POLI 629: Eurasian Politics

POLI 629 Prof. Juliet Johnson
Fall 2026 Leacock 509

This course covers contemporary politics in Central Asia, the Caucasus, Belarus, and the Russian Federation
in comparative perspective. It explores authoritarianism and the rule of law, political institutions and state-
building, economic transformation, identity and nationalism, protest and social movements, imperialism and
decolonization, and geopolitical relationships across the region. By the end of the course students will be
familiar with key current debates in the study of Eurasian politics and how they fit within the broader
comparative politics field.

Course Obligations in Sum

Students will write brief weekly reviews of the readings (15% of your grade), engage in active seminar
participation (10%), plus choose one of these three options:

Option 1: A mini-lecture (25%), an analytic essay (25%), and a policy brief (25%). Recommended for
students with little background on the region.

Option 2: A research presentation (25%) and a research paper (50%). Recommended for students with a more
extensive background on the region.

Option 3: A mini-lecture (25%) and two essays answering mock PhD comprehensive examination prompts
(25% each). Open only to PhD students planning to focus on Eurasia for their comparative comp exams.

Y ou must decide which option you will take no later than September 25, although sooner is better. All
assignments must be submitted through MyCourses.

Course Obligations in Detail

For Everyone:

Weekly Reviews

For every week from Week Two onwards, you will prepare a written review that briefly addresses the
following for each of the week’s readings:

1) Sum up the most important argument(s) in one or two sentences

2) In one sentence, discuss how it relates to one or more reading(s) from this week or earlier
3) Give one important insight that you gained from this reading in one sentence

4) Give one thoughtful critique, in one or two sentences

5) Identify one big question related to this reading to discuss in class

Reviews are due by /1am on Fridays via MyCourses each week, beginning on Week 2. Reviews are not
graded, but to earn credit you must address all five points for each reading in a thoughtful way. These
reviews are meant to encourage you to think about the readings before class, so late reviews are generally not
accepted. That said, you may submit one review late (up to the last day of class) without penalty. Submitting



ten credit-earning reviews will result in an A for this part of the course. Further missing reviews will each
lower your final weekly review mark by one step (i.e., A to A-, A- to B+, etc.).

Participation

Please plan to participate actively and regularly in class discussions. You should be prepared to discuss the
authors’ main arguments, make comparisons, raise critiques, and ask questions. I will call on students
randomly to discuss answers to the weekly review questions. Informed engagement is vital in a seminar that
depends upon thoughtful, respectful, and inclusive class discussion. Coming to class unprepared or missing
class will affect your participation grade. That noted, you can miss one class without penalty or explanation.

The Three Options:

Option 1: Analytic Essay, Policy Brief, and Mini-Lecture

Analytic Essay
This 2,000-2,500 word analytic essay should explore and/or critique one aspect of our readings in greater

depth. It should have a clear, defensible thesis and use the readings to support it. Coming up with a strong
topic and argument is your primary challenge in this assignment. There are many ways to accomplish this
task. You might, for example, compare/contrast two or more authors’ approaches to a particular issue,
carefully specifying the grounds for comparison. You may focus on the readings from one week or engage
readings across different weeks. The essay should minimize summary, be clearly argued, and should not
wander from one unrelated point to the next. Spelling, grammar, and style matter. Use a consistent citation
style (your choice) and include a complete bibliography. Bibliographies do not count in the word limit.

Policy Brief
The 1,200-1,500 word policy brief should recommend the adoption of a particular policy relevant to the

course. It should clearly describe the proposed recommendation, the rationale for adopting it, and the
evidence supporting it. Indicate the intended audience as well; it will vary depending upon the policy (e.g., a
proposal related to Canadian sanctions on Russia might be directed towards the Prime Minister). The
emphasis is on tight, persuasive, accurate writing. Please attach a separate bibliography, not included in the
word count. You may also attach relevant tables, charts, pictures, or figures, but be selective.

Mini-Lecture

Choose a relevant alternative reading (i.e., not one of the required readings) with instructor permission and
present it to the class as a 12-15 minute mini-lecture with PowerPoint. Think of this as an extended lecture-
style version of a weekly review, presented to a knowledgeable group who has not done this particular
reading. You will need to briefly summarize the reading, of course, but the great majority of your
presentation should focus on discussion, comparison, and critique. E-mail me your PowerPoint slides by
10am on the day of your presentation and submit your lecture notes (outline form is fine) via MyCourses by
2pm. First-come, first-serve on the readings. Please do not choose a reading that you discuss in the analytic
essay as well. Your mini-lecture must be completed on or before November 6.

Please complete at least one of these three assignments before October 15. All three assignments should be
completed by December 4 at Spm. If the first assignment is not completed before October 31, the highest
grade you can receive on it will be an A-. If all three are not completed by December 7 the highest grade you
can earn on the third assignment will be an A-. No assignment will be accepted after December 18 except
under extraordinary circumstances.



Option 2: Research Paper

Research Proposal

Research paper proposals must be submitted via MyCourses no later than October 15, although earlier is
better. Your proposal should be approximately 500-800 words long. It should describe the proposed topic and
argument (i.e., thesis) of the paper, and briefly summarize the kinds of evidence/sources you plan to draw on
to support your argument. Please attach a preliminary bibliography with at /east 10 scholarly sources to your
proposal. These proposals are not graded, but late proposals will lower the mark on your final research paper
by one step (i.e., A to A-, etc.).

Research Presentation

You will present your research paper-in-progress in class on November 20 or 27. Think of this as a practice
conference paper presentation. Present your main research question and your answer to it, situate your work
briefly in the literature, explain your methods and evidence, and let your audience know why they should
care about your question and answer — all in 12-15 minutes. This will be followed by a Q&A with the class.

Research Paper
Your research paper must be 7,500-8,000 words long (excluding the bibliography) on a relevant topic

approved by the instructor. The papers are due by December 4 at Spm via myCourses. Students serving as
teaching assistants may have a two-week extension without penalty; otherwise, if the paper is not submitted
by December 7, the highest grade it can earn will be a A-. No papers will be accepted after December 18
except under extraordinary circumstances.

Option 3: PhD Comprehensives Preparation

Practice Comp Essays

You will write two 2,000-2,500 word essays, each responding to a substantively different question on the
region as agreed upon with the instructor; these may be drawn from earlier PhD comprehensive
examinations. These essays should draw on relevant readings from both on and beyond the syllabus,
particularly from the books/journals noted in the Regional reading list. The essays should have a clear thesis
that answers the question and uses the readings to support it. Spelling, grammar, and style count. Use a
consistent reference system (your choice) and include a complete bibliography. References and notes do not
count in the word limit. Please complete at least one essay by October 15 and complete both by December 4.
If the first is not completed by October 31 the highest grade you can receive on it will be an A-. If both are
not completed by December 7 the highest grade you can earn on the second essay will be an A-. No essay
will be accepted after December 18 except under extraordinary circumstances.

Mini-Lecture

Choose a relevant alternative reading (i.e., not one of the required readings) with instructor permission and
present it to the class as a 12-15 minute mini-lecture with PowerPoint. Think of this as an extended lecture-
style version of a weekly review, presented to a knowledgeable group who has not done this particular
reading. You will need to briefly summarize the reading, of course, but the great majority of your
presentation should focus on discussion, comparison, and critique. E-mail me your PowerPoint slides by
10am on the day of your presentation and submit your lecture notes (outline form is fine) via MyCourses by
2pm. First-come, first-serve on the readings. Please do not choose a reading that you discuss in the analytic
essay as well. Your mini-lecture must be completed on or before November 6.



Course Outline
Week 1 (Sept 4) What is “Postcommunism”?

Bernhard, Michael, Venelin I. Ganev, Anna Grzymata-Busse, Stephen E. Hanson, Yoshiko M. Herrera,
Dmitrii Kofanov, and Anton Shirikov. “Weasel words and the analysis of “postcommunist” politics: A

symposium.” East European Politics and Societies 34:2 (2020): 283-325.
Week 2 (Sept 11) Authoritarianism and the Rule of Law
Guest seminar leader: Prof. Maria Popova

Wilson, Sophia. “Majoritarian values and women’s rights: police and judicial behavior in Tajikistan and
Azerbaijan.” Post-Soviet Affairs 33, no. 4 (2017): 298-312.

Trochev, Alexei, and Alisher Juzgenbayev. “Instrumentalization of constitutional law in Central Asia.” In
Research Handbook on Law and Political Systems, pp. 139-168. Edward Elgar Publishing, 2023.

Popova, Maria. “Putin-style “rule of law” & the prospects for change.” Daedalus 146, no. 2 (2017): 64-75.

Hendley, Kathryn. “Varieties of legal dualism: making sense of the role of law in contemporary Russia.” Wis.
Int'l LJ29 (2011): 233.

Lazarev, Egor, and Dmitriy Skougarevskiy. “Imperial Legal Politics after the Age of Empires: How the

Russian Judiciary Adjudicates Commercial Disputes in Crimea.” Perspectives on Politics (2025): 1-21.

Week 3 (Sept 18) The End of the USSR

Z (Martin Malia). “To the Stalin Mausoleum,” Daedalus 119, no. 1 (1990), reprinted in Europe... Central
Europe... Europe (pp. 283-338). Routledge.

Ericson, Richard E. “The classical Soviet-type economy: Nature of the system and implications for reform.”
Journal of Economic Perspectives 5, no. 4 (1991): 11-27.

Dallin, Alexander. “Causes of the Collapse of the USSR.” Post-Soviet Affairs 8, no. 4 (1992): 279-302.

Bunce, Valerie. “Subversive institutions: The end of the Soviet state in comparative perspective.” Post-Soviet
Affairs 14, no. 4 (1998): 323-354.

Beissinger, Mark R. “Nationalism and the collapse of Soviet communism.” Contemporary European History
18, no. 3 (2009): 331-347.



Week 4 (Sept 25) Authoritarian Regimes and Patronal Politics

Easter, Gerald. “Preference for presidentialism: Postcommunist regime change in Russia and the NIS.” World
Politics 49, no. 02 (1997): 184-211.

Hale, Henry E. “Regime cycles: democracy, autocracy, and revolution in post-Soviet Eurasia.” World
Politics 58, no. 1 (2005): 133-165.

Way, Lucan A. "Authoritarian state building and the sources of regime competitiveness in the fourth wave:
The cases of Belarus, Moldova, Russia, and Ukraine." World Politics 57, no. 2 (2005): 231-261.

Junisbai, Barbara, and Azamat Junisbai. “Regime type versus patronal politics: a comparison of “ardent
democrats” in Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan.” Post-Soviet Affairs 35, no. 3 (2019): 240-257.

Abishev, Gaziz, Bakhytzhan Kurmanov, and Zhaxylyk Sabitov. “Authoritarian succession, rules, and
conflicts: Tokayev’s gambit and Kazakhstan’s bloody January of 2022 (Qandy Qantar)." Post-Soviet Affairs
40, no. 6 (2024): 429-451.

Week 5 (Oct 2) The Politics of Economic Transformation

Aslund, Anders. "Ten lessons from a quarter of a century of post-communist economic transformation."
Economics of Transition 26, no. 4 (2018): 851-862.

Hellman, Joel. “Winners take all: the politics of partial reform in postcommunist transitions.” World Politics
50, no. 02 (1998): 203-234.

Johnson, Juliet. "Path contingency in postcommunist transformations." Comparative Politics 33, no. 3
(2001): 253-74.

Appel, Hilary, and Mitchell A. Orenstein. "Why did neoliberalism triumph and endure in the post-communist
world?." Comparative Politics 48, no. 3 (2016): 313-331.

Tunger-Kilavuz, idil. "The relationship between elite structure, privatization and regime type in Central Asia:

varieties and degrees of authoritarianism in Kyrgyzstan, Kazakhstan and Tajikistan." Central Asian Survey
(2025): 1-20.

Week 6 (Oct 16) Memory and the Nation

Background only, do not include in weekly reviews: Rutland, Peter. "Thirty years of nation-building in the
post-soviet states." Nationalities Papers 51, no. 1 (2023): 14-32.

Bakke, Kristin M., Kit Rickard, and John O'Loughlin. "Perceptions of the past in the post-Soviet space."
Post-Soviet Affairs 39, no. 4 (2023): 223-256.



Forest, Benjamin, and Juliet Johnson. "Unraveling the threads of history: Soviet-Era monuments and Post—
Soviet national identity in Moscow." Annals of the Association of American Geographers 92, no. 3 (2002):
524-547.

Kaufman, Stuart. Modern Hatreds: The Symbolic Politics of Ethnic War (Cornell 2001). Chapters 1 and 2
(pp- 1-48), plus either Chapter 3 (Karabagh) or 4 (Georgia).

McGlynn, Jade. “Historical framing of the Ukraine Crisis through the Great Patriotic War: Performativity,
cultural consciousness and shared remembering.” Memory Studies 13, no. 6 (2020): 1058-1080.

Dadabaev, Timur. "Manipulating post-Soviet nostalgia: contrasting political narratives and public
recollections in Central Asia." International Journal of Asian Studies 18, no. 1 (2021): 61-81.

Week 7 (Oct 23) What Happened to Russia?

Gel’man, Vladimir. "In Search of the Roots of Failure: Reassessing Russian Politics in the 1990s." Russian
Politics 10, no. 1 (2025): 51-70.

Sharafutdinova, Gulnaz. The Red Mirror: Putin's Leadership and Russia's Insecure Identity. Oxford, 2020.
Chapters 1 and 2.

Snegovaya, Maria, & Jade McGlynn. "Dissecting Putin’s regime ideology." Post-Soviet Affairs (2024): 1-22.

Hale, Henry E. “The Value of Values for Autocrats: Traditional Morality and Putin’s 2020 Term-Limit
Contravention.” Perspectives on Politics (2025 FirstView): 1-16.

Week 8 (Oct 30) Protest and Social Movements

Beissinger, Mark. “Structure and Example in Modular Political Phenomena: The Diffusion of
Bulldozer/Rose/Orange/Tulip Revolutions,” Perspectives on Politics, 5, no. 3 (2007): 259-276

Carnaghan, Ellen. “From Balcony to Barricade: Nationalism and Popular Mobilisation in Georgia, Ukraine,
and Russia,” Europe-Asia Studies 68, No. 9 (2016): 1579-1607.

Lankina, Tomila, and Katerina Tertytchnaya. “Protest in electoral autocracies: a new dataset.” Post-Soviet
Affairs 36, no. 1 (2020): 20-36.

Grechanaya, T. (2026). Social media and protests dynamic in autocracy: evidence from the 2020 Belarusian
protests. Post-Soviet Affairs, 42(4), 443—468.

Adhikari, Bimal, Assem Bazarbek, and Madina Shakar. "Post-Soviet protests: The causes and consequences
of public uprisings in Central Asia." Journal of Eurasian Studies 16, no. 2 (2025): 290-304.




Week 9 (Nov 6) Decolonization Debates

Background, do not include in weekly reviews: Kassymbekova, Botakoz and Erica Marat. “Time to Question
Russia's Imperial Innocence,” PONARS 771, April 2022.

Kholmatova, N., Burlyuk, O. and Sibgatullina, G., 2026. Looking Back, Moving Forward: Interdisciplinary
Decolonial Dialogues on Central Asia and Eastern Europe: A Special Forum. Central Asian Affairs, 13(3),
pp. 277-283; Burlyuk, O., Tutumlu, A., Hendl, T., Kudaibergen, D., Rajagopalan, S. and Mamadshoeva,
D.D., 2026. Decolonial Thought and the Soviet Legacy. Central Asian Affairs, 13(3), pp.285-301; and
Kholmatova, N., Burlyuk, O. and Sibgatullina, G., 2026. Editorial Afterword: What the Dialogues Revealed
Together. Central Asian Affairs, 13(3), pp.335-351.

Kluczewska, Karolina. "Post-Soviet power hierarchies in the making: Postcolonialism in Tajikistan’s
relations with Russia." Review of International Studies 50, no. 4 (2024): 777-797.

Schatz, E. Persistent Problems with “Decolonization”: Reflections on the Central Asian Example.
Perspectives on Politics (2026 FirstView): 1-18.

Jumayeva, L., Gunya, A., Youngman, M., Kurbanova, L., & Kemoklidze, N. Voices of the Caucasus:
mapping knowledge production on the Caucasus region. Post-Soviet Affairs 40, no. 2 (2024): 139—158.

Smyth, Regina. “Plus ¢a change: getting real about the evolution of Russian studies after 1991.” Post-Soviet
Affairs 39: 1-2 (2023): 10-26.

Week 10 (Nov 13) ASEEES Break

Week 11 (Nov 20) De Facto States

King, Charles. "The benefits of ethnic war: Understanding Eurasia's unrecognized states." World Politics 53,
no. 4 (2001): 524-552.

Florea, Adrian. "De facto states: Survival and disappearance (1945-2011)." International Studies Quarterly
61, no. 2 (2017): 337-351.

Dembinska, Magdalena. "Legitimizing the Separatist Cause: Nation-building in the Eurasian de facto States.'
Nationalities Papers 51, no. 1 (2023): 80-97.

Kolstg, Pal. "Eurasia’s de facto states after Russia’s attack on Ukraine: client reactions to patron decline."
Problems of Post-Communism 72, no. 4 (2025): 285-296.

Week 12 (Nov 27) Regional Order(s)

Kubicek, Paul. The Commonwealth of Independent States: an example of failed regionalism? Review of
International Studies 35, S1(2009): 237-256.




Costa Buranelli, Filippo. Central Asian regionalism in the 1990s: order, familiarization, and spotlighting.
Post-Soviet Affairs 41, no. 4 (2025): 348-375.

Bakumbayev, Birzhan. Small state as order-maker: the case of Kazakhstan’s Eurasian Union project. Post-
Soviet Affairs 41, no. 3 (2025): 219-241.

Guliyev, Farid. Presidential discourses on regionalism in Azerbaijan: Turkic solidarity and the silk road.
Nationalities Papers (2024 FirstView): 1-21.

Week 13 (Dec 4) Russia’s War on Ukraine
Authors Maria Popova and Oxana Shevel will join our discussion

Popova, Maria and Oxana Shevel, Russia and Ukraine: Entangled Histories, Diverging States (Polity, 2024)




Important Information

Course Grading Scale

Grade Grade Points  Grade Range

A 4.0 >3.85

A- 3.7 3.50-3.85
B+ 3.3 3.15-3.49
B 3.0 2.85-3.14
B- 2.7 2.50-2.84
C+ 23 2.15-2.49
C 2.0 1.85-2.14
D 1.0 1.0-1.84
F 0.0 <1.0

This course uses the standard 4.0 system for grading for all assignments. An A on an assignment is worth 4
points, an A- is worth 3.7 points, etc. To calculate your final grade, the instructor will first multiply the grade
points you earned on each assignment by the relative weight of that assignment (e.g., 0.4 for the final exam),
and then add the scores together to get your final grade-point average. That average will determine your final
letter grade for the course (refer the grade range column). For example, if your overall grade-point average is
a 3.4, you would earn a B+ in the course. See the Policy on Assessment of Student Learning for more
information concerning assessment.

Land Acknowledgement

McGill University is located on land which has long served as a site of meeting and exchange amongst
Indigenous peoples, including the Haudenosaunee and Anishinabeg nations. McGill honours, recognizes, and
respects these nations as the traditional stewards of the lands and waters on which we meet today.

McGill Policy on Academic Integrity

McGill University values academic integrity. Therefore, all students must understand the meaning and
consequences of cheating, plagiarism, and other academic offences under the Code of Student Conduct and
Disciplinary Procedures.” (See also McGill’s guide to academic honesty.)

On Generative Al

Learning to synthesize and evaluate readings and to construct effective scholarly arguments independently
are fundamental goals of this course. Students may not copy or paraphrase from any generative artificial
intelligence applications, including ChatGPT and other Al writing and coding assistants, for the purpose of
completing assignments in this course.

McGill Policy on Language of Submission
Conformément a la Charte des droits de 1’étudiant de I’Université McGill, chaque étudiant a le droit de
soumettre en frangais ou en anglais tout travail écrit devant étre noté.

In accord with McGill University’s Charter of Student Rights, students in this course have the right to submit
in English or in French written work that is to be graded.

On Copyright

© Instructor generated course materials (e.g., recordings, lectures, slides, handouts, notes, summaries, exam
questions, etc.) are protected by law and may not be copied or distributed in any form or in any medium
without explicit permission of the instructor. Infringements of copyright can be subject to follow up by the
University under the Code of Student Conduct and Disciplinary Procedures.



