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restrictions. The escalating pressure on academics in 
Turkey is also discussed by Yasemin Gülsüm Acar. In 
particular the subject of gender studies has been tar-
geted in Turkey as it has been in Hungary and Poland. 
In Poland we have here also reports that the subject 
of anthropology is being erased, and it is now debated 
how to interpret this development. Apart from certain 
subjects, whole departments and even whole universi-
ties have been forced to shut down or rearrange their 
courses, such as the case of the Central European 
University (CEU) in Hungary and the European Uni-
versity in St. Petersburg, Russia. 

Oleg Antonov and Artem Galushko explore in their 
essay the threats against academic freedom and its 
modus operandi in post-Soviet Eurasia, and they place 
these threats in the post-socialist experience. Vello 
Pettai presents the connections between the shrinking 
spaces for media, civil society, culture, and academia 
by understanding this as a global trend. Caroline 
Mezger writes on the vulnerable situation for freedom 
of speech in Hungary and sets recent developments in 
a historical context. Gilda Hoxha reports from Albania 
on the students’ on-going protests for change and 
influence in higher education and describes this as a 
rolling stone set in motion.

LASTLY IN THIS ISSUE we have posed questions to net-
works that support scholars at risk and that call for 
solidarity among academics across borders. 

One of the questions we want to further explore is 
what a scholarly journal such as Baltic Worlds can do to 
offer solidarity, apart from highlighting the situation at 
large and publishing articles about it, in order to open 
up for critical dialogue. ≈ 

Ninna Mörner

Open societies rest upon critical thinking 

T
hreats against academic freedom is a topic that will be discussed 
in this issue of Baltic Worlds. The values that the academic Euro-
pean world build upon, based in the Enlightenment, are facing 
restraints and attacks in many countries in the area that Baltic 

Worlds embraces. Repressions often result in fear and sense of loss. In the 
worst case, such repression succeeds in shutting down the exchange of 
ideas and critical dialogue. 

For ideologies claiming to have all the answers, and easy ones too, criti-
cal thinking is an obstacle. For ideologies that feed their positions by creat-
ing polarization and undermining the glue of trust in society, dialogue, 
and particularly dynamic dialogue, is disturbing. Autocratic forces gain 
and stay in power by shrinking the space for media and civil society — and 
also for academia. Why? Academia is recognized as a place where ideas 
are scrutinized and where opinions with loose argument will be falsified 
and where a deeper and more nuanced understanding is nourished. Neo-
liberal and far-right-wing regimes try to filter the spread of ideas and the 
exchange of opinions that democracy rests upon.

We will here publish reports on threats against academic freedom, 
but also acts of resistance towards these threats. We have gathered texts 
concerning several countries, including Russia, Azerbaijan, Uzbekistan, 
Belarus, Hungary, Albania, Turkey, and Poland. We will also address these 
trends and their causes in a wider context. 

IN THIS THEME ISSUE, we present several examples of students and re-
searchers having been expelled, reprimanded, and censored in order 
to restrict them from expressing their views or conducting research on 
certain topics, such as human rights, gender issues, and political events. 
Dmitry Dubrovskiy describes in an essay the various methods and attacks 
on academic freedom in Russia. He  writes  that  “The  topic   of  human 
rights  has  almost  disappeared  from teaching, and  research in the  field  
of  queer sociology  is in fact  banned.” In an an interview Gleb Yarovoy de-
scribes how he moved to Finland from Russia to be able to teach without 
being watched. In Belarus, students’ testimonies show that although the 
methods have changed to be less obvious, the repression continues. The 
use of informants is common, and this surveillance leads to self-censor-
ship by students and researchers in order to avoid being expelled. 

In Turkey, which is a country we include in this issue, there have been 
severe and outspoken repressions towards researchers. Derya Keskin 
tells her story of how she was expelled with many other researchers who 
signed a peace petition and now faces travel restraints as well as other 
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Baltic Worlds 2018:4 Special issue on Academic Freedom

by Dmitry Dubrovskiy 

Between the Scylla 
of conservatism  
and the Charybdis  
of neoliberalism 

he academic community in Russia was, in many ways, 
both the creator and the beneficiary of freedom from 
the ideological dictates of the state and the state cen-
sorship of the Soviet era; moreover, we can say that, to 

a certain extent, the academic community benefited more from 
the freedom of speech than the rest of Russian society, bearing in 
mind the direct dependence of the work of the scientist, as well 
as the journalist, on the level of freedom of speech and thought.1 
The shock reforms and the crisis of the nineties, on the con-
trary, greatly worsened the situation for scientists and teachers, 
which could not but cause a serious outflow of personnel from 
the academic environment. At the same time, starting from the 
second presidential term of Vladi-
mir Putin, the space of academic 
freedom, which began to form in 
the ’90s, began to narrow dramati-
cally. The reason for this was the 
cooling of the political climate in 
Russia and a sharp narrowing of 
the space of freedom of speech. 
And again, this restriction ap-
pears to have too a greater extent 
affected science and education 
compared to society as a whole. 
The reason for this was, first of all, 
that at some point in the nineties 

academic freedom ceased to be a privilege that distinguished the 
Soviet scientist from the Soviet worker and became part of the 
general freedom. In the situation of a certain refusal of society 
from political freedom, as well as sharply increased control over 
science and education, it is humanitarian science that has again 
become the object of ideological control and dictates. 

At the same time, paradoxically, the Russian higher education 
system has been actively developing projects in the field of inter-
nationalization of higher education: there were projects of high-
er education with international participation (European Univer-
sity at St. Petersburg, Smolny College — The Faculty of Liberal 
Arts and Sciences, Shaninka — The Moscow School of Economic 

and Social Sciences), strengthen-
ing the role of academic exchanges 
and international research proj-
ects. Such projects were actively 
encouraged by the state, which 
was interested in promoting Rus-
sian higher education, and even 
invested serious money in the pro-
gram 5—100—202 — which involves 
getting five Russian universities in 
the top hundred universities in the 
world by 2020.

This trend, in turn, faced with 
the strengthening of the state 

abstract
Independent scientific and professional organizations began 
to suffer especially after the introduction of the so-called 
law on “foreign agents”. Ideological control over science, to-
gether with espionage, begins to directly influence the state 
of academic rights and freedoms. The topic of human rights 
has almost disappeared from teaching, and research in the 
field of queer sociology is in fact banned. However, the most 
vulnerable are those who either teach or demand respect for 
human rights at the university, and then the loss of employ-
ment is the result of a direct ideological confrontation with 
the rector, such as for the author of this text.
KEY WORDS: Human rights, academic freedom.

Odysseus's boat passing between the six-headed monster Scylia and the whirlpool Charybdis. Scylla has plucked five of Odysseus's men from 
the boat. The painting is an Italian fresco from circa 1575.

Russia

Academic Freedom in Russia:
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system of control over research and researchers: we are talking 
about the revival of the “first departments” — that is, the FSB 
(Federal Security Service) officers in charge of particularly sensi-
tive industries, such as nuclear physics and work in the field of 
bacteriology, for example. The practice of monitoring the ex-
change of information and ordinary research has often become 
a transition to espionage, which also could not but affect the situ-
ation for academic rights and freedoms, and the atmosphere in 
the academy as a whole. 

This change affects different groups 
of teachers and researchers in different 
ways: as Robert Quinn and Jesse Levine 
precisely note in 2014,3 researchers and 
teachers may demand that they be taught 
in one way or another, or, without being 
directly related to teaching or education 
in the field of human rights, they may 
simply be confronted with violations 
of their rights and demand that they be 
respected. This is the case with the viola-
tion of academic rights and freedoms in 
Russia: those who either teach human 
rights too responsibly and consistently 
or those who openly and clearly protest 
against their violation suffer the most.

Scylla of conservatism
The strengthening of state control over universities under the 
slogan of the reform of science and higher education, in fact, 
revived the Soviet practice of pathological control over all 
contacts with foreigners. The order “About export control”, 
signed in 1999,4 although it generally refers to the control over 
the export of nuclear weapons, military technologies and other 
things, nevertheless, intensified the work of the so-called “First 
departments” (dealing with secrecy) and generally updated the 
scope of excessive control over the activities of researchers and 
teachers of higher education institutions. Thus, according to the 
official provisions of the Law, research in such fields of knowl-

edge, the results of which can be used to create weapons of mass 
destruction, as well as for preparing or committing terrorist acts, 
is subject to special control at universities. First of all, despite the 
rather clear boundaries that the law establishes with respect to 
the subject of control (this is primarily atomic physics and some 
types of biomedical research). This did not prevent the author of 
this article5 from broadly interpreting disciplines that should be 
subject to enhanced state control; for example, at St. Petersburg 
State University, the rector N. Kropachev believed that all con-

tacts with foreigners without exception 
should fall under the reporting proce-
dures provided by the Law.6 

HOWEVER, THE MAIN victims of the 
strengthening of the fight against spies 
were scientists and researchers who had 
no access to classified information, like 
for example the researcher of the Insti-
tute for US and Canadian Studies, Igor 
Sutyagin and the physicist from Kras-
noyarsk, Valentin Danilov, who were 
accused of disclosing military secrets.7 
Since that time, espionage cases have 
arisen constantly, and it is especially 
significant that in most cases the accused 

either did not have access to state secrets, or, as, for example, in 
the case of the professors of the Baltic State Technical University 
(St. Petersburg), Afanasyev and Bobyshev,8 this transfer had 
been authorized by the state. It is at the same time significant 
that all organized espionage processes, actually ignore the fact 
that not only cooperation, but also data transmission, subse-
quently qualified as “military-technical secrets”, could not take 
place, according to the law, without the control of special de-
partments, namely, the FSB, which together with scientific staff 
must include an expert opinion with any action of this kind.9 In 
other words, criminal cases are initiated upon the transfer of in-
formation that has already been the subject to consideration by 
the FSB and authorized for transfer to the official partners of the 

project (in the case of Bobyshev and Afanasyev, it was China). 
In exactly the same way, Vladimir Lapygin, who was sentenced 
in September 2016 to seven years under article 275 (treason) for 
transferring a demo version of a program to China, a program 
which even in the full version did not constitute a state secret. He 
is recognized as a political prisoner by the Russian Memorial.10 It 
is significant that the signatories of the letter in defense of his col-
league, an employee of the same institution, Victor Kudryavtsev, 
are now being accused of passing secret data to a scientific insti-
tute in Belgium, although the cooperation agreement was agreed 
upon by the government of the Russian Federation.11 The Russian 
team of human rights lawyers “Team 29” drew attention to these 
processes as examples of completely illegal processes, closed 
for the public, in which the basic principles of judicial proceed-
ings are constantly violated.12 A study of the report shows that 
the main victims of state espionage are researchers and teach-
ers, usually engaged in dual-use technologies, and working in 
organizations engaged in international cooperation. The active 
work of the special services in fabricating such cases, supported 
by experts from the same special services, makes the situation 
for scientists accused of “treason” almost hopeless, since 99 
percent of the cases end with sentences, but the researchers 
note that “the large number of extremely mild sentences sug-
gests that the evidence base of such cases raises doubts even in 
the courts that pass sentences”.13 The laws — known as the “law 
on foreign agents” and “undesirable organizations” — adopted in 
the development of the idea of “permanent intervention of the 
West in the internal Affairs of Russia”, had a double effect on the 
Russian academic community. On the one hand, a number of or-
ganizations directly involved in the research have been affected; 
but it has had an even greater “cooling effect” on researchers 
and teachers as well as on public officials.14 Currently, the fear of 
communication with “foreign agents” serves as an obstacle not 
only to cooperation with foreign funds and organizations, but 
also to partnership with those organizations that are recognized 
as “foreign agents”.15 

Independent scientific and professional organizations began 
to suffer especially after the introduction of the so-called law on 

“foreign agents”.16 The most famous “foreign agent” among the 
scientific organizations was the famous Levada-Center, which 
was almost the only independent center for the study of public 
opinion. It is significant that the direct reservation of the law on 
“foreign agents”, excluding scientific research from the consid-
eration of law enforcement agencies, was meaningless. Protests 
from the scientific community did not lead to anything.17

THE EMERGENCE OF THESE laws has had an obvious chilling effect 
on public policies for the licensing of non-state universities. The 
crisis in relations between the state and the European University 
in St. Petersburg, recently resolved by issuing a license for edu-
cational activities, is quite indicative, both from the point of view 
of the structure of violations of academic rights and freedoms, 
and from the point of view of exactly who, and how one tries 
to deprive one of the best universities in Russia (which is recog-
nized by the Ministry of Education of the Russian Federation) of 
accreditation. The fact is that in 2008, the European University 
of St. Petersburg had already experienced closure due to “fire 
safety violations”, while the obvious reason for the closure was 

DMITRY DUBROVSKIY
Expert on human rights in Russia affiliated 
to the Center for Independent Social 
Research, St. Petersburg. Previously 
Lecturer, Bard College (New York), Ad-
junct Assistant Professor at the Harriman 
Institute, Columbia University, and Rea-
gan-Fascell Fellow, National Endowment 
for Democracy . Before that he was Asso-
ciate Professor of international relations, 
political science, and human rights at St. 
Petersburg State University, where he was 
affiliated with the Andrew Gagarin Center 
for Human Rights.

“THOSE WHO 
EITHER TEACH 

HUMAN RIGHTS TOO 
RESPONSIBLY AND 
CONSISTENTLY OR 

THOSE WHO OPENLY 
AND CLEARLY 

PROTEST AGAINST 
THEIR VIOLATION 

SUFFER THE MOST.” 

European University in St. Petersburg.

Dubrovskiy (right) with 
Vladimir Kostushev, 
professor, Higher School 
of Economics, St. 
Petersburg, serving as 
expert witnesses at the 
criminal trial against the 
street art group Voina, 
known for its provocative 
and politically charged 
performance art.

Dubrovskiy 
pondering 
the case, with 
Voina’s founding 
member Oleg 
Vorotnikov be-
hind bars in the 
background
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Dubrovskiy  
responding to ques-
tions from the media.
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the state’s reaction to the grant for the study of electoral behav-
ior in Russia, issued to one of the European University profes-
sors by the European Union. Then the decision was taken by 
the European University to refuse this grant and the crisis was 
successfully resolved.18 The crisis of 2017—2018 at the European 
University was complicated by the ideological battles around 
the independent university; it was the beginning of the verifi-
cation procedure by the experts of the Rosobrnadzor (Federal 
Service for Supervision in Education), which first revoked the 
accreditation, and then also the license, which led to a one-year 
downtime for the educational institution. It is significant that the 
attack on European University was started by the infamous State 
Duma deputy Milonov, author and initiator of the law on “LGBT 
propaganda”, and it accused the University of financial fraud, 
and teaching “fake sciences”, such as gender studies.19 The jour-
nalist of the Christian Science Monitor cites the words of political 
scientist Nikolai Petrov, who notes that paradoxically, since the 
era of Peter the Great, Russia has constantly tried to use Europe 
as a source of technology, but has avoided borrowing political 
ideas.20 The very course of the crisis, and its end (European 
University has got license — not state affiliation yet — at the Fall 
of 2018),21 shows that independent universities remain the most 
vulnerable in the policy pursued under the flag of “improving 
the quality of Russian education”. 

ANOTHER VICTIM OF this policy of the Federal Service for Supervi-
sion in Education and Science, in detail analyzed by the sociolo-
gists of the European University, M. Sokolov and E. Guba,22 was 
Shaninka — The Moscow School of Economic and Social Scienc-
es, whose accreditation (that is, the right to issue state diplomas) 
was withdrawn for reasons entirely contrived.23 

It must be said that gender studies in general are becoming 
very vulnerable; this is due to the growing role of the Russian 
Orthodox Church of the Moscow Patriarchate, especially with 
the constant attempts to increase the “spirituality” of educa-
tion with the help of “Orthodox culture”, a term that most 
in fact often replaces religious education.24 First of all, this is 

due, of course, to the homophobic policy of the Russian state 
in recent years, especially intensified after the adoption of the 
law on so-called “homosexual propaganda”. At the same time, 
teachers who dare to raise issues of violation of the rights of the 
LGBT community experience real difficulties at work, including 
dismissal. For example, Anna Alimpieva, a teacher at the Im-
manuel Kant Baltic Federal University, did not have her contract 
extended, which many observers linked with the fact that she 
on “gender psychology” with a liberal content, as well as the fact 
that in the summer of 2017, on the Russia-24 TV channel, there 
was a story that this teacher “receives Western grants” and “ap-
proves of LGBT and non-system opposition”.25 

No less serious and conservative turn that has occurred in 
the study of religion and especially in the application of religious 
studies for applied purposes. The conservative turn ended with 
the emergence of theology departments at secular universities 
in Russia, where, of course, there is no other theology than or-
thodox. This was accompanied by a special formulation of the 
new ideology of human rights, which was presented by the Rus-
sian Orthodox Church of the Moscow Patriarchate, in which, of 
course, there is no place for LGBT people, euthanasia and other 
rights “unnatural” to the doctrine of human rights of the Russian 
Orthodox Church of the Moscow Patriarchate, rights which are 
internationally recognized. This circumstance, I must say, affects 
both the development of the educational programs, where a 
number of humanitarian disciplines are under attack. As a result 
of this development, there are such departments as the Depart-
ment of theology at the Moscow State Institute for Engineering 
and Physics, the Department of Orthodox Medicine, State North 
Medical University (Arkhangelsk), or the emergence of such an 
exotic discipline as “Orthodox sociology”.26 At the same time, 
religious scholars who are involved in religious extremism in one 
way or another become victims of questionable dismissals and 
nonrenewal of contracts, no matter on which side — the prosecu-
tion or the defense — they spoke. Recently, both liberals like Doc-
tor of Philosophy, Professor Ekaterina Elbakyan,27 who defended 
Jehovah’s Witnesses, accused of extremism, Doctor of Sciences, 
Professor Alexander Panchenko, whose conclusions on the ac-
tivities of the religious group “Evening light” diverged from the 
conclusions of the “official experts” of St. Petersburg State Uni-
versity, but also Professor, Doctor of Sciences, Larisa Astakhova, 
who, on the contrary, doubted the “religiosity” of the Church of 
Scientology,28 lost their jobs. The most vivid motive for persecu-
tion for independent scientific judgment was manifested in the 
non-renewal of the contract for Alexander Panchenko, who was 
at the time the Professor of St. Petersburg State University, and 
headed the program “Sociology and anthropology” at the Facul-
ty of Liberal Arts and Sciences of St. Petersburg State University. 

Panchenko himself describes this story on his Facebook page 
as follows: 

Due to the fact that the Prosecutor’s office opened a 
case on recognizing the texts of a Pentecostal pastor as 
extremist. The expert opinion on the case by the prose-
cution was written on behalf of the Center for opinions 

of St. Petersburg State University, and, as the author 
notes, “contained gross errors and, without a doubt, 
was biased and tendentious”. Due to this, “I agreed to 
participate in the expert work and together with a spe-
cialist in linguistics I wrote a “responding” conclusion, 
which significantly shook the position of the prosecu-
tion. Signing the expert opinion, I did not hide that I 
work at St. Petersburg State University. On the contrary, 
I believed that this should be a kind of alarming signal, 
indicating the low level and the bias of expert opinions, 
which seem to support the academic authority of the 
university. However, the bureaucrats of St. Petersburg 
State University held a different opinion: in August this 
year, the university administration struck me off the list 
of teachers without explanation”.29 

Thus, there is a tendency for censorship to extend to the expres-
sion of any opinion that in one way or another does not coincide 
with the opinion of the authorities or, most likely, with the opin-
ion of law enforcement agencies. 

In connection with the establishment of conservative and 
protective ideology in higher education begin to transform or 
make entire disciplines disappear as “irrelevant” for a special 
Russian civilization. Thus, the topic of human rights30 almost 
disappears from teaching, and research in the field of queer 
sociology is in fact banned. The place of 
religious anthropology in many universities 
has taken on an aggressive sectarianism, 
directly addressed in their programs to the 
Orthodox sectarians.

A SPECIAL PLACE among the challenges to 
academic freedom is the historical policy 
of the modern Russian state, in which 
“the memory of the victims is replaced by 
the memory of the executioners”.31 This 
directly concerns history as a science, and 
specific historians. Although the attempt 
to create a Commission “to counteract the 
falsification of history”32 was not success-
ful, the message itself was read: since then, 
attempts, for example, to investigate general Vlasov of the Rus-
sian Liberation Army faced accusations of non-patriotism and 
extremism,33 and since a certain time it has meant the possibility 
of criminal prosecution under the article “rehabilitation of Na-
zism”.34 Thus, the greatest repercussion was caused by the case 
of the historian Kirill Alexandrov, who was denied the degree of 
doctor of historical sciences for the alleged “rehabilitation” of 
Vlasov of the Russian Liberation Army because of an entirely his-
torical work, and his article about Bandera and the Banderovites 
was recognized as extremist and included in a list of extremist 
materials.35 

Thus, ideological control over science, together with espio-
nage, begins to directly influence the state of academic rights and 
freedoms. However, the most vulnerable are those who either 

teach or demand respect for human rights at the university, and 
then the loss of employment is the result of a direct ideological 
confrontation with the rector, such as for the author of this text.36 
However, another part of the problem is the activity of the Rus-
sian state in increasing the workload, reducing real wages and 
all that is the essence of the so-called neoliberal reforms in the 
higher education system in Russia, and the pressure on those 
teachers and employees who protest against such developments.

Charybdis of neoliberalism
I must say that Russia’s accession to the Bologna system as a 
whole seems to have had a positive effect, but under the slogan of 
higher education reform at the moment the “optimization” of the 
staff list of universities and in general, a kind of corporatization of 
university life. Of course, in general, this is a global process and it 
affects Russia as well,37 but in Russia the onset of corporate ethics 
and neoliberal reforms on the universities faced with the weak-
ness of university independent trade unions (in fact, the country 
has one independent university union — University solidarity), 
and with an extremely weak idea of the form and possibilities 
of teaching and student resistance to economic pressure from 
the state and university authorities. Among the economic prob-
lems of the universities, the leader of University solidarity Pavel 
Kudukin names the increase in the load, the increase in the num-
ber of students, the volume of classroom load. At the same time, 

the increase in the workload is accom-
panied by an actual decrease in wages, 
while the salaries of rectors are growing, 
apparently, in the opposite direction of 
the teaching staff. Finally, the introduc-
tion of the so-called “effective contract” 
leads to the fact that the responsibility of 
teachers, for example, put receiving and 
managing external grants (which in con-
nection with the reduction of the funding 
of science in general is difficult to plan), 
writing an unthinkable number of scien-
tific works in combination with increased 
load — all this leads, rather, to a tragic fall 
of either the quality of education, or the 
depth and seriousness of publications, 

but for the bureaucratic system, apparently, this is not the main 
criterion for education and science.38

In fact, the tradition of the academic precariat39 is beginning 
to be established, first of all, through a system of short (annual) 
contracts, which are de facto the same form of an atypical 
employment contract as in other countries. The form of an “ef-
fective contract” — in which the renegotiation of the contract is 
made directly dependent on certain “indicators “ — raises the 
question of how much this definition can be extended even to 
those who receive “long term” — that is, three and five-year-
contracts.40 Additional factors that exacerbate the subjective 
feeling of fear of job loss are both the constant reduction of 
part-time workers and the forced transfer of half-time for those 
who previously worked full-time (with the aim of a fictitious 

“TEACHERS 
WHO DARE TO 

RAISE ISSUES OF 
VIOLATION OF THE 

RIGHTS OF THE 
LGBT COMMUNITY 
EXPERIENCE REAL 

DIFFICULTIES AT 
WORK, INCLUDING 

DISMISSAL.” 
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“increase” in wages of employees of state-financed organiza-
tions). 

It is quite revealing that even mild resistance to such powerful 
economic pressure on the teachers from the only independent 
trade union University solidarity leads to excesses; so, when 
you try to carry leaflets in support of the illegally dismissed from 
the State University for the teachers’ council — the co-chair of 
the trade union University solidarity, Professor of Moscow State 
University, Mikhail Lobanov, and organizing secretary, Yuri 
Bredelev, were beaten. The beating was supervised by the chief 
of the university security.41 However, not only protests against 
low wages and high workloads lead to layoffs. For example, the 
protest of the dean of the Moscow State Timiryazev Academy 
(Russian State Agrarian University) against the building develop-
ment on the academy’s experimental fields, led to his dismissal, 
and to sending his supportive students to the police, who clearly 
intimidated the students who had organized pickets to protest 
against the dismissal of the dean.42

I must say that the use of police and special services was par-
ticularly noticeable in the situation of pressure on students in the 
preparation of the 2018 World Cup. Police pressure was exerted 
on students who protested against the organization of a fan zone 
near Moscow University.43 

Finally, the latest events of general civil protests, first of all, 
the latest in 2018 — March 26, and their continuation in honor 
of the Russia Day on June 12, seriously affected the situation of 
the rights of students. Most of the protesters were students and 
schoolchildren, and they are currently under pressure in the 
form of all kinds of threats from the university administrations, 
and from public statements about the inadmissibility of “extrem-
ist actions” (meaning civil protests), in some cities even exams 
were scheduled on Sunday to prevent the participation of young 
people in the protest.44 

Conclusion
The strengthening of authoritarian tendencies — Crimeanaliza-
tion of public life (especially noticeable after the annexation 
of Crimea), put the academic community in Russia in difficult 
conditions. 

On the one hand, all protests, both political and civil, are 
fraught with job losses, or even criminal prosecutions, which 
are simplified by the new amendments to the law on rallies, 
marches and demonstrations. On the other hand, the general 
financial crisis, fear of losing jobs and the weakness of the trade 
union movement make it almost impossible to put up serious 
resistance to direct violations of academic autonomy, as well as 
to regular violations of academic rights and freedoms. Although 
the logic of corporatism is now threatening in general, also uni-
versities in the US and Europe, but in Russia, this logic meets 
with the logic of authoritarian government, due to the loss of 
autonomy, directly transferable to the campus, and, at the same 
time, the weakness of civil society and professional community. 
In this regard, a rather strange picture is emerging: if in the 
USSR the academy was rather more free in relation to society as 
a whole, then in the period of perestroika and the early 1990s 
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the situation equaled and, finally, the neoliberal reforms of 
2000 and the strengthening of authoritarianism in the academy 
led to the fact that the actual freedom of teachers and students 
became less than in society as a whole. Apparently, this partly 
explains the for the external observer incredible picture of the 
mobilization of student protest in modern Russia, which gives 
some hope for a change in the situation of democracy in general, 
and of academic rights and freedoms in the Russian academy, in 
particular.≈

Dmitry Dubrovskiy, PhD, Higher School of Economics, Moscow,  
Center for Independent Social Research, St. Petersburg.
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by Påhl Ruin

leb Yarovoy is a professor of political science and is currently based at the University of Eastern Finland in 
Joensuu. His dealings over the years with his former main employer, Petrozavodsk State University, says 
something about the situation for Russian academics of today. I reached him on the phone from Joensuu 
in December.

His problems started several years ago. In Petrozavodsk, the University has a special deputy rector 
for security issues, a former FSB (Federal Security Service) officer. This person has a direct link to the 
regional branch of the FSB. Yarovoy believes that some students are part of this FSB network and report 
teachers to the secret police.

The FSB never came up to him criticizing the way he taught or the subjects he chose. But it happened 
several times that the FSB had heard what he had discussed with the students after class, when they often 

talked about current events and Russian foreign policy.
“I would guess that in every group of students, there is at least one who is in touch with the secret police. Work-

ing at the FSB is well paid, and many students want to go and serve there.”
The FSB person would tell him that “we can’t stop you from talking to the students in this way, but you have to 

know that it’s not good for your future here at the University if you continue to speak like this”. Yarovoy says it’s a 
decision a professor has to make, whether one is prepared to censor oneself in this way. 

“The University and the FSB do not directly stop you from stretching the limits, but if you do stretch them, there 
will be consequences. Well, I was not prepared to censor myself, which led to problems.”

When the students wanted to discuss sensitive issues, he did not remain quiet: they could talk about Mr Putin’s 
autocratic leadership, the power of the Orthodox church, gay rights, and even the annexation of Crimea.

“Criticizing the annexation is probably the most sensitive issue of all, but if the students asked me about my opin-
ion I was prepared to discuss the matter with them and express my opinion.”

Four years ago he came to the conclusion that working in academia is difficult when you also want to freely ex-
press your opinions about current national and international affairs. Therefore he started a parallel career in jour-
nalism.

“It is easier to find independent media organizations than independent universities. I was tired of struggling at 
the University and continuously being reported by the students. I wanted to find other ways to express myself”.

 But he didn’t want to break ties completely with the University because he enjoyed the teaching. 
“They didn’t let me teach the general courses in political science, so I focused on my speciality, the Arctic region. 

And they gave me only master courses. I think they were afraid to let me teach the youngest students since I could 
influence their thinking on current affairs”.

Yarovoy was fine with the arrangement, and through his freelance journalism he could still ex-
press his views. But the real problems started when he became the regional coordinator for Golos, 
the main and most well known election watchdog active in Russia that is independent of the Rus-
sian government. In the winter of 2016, it was decided that he would be responsible for coordinat-
ing the Duma parliamentary elections in Karelia.

In the summer of 2016, a couple of months before the elections, he was warned by friends who 
have contacts in the FSB:

“They had heard, they told me, that if I continue my work at Golos I will be sacked.”
Officially, the University wasn’t able to dismiss him on these grounds, so they needed another 

excuse. That summer Yarovoy wanted to attend a conference on the Arctic region in Helsinki. He 
tried to get a permit to go from the head of the department, and he needed additional signatures 
from other people. But he never got them — and went to the conference anyway.

“So eventually they found a reason to criticize me for not following the rules of the University. 
And fired me.”

But he could not accept the decision, so he went to court. And the court gave him right: it stated 
that he had made a mistake by going to the conference without permission, but the offence was however so minor 
that it didn’t justify dismissal.

“The judge told me that the whole story was stupid! I am happy that our courts still can convey such an indepen-
dence.”

But the whole tiresome affair contributed to his decision to accept the offer to do research work at the University 
of Eastern Finland from August 2018. 

“Over the years, I had developed several contacts with colleagues there, people who study boarder issues, which 
is another field of interest for me. And Joensuu is only 400 kilometers away from Petrozavodsk, so it is easy to go 
back and forth.”

The biggest difference teaching in Finland compared to Russia?

“It is of course nice that I don’t face the risk that students will report me to the secret police. Or that the Univer-
sity would warn me not to mention sensitive issues. But the main difference is that Finnish universities give us more 
time to do research, in Russia we only have time to teach!”

He sees this as one of the major problems in higher education in Russia: the research is done in cthe Russian 
Academy of Science, and almost none is carried out at the ordinary universities.

”Putin has said that all university professors should multiply the number of articles that we write for academic 
journals, we even get better paid if we do — but when does he think we could find the time to write them?”

In Finland he has also agreed to become manager for a cross border project, so for the moment he does not have 
much time for teaching or research. He will stay in Finland for at least three years; his children get great schooling there 
and his journalist wife can continue her work. But he has not totally given up on his old University in Petrozavodsk.

“In the spring I have accepted to come and teach a course; I love seeing my Russian students! We will see how 
long the University accepts having me onboard.”

Russia has great interests in the arctic region. Has it never been sensitive when you write and teach on the subject?

“I have made critical statements on Russian arctic policy, but I have never had any problems. No, it’s accepted to 
question this policy.”

To sum up: in general terms, how free or unfree are Russian universities?

Gleb Yarovoy says that it is impossible to give a clear answer to that question.
“It depends on the size of the university. And it depends where it is located. Generally speaking, the freedom for 

academics is somewhat greater at bigger universities and in bigger cities. ≈
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ike in many other parts of the 
world, academic independence 
and freedom in Turkey have 
long been influenced by the 

neoliberalization of universities and state 
control of the agenda in science and edu-
cation,1 including limitations on teaching 
or publishing on particularly sensitive 
political issues, such as the Kurdish ques-
tion. Limits on academic independence 
have been a part of the Turkish political 
scene for a number of years. University 
campuses were often a site of ideologi-
cal confrontations, and as radicalization 
continued and conflicts ensued, the post 
1980-coup military regime created a state 
institution called the Higher Education 
Council (Yüksek Öğrenim Kurulu, YÖK) 
to place some control over universities 
and to limit academic freedom. The state 
apparatus has continued to “cool” uni-
versity activity and to restrict academic 
output since then.2 

However, since the “We will be not be 
a party to this crime” petition released 
on January 11, 2016, calling for an end to 
curfews in Kurdish towns and a renewed 
commitment to the reconciliation pro-
cess with Kurdish parties, the current 
Justice and Development Party (Adalet ve 
Kalkınma Partisi, AKP) government has 
increased its reaction to academics and 
academia in general by firing, jailing, and 
starting legal proceedings against aca-
demics. 

THE PETITION was signed by over a thou-
sand academics in 89 universities in 
Turkey as well as a number of scholars 
abroad after curfews and an extended 
state of emergency were issued in mainly 
Kurdish areas of the country. The curfews 
came about as the peace process dis-
solved and clashes renewed in the region. 
The United Nations High Commissioner 
for Human Rights (OHCHR) reported 
serious human rights violations during 

the curfews, including numerous civil-
ian casualties (OHCHR Report 2017).3 As 
a consequence of the clashes, the report 
estimates up to half a million people have 
been displaced. 

Following the petition, YÖK released 
a statement regarding the petition, stat-
ing that it “cannot be associated with 
academic freedom” (Hurriyet Daily News, 
January 12, 2016). As a consequence 30 
academics were detained, their homes 
raided by police, and their belongings 
confiscated. Universities opened disci-
plinary inquiries into signatories, with 
academics being questioned on their 
political views. Names, affiliations, and 
photographs of signatories were shared 
on major news outlets. Many academics 
received threats, and others felt forced 
to leave their homes and cities in order 
to keep safe.4 Four academics who read 
a statement to the press on March 14, 
2016, about such rights violations against 
the peace academics were detained for 
weeks. While the petition clearly had a 
wide impact, it was not in the direction 
expected. The petition focused on the 
state of emergency and curfews in Kurd-
ish cities, but the attention that came to 
the petition and to academics became fo-

cused instead on the rights of academics 
and academic freedom. 

AFTER THE COUP attempt on July 15, 2016, 
the government enacted a state of emer-
gency with the stated aim of countering 
threats to national security arising from 
the coup attempt. The state of emergency 
was renewed every three months until it 
ended after two years in July 2018. Under 
the state of emergency, the government 
had the power to issue executive decrees, 
which were used for the mass dismissal 
of civil servants, including academics. Ac-
cording to Amnesty International (2017), 
more than 100,000 civil servants were 
dismissed through decree law.5 These dis-
missals have had a serious effect not just 
on institutions, which have lost massive 
numbers of workers, but also on the lives 
of the people who have been removed 
from their positions, barred from work-
ing in universities across the country, 
and oftentimes prevented from leaving 
the country by having their passports 
rescinded. 

Those who have managed to con-
tinue working the last few years have 
experienced increased concerns about 
surveillance in universities, even in the 

commentary

classroom, as well as barriers to conduct-
ing and publishing research. Academics 
blacklisted by the government have been 
unable to receive funding from the Scien-
tific and Technological Research Council 
of Turkey (Türkiye Bilimsel ve Teknolojik 
Araştırma Kurumu, TÜBİTAK), have 
been prevented from participating in 
international conferences, and have been 
prevented from ethics approval in their 
universities. It is not uncommon for aca-
demics to try to reach out to colleagues 
abroad in order to bypass the bureaucrat-
ic restrictions in their own universities. 

With conditions in the country’s aca-
demic institutions deteriorating, many 
of the country’s scholars have been look-
ing to move abroad. Some reports have 
indicated that thousands have left for the 
UK, Germany, and France, with others 
still considering leaving (BBC, December 
28, 2017). At least 698 petition signatories 
have applied for scholarships through the 
international network Scholars at Risk 
(personal communication, February 6, 
2018).6

Those who remain in Turkey have 
attempted to continue their academic 
endeavors outside of the universities. A 
number of small academic collectives 
have popped up across the country, 
where academics dismissed from their 
positions give classes, collaborate on 
projects with other academics or with stu-
dents, and have readings and other types 
of sessions in order to maintain their aca-
demic identity. Some members of these 
collectives had previously participated in 
academic political events, but others only 
became politicized after their dismissal 
from the university. The academic col-
lectives, they say, have provided them 
the opportunity to give their time and 
attention to projects they are interested 
in, rather than having to worry about 
the administrative tasks they often felt 
constrained by in the university, though 
of course they are limited by the lack of 
financial and institutional support that 
is often needed to maintain their liveli-
hoods.7 

Though academics have experienced 
increasingly difficult conditions, it is often 
students who have received the brunt of 
restrictions and censorship in academia 

over the years. The increased suppression 
has impacted them as well; for example, 
35 university students from Boğaziçi Uni-
versity in Istanbul were detained in March 
19th after peaceful anti-war protests. Thir-
teen of them were held for three months 
before being released, and the event left 
a strong police presence at the Boğaziçi 
campus for weeks afterward. Police also 
cracked down on faculty, staff, and stu-
dent protests of mass dismissals at Ankara 
University on February 10, 2017. One 
week later, Istanbul Technical University 
launched disciplinary investigations 
against 24 students protesting the same 
decree (Academic Freedom Monitoring 
Project 2017). Students have reported 
increased threats of disciplinary action to 
deter participation in political protests on 
campus, creating increased pressure to 
remain silent (Human Rights Watch 2018). 

OVERALL, THE NUMEROUS rights viola-
tions show, among other things, the 
vulnerability and lack of job security that 
academics in Turkey face, as well as the 
lack of capacity of universities to defend 
academic freedom.8 In addition to options 
abroad, moving forward it might be that 
academics look more and more outside 
the university for a means to maintain 
their scholarly activities. In doing so, 
they strive to maintain their own lines of 
research while avoiding the more repres-
sive environments of the university. Soli-
darity networks abroad have supported 
academics in Turkey by providing small 
to mid-scale funding, preparing short-
term work possibilities, creating research 
asylums abroad through various Scholars 
at Risk networks, providing honorary 
or affiliated memberships to individuals 
dismissed from their positions, or hold-

ing meetings at annual conferences to 
keep attention on the subject of academ-
ics at risk. With increased concern for 
academic freedom globally, it seems clear 
that Turkey is not a singular case and 
that the subject of academic freedom will 
continue to be an important issue that will 
need to be addressed in the future. ≈
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Four academics being charged after signing the 
petition “We will not be a party to this crime”.

Turkey

Baltic Worlds 2018:4 Special issue on Academic Freedom

references
1  Eylem ÇamuroğluÇığ, “The Boundaries 

of Academic Freedom in Neoliberal 
Times” (paper presented at Workshop for 
Struggling for Academic Freedom in Times 
of Oppression, Goethe University, Frankfurt, 
Germany, May 2018).

2   Bahar Başer, Samim Akgönül, & Ahmet E. 
Öztürk, “Academics for Peace” in Turkey: 
A case of criminalising dissent and critical 
thought via counter terrorism policy,” Critical 
Studies on Terrorism no.10 (2017): 274—296. 

3  Office of the United Nations High Commissioner 
for Human Rights, Report on the Human Rights 
Situation in South-East Turkey: July 2015 to 
December 2016. Published February 2017.

4  Efe Ekrem Sözeri “Two Petitions Two 
Academia: Turkish Loneliness and the 
Universal Values.” Translate for Justice. (2016). 
https://translateforjustice.com/2016/02/01/
two-petitions-two-academia-turkish-
loneliness-and-the-universal-values/ 

5  Amnesty International: No End in Sight: 
Purged Public Sector Workers Denied a Future 
in Turkey. Published May 2017. 

6  Scholars at Risk Free to Think: Report of 
the Scholars at Risk Academic Freedom 
Monitoring Project. Published August 2017. 

7  Yasemin G. Acar, & Canan Coşkan, “Solidarity 
platforms in Turkey and their impact on 
individual-level mobilization, sources of 
learning, and the future of academia in 
Turkey,” Journal of Community and Applied 
Social Psychology: Under review. 

8  Başer et al. 2017.

P
H

O
T

O
: A

K
A

D
E

M
I N

Ö
B

E
T

I S
Ü

R
Ü

Y
O

R
/W

IK
IM

E
D

IA
 C

O
M

M
O

N
S



17

The "Kiyafetime karisma" protest in Kadikoy, Istanbul on July 29, 2017. PHOTO: NESLIHAN_TURAN 

hile anti-democratic, anti-
women, and anti-feminist 
movements are on the rise 
everywhere, they have be-

come urgent matters in some parts of the 
world. Authoritarian regimes with fascist 
tendencies are restructuring the lives of 
women and sexual minorities by both 
changing laws and removing other his-
torical gains from everyday lives that had 
been established through the longstand-
ing struggles of these groups. Turkey 
presents a strong case in this sense with 
its emergency rule that came into effect 
after the July 2016 coup attempt and that 
has lasted for the past two years and has 
continued with the recent regime change. 
The country went through a referendum 
(in April 2017) and national parliamentary 
elections (in June 2018), both under the 
emergency rule. The former changed the 
Constitution and increased the power of 
the President turning Turkey from a par-
liamentary to a presidential republic. The 
latter put the 2017 referendum into force 
by re-electing Recep Tayyip Erdoğan as 
the president. As the leader of the govern-
ing party AKP, Erdoğan has been in power 
for the last 16 years, first as the prime 
minister and then as the president. Not 
hesitating to say “women and men should 
not be treated equally because it goes 
against the laws of nature” and emphasiz-
ing the importance of family and the role 
of motherhood at every opportunity, 
Erdoğan and his governments have been 
trying to eliminate the laws that empower 
women and to install new policies that 
would change women’s lives in every 
respect such as labor, education, and per-
sonal freedoms.

THE EMERGENCY RULE of the last two years 
has created useful cases to understand 
what the authoritarian government in 
Turkey, and perhaps those in other plac-
es, are trying to do in terms of women’s 
mobilization and gender studies at the 
universities. Celebrations of March 8 
have been turned into a battleground to 
intimidate women’s mobilization through 
violent police interventions in peaceful 
and colorful celebrations of International 
Women’s Day. In addition, it has become 
increasingly difficult to engage in wom-

en’s, gender, and LGBTI studies due to the 
changing nature of universities and relat-
ed departments. However, these attempts 
have not been without resistance. 

THIS PRESENTATION INTENDS to show the 
criminalization of women’s mobilization 
and the punishing of women’s/gender 
studies in the universities, as well as the 
resistance demonstrated through several 
cases over the last few years in Turkey. Fe-
male activists and feminists are generally 

perceived as a threat by patriarchal states 
everywhere. This has become increasing-
ly the case in Turkey as AKP governments 
of the last 16 years have been implement-
ing or strengthening anti-women, anti-
feminist, and anti-LGBTI policies and 
legitimizing practices and attitudes in 
line with its views regarding women and 
sexual minorities. Emphasizing family 
and motherhood at every chance, AKP 
governments have been trying to confine 
women to traditional gender roles while 
ignoring altogether the existence of sexu-
al minorities. Thus, women who are out, 
either celebrating March 8 or protesting 
patriarchal policies or resisting against 
anti-feminism/anti-fascism, represent bad 
examples in the eyes of the state. There-
fore, any such movements are subject to 
suppression by law enforcement agen-
cies, especially over the last few years. 

THE AKP CAME to power amidst claims for 
a more transparent and democratic state 
and society, and its first years gave such a 
feeling to some parts of society at least for 
a while. However, the AKP governments 
increasingly embraced authoritarian poli-
cies and practices and later adopted even 
more violent ones when faced with the 

prospect of losing power with the 2015 
elections that witnessed the success of the 
unofficial political alliance of the Kurds 
and the Turkish left following the Gezi up-
rising of 2013. However, the AKP’s revenge 
came with a big price for both the Kurds 
and the Left in the following months and 
years. The applications of the Emergency 
Rule in the aftermath of the failed coup 
attempt in 2016 should be considered part 
of this lasting revenge as well as the out-
come of the AKP’s fear of losing power.   

Therefore, using force during women’s 
rallies is part of silencing all opposition 
in the country in parallel with the fear 
of losing power. The involvement of law 
enforcement in women’s rallies has been 
more obvious and stronger in certain 
cities, especially in Kocaeli along with 
Ankara, the capital of Turkey, and Mer-
sin, a relatively left-leaning town in the 
southern part of the country. İstanbul and 
İzmir present somewhat different exam-
ples as the first and second largest cities in 
the country. My presentation is based on 
the facts that mostly took place in Kocaeli, 
which is an industrial town near İstanbul 
with a large working-class population and 
thus a relatively strong labor-movement 
history, though this has not been very vis-
ible in the last decades. It is probably safe 
to say that this labor history has created a 
relatively strong tradition of democratic 
mass organization in the city, which gives 
rise to organized resistance against anti-
democratic practices and thus draws 
attention from the state and the local law 
enforcement agencies. Women’s rallies 
should also be perceived in this sense 
along with the general atmosphere in the 
country. 

HOWEVER, ANOTHER important aspect 
should also be considered in terms of the 
strong visibility of activist women in these 
towns: these activists have been the driv-
ing force on many occasions explicitly or 
implicitly, thus alarming the state and law 
enforcement. The power of the women’s 
movement could be seen during women’s 
rallies through the attention drawn from 
the surrounding crowd and women join-
ing the rallies from the sidewalks. This is 
partly because, along with various histori-
cal reasons such as the overall success of 

Criminalization of 
women’s mobilization
& the punishing of 
gender studies
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DERYA KESKIN received her PhD in 
Development Studies from Marmara Uni-
versity in Istanbul, Turