the opposite of the imperial standpoint. It is also, 
to my mind, a way of acknowledging and mobilizing rather than covering up ones' privilege; a way of using academic 
privilege in productive ways.

Rutazibwa's powerful reminder that we must look “beyond diversity” and question the limits of disciplinary soci-
ology also apply here. I see Rutazibwa's calls to recognize the limits of disciplinary social science as resonant with 
other bodies of thought that I also find compelling. One is Patricia Hill Collins' (2000) critique of the limits of disci-
plinary social science and her call to recognize “Black Feminist Epistemology” as an alternative mode of knowing; an 
alternative epistemology to conventional social science undergirded by alternative mobilizations of evidence, forms 
of validation and argumentation. Another is Dipesh Chakrabarty's (2000) exposé of social science's limits for absorb-
ing alternative life worlds and his call to write a form of social science that inhabits the limits and renders them bare. 
Both approaches offer ways of confronting social science's “desires of mastery” (to draw from Rutzibwa's compelling 
phrase).

My project is closer to Chakrabarty's, even as it learns from and acknowledges the importance of Collins' 
approach. My project recognizes the limits of disciplinary social science but does not seek to overthrow it. It presses 
on social science's potentialities and possibilities. For while social science has the capacity for producing social knowl-
edge that can speak truth to power, expose lies and in turn empower communities, it is inadequate as it now stands 
for meeting this task. Much of it is still tethered to the imperial standpoint. The theories it constructs, the concepts 
and categories it uses to analyze the world, the social “problems” it identifies, the questions about the social world it 
addresses, and thus the research it conducts reflect the interests, concerns and experiences of imperial power. There-
fore, we need to go beyond existing theories, concepts and problematics that embed the imperial standpoint and 
seek alternatives. We need to think differently, but also we need to think within rather than without social science.

This is exactly where anticolonial thought can help. I seek to elevate anticolonial thought not to just change the 
canon or add new thinkers to the syllabus, nor to merely “diversify” the canon. I seek to elevate anticolonial thought 
to contribute to the project of generating better critical knowledge about the social world. With the insights of 
anticolonial thinkers, we can begin to see different things about the world, ask different questions than those that 
imperial metropole elites asked, and do new research to answer those questions. We can mobilize new concepts 
and theories for social research to create knowledge that captures social relations, forms experiences and processes 
that conventional sociology overlooks. We can better understand relations, practices and forms of power, global 
inequality, and exploitation that the imperial episteme ignores. Rather than generate social knowledge that reflects 
the interests and concerns of imperial power or reinforces it, we can generate social knowledge the critiques it and 
reaches beyond it. In this way, we can offer a critical social science that can contribute to emancipatory projects. In 
sum, to paraphrase Chakrabarty (2000), I believe that social science is at once indispensable and inadequate, and I 
think that anticolonial thought can help us overcome its current but not interminable inadequacies.

This, finally, gets at the issue of “what is it all for?” Favell (this issue) offers one version of this question when 
he asks about the politics of my project and worries that postcolonial sociology “risks cutting [anticolonial thought] 
off from vital currents of political mobilisation and political practice,” especially when it “rejects” Marxism. For one 
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thing, as I have noted above, postcolonial sociology does not reject Marxism; it seeks to elaborate upon it and make 
up for its real deficiencies. For another, my project in learning from anticolonial thought is exactly about learning 
from and connecting with “vital currents of political mobilisation and political practice.” If Marxism embedded the 
standpoint of the white male wage earner in England, anticolonial thinkers in the Global South embed the stand-
point of all of those other laborers, antiimperialist struggles, and movements that Marx's theory of capital arguably 
occludes (Go 2016, pp. 34–37; Robinson, 2000). 24 Perhaps, then, we might seriously entertain the heretic notion that 
it is conventional Marxist sociology—with its Eurocentrism and its reductionist approach to pressing contemporary 
matters like racial domination and police violence—that risks being cut off from “vital currents of political mobilisation 
and political practice”; unless the only “vital currents” one is speaking about are the struggles of white male workers in 
England and not the struggles of the racialized subproletariat around the world—the “wretched of the Earth”, Fanon's 
(1968[1952]) words, whose standpoint anticolonial thought takes seriously but that dominant imperial sociology 
(including some of its Marxian variants) relegates to the analytic margins, desperately absorbing difference into the 
self-same. 25

This relates to Favell's (this issue) plea for a sociology that can help ground “new cross-class, intersectional and 
transnational mobilisations.” I too plead for such a sociology. But I maintain that one way forward is to take antico-
lonial thought seriously as a tradition of sociology rather than ignoring it. Many anticolonial thinkers too sought the 
same sort of “new cross-class, intersectional and transnational mobilisations” that Favell seems to countenance. 26 
They thought hard about, strove for, and worked with cross-colonial and transnational alliances, rooting them in 
shared problematics and experiences of domination that were connected to but not exactly the same as subjects in 
imperial metropoles. Anticolonial thought, by bringing those problematics and experiences to the forefront of the 
sociological imagination, thus facilitates global movements not by reducing them to a singular universal Subject of 
Hegelian History modeled upon the white industrial working-class but rather by capturing a “universal rich with all 
that is particular”—to draw from Aimé Césaire (quoted in Go, 2016b, p. 184). We can thus try to ground new alliances 
exactly by recognizing that which anticolonial thought illuminates, and that which it urges us to incorporate into our 
sociological thinking: the connectedness of being amidst the particularities of experience, and the irreducible human-
ity of our joint struggles against systems that act upon us but which we ultimately control.
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ENDNOTES
  1 Al-Hardan (2018) and Connell (2018) offer useful discussions of how my book might be situated with the work of others 

in the same vein.
  2 Others might include the standpoint of the subproletariat whose position may or may not align directly with the anticolo-

nial; Black Marxism or “Third World Feminism” or varieties of “Southern” knowledge.
  3 Reed (2013) likewise asks constructively of Connell (2007) about what kinds of “middle range” concepts and theory is 

afforded in her “Southern Theory” approach. See also Connell (2013).
  4 In other work I take Raúl Prebisch as another example of a social thinkers who starts from this alternative standpoint 

(Go, 2016a). For a parallel project on anticolonial thought in political science, see Getachew and Mantena (2021); one 
difference between my project and this adjacent project is that I seek anticolonial sociologies, while most of the work on 
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anticolonial thought in political science is largely but not exclusively aimed at excavating alternative political theory and 
philosophies.

  5 This was an impression I gathered as early as 2001 when I was asked by a British sociologist to write the entry for “post-
colonial theory” in a Handbook of Sociology on the grounds that there was no one else to do it). This was eventually 
published as Go (2006). I had known Connell's work (1997) but it was not identified with British sociology. Later, in the 
US, it was only Zine Magubane's work that represented a decisive move towards postcolonial sociology (Magubane, 2004, 
2005). When I found Bhambra's (2007) work, it was clear that this was the exception that proved the rule.

  6 For work from an emerging wave of sociologists in the US who have taken up the postcolonial/anticolonial call and incor-
porated into their research, see Edwards (2020), Hammer (2017); Hammer and White (2018); and White (2023).

  7 The only exception that comes close to centering empire, imperialism and colonialism or anticolonial texts is 
Bhambra's (2017) article. Even here, critics might point out that this article, though fantastic in its own right, does not 
theorize from anticolonial thinkers or systematically analyze the constitutive character of colonialism and empire upon 
racial and class formation (even as it refers to imperialism or colonialism a few times). Bhambra's (2022) other lesser cited 
article in the BJS does discuss imperialism and colonialism more directly—a fact that supports my claim about the compa-
rable marginality of anticolonial texts and postcolonial thought in British sociology.

  8 Note too that DEI initiatives do not represent a turn towards postcolonial social science. Adding more faculty of color to 
universities is not the same thing as transforming the content of sociological theory and research.

  9 And it is unfortunate that few if any works operating in the tradition of Stuart Hall systematically explored the logics and 
dynamics of colonialism, empire, and their impact upon British society.

  10 The BJS is useful here because it is the journal this essay is published in, and so tests Favell's claim that my essay preaches 
to the converted. It is also useful because it is surely considered to be a mainstream sociology journal.

  11 This is exactly why, to respond to Favell's critique that my book PTST spends too much time on “philosophy”, I enlist 
perspectival realism in the philosophy of social science: to provide a counter argument to skeptics who think that postco-
lonial thought is either too particularistic or too relativistic. See, for example, Go (2016b).

  12 This sociology of sociology thus requires considerations of epistemology that Krause (this issue) and Favell (this issue) take 
to be irrelevant. Standpoint theory is an epistemology that invites us to be reflexive about social position shapes how we 
come to know what we know and what we proclaim to know. And to be clear, the epistemology is not reducible to critical 
realism; it is also standpoint epistemology (cf. Krause, this issue). I lean on Harding (1993) for this and related issues.

  13 Indian sociology for the most part has long struggled with the hegemony of S.N. Srivinas who was hardly representative 
of an anticolonial standpoint. As Patel's work on Srivinas hints (Patel, 2005), he was more of an indigenous and nationalist 
sociologist whose thinking relied upon the classic exemplar of the imperial episteme: British anthropology. Is this the same 
thing as “anticolonial” sociology? Patel even goes so far as to say that Srvinias and much of Indian sociology is itself an 
effect of colonial modernity that reproduces rather than challenges “the language of colonialism” (Patel, 2021, p. 37).

  14 Interestingly, while Krause points out that my attempt to find an “anticolonial” tradition of social thought problematically 
requires a “test,” one of the motivations behind trying to find such a tradition is in response to demands that I specify 
such a “test” exactly. In response to previous work where I've argued that we might rethink the canon by bringing in more 
postcolonial or anticolonial standpoints, critics have asked: but you don't you need to have some criteria by which new 
standpoints are brought in? Hence they were explicitly asking for such more precise parameters; that is, to construct a 
“test.” I am here referring to Michael Burawoy's response to a conference presentation of mine at the American Sociolog-
ical Association. One also sees similar querying of earlier work by Connell and her definition of what counts as “Southern 
Theory” (e.g., see Arjomand, 2008).

  15 Valluvan and Kapoor (this issue) also notice the geoepistemic essentialism of some strands of the decolonial project. This 
supports my reading of the decolonial project.

  16 See also discussed in Mignolo (2011a, p. 47).
  17 Mignolo is most relational in his book Local Histories/Global Designs where he questions essentialism that is tied to terri-

torialism (Mignolo, 2000). But again, throughout his and others' discussions, this relationalism often veers into cultural 
essentialism.

  18 These confounding references to culture, language or geography become legible when we recognize that the decolonial 
project is rooted in and seeks alternative philosophies rather than social theories. For all their claims about seeking to 
transcend disciplines, much of the language and aims of the some of proponents of the decolonial project are squarely 
in philosophical discourses (and/or comparative literature studies) where categories like “Western” and “non-Western” 
traditions of philosophy and thought are more common and have not yet suffered as much critique as they have in anthro-
pology or sociology. A category like “Western philosophy” is still in circulation.
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GO 13

  19 This difference noted, I do think that these two terms are essentially referring to a similar attempt to critique and transcend 
the imperial standpoint, just that do so in somewhat different ways, and they each signify different intellectual traditions 
and genealogies (one going back to the Latin American scholars and the other to South Asian thinkers in the humanities).

  20 Quijano is often referred to as a “sociologist”, but it is surely the case that the “decolonial” movement's foremost voice in 
the US-British academy has been Mignolo, who is not a social scientist in the academic sense and is instead a “philosopher 
and semiotician” (Bhambra, 2014, p. 115).

  21 This attempt to work within and generate an immanent critique is the same sort of project that anticolonial thinkers them-
selves adopt, from W.E.B. DuBois to Fanon and beyond (Go 2016, pp. 29–33).

  22 This is not to insinuate a positivist social science; to the contrary, I see positivist and realist sociologies as distinct.
  23 Against those who claim that poverty in Britain is the fault of individuals' biology or ability, we can point to systems of 

exploitation that explain poverty. Against those who claim that poorer countries are poor because of their internal inad-
equacies, we can show that the history of colonialism and capitalism best explain those countries' current state. Against 
those who think that more police leads to less crime, we can show that it does not and that it instead causes harms gone 
unseen by most of society. Against those who say that capitalism is the best option for humanity, we can point to its 
inherent contradictions and violent impact.

  24 Of course Marx did discuss issues of race and ethnicity (e.g., Anderson, 2010), but the issue is not this; it is (i) whether 
the categories of his theory of capital center those dimensions of stratification in capitalism or not (for more on this 
see Go, 2016b, pp. 85–87) and (ii) whether it is complete in itself or if it should be supplemented with anticolonial 
thinking  too.

  25 I do think Marxist thought, as a system of thought, can and should be part of a new critical anticolonial approach, and I 
maintain it is a powerful way of thinking for social science and for politics. My argument would be, however, is that it must 
be built upon and extended with the insights of anticolonialists—this is the same point made by anticolonial thinkers like 
Césaire and Fanon themselves.

  26 The assumption or claim, typically made against postcolonial thought, that it prevents such transnational alliances because 
operates from a problematic bifurcation between “North” and “South” or “Europe” and the “Rest” is by now old-hat and 
is just plain wrong. As I've argued repeatedly (see Go 2016), such analytic bifurcations is the mark of imperial sociology, 
including Marxist sociology (by taking as its model for struggle the struggle of wage laborers in England), not anticolonial 
thought. The latter strove exactly to overcome those bifurcations. For one among many examples, see Fanon's postcolo-
nial cosmopolitanism (Go, 2013a).
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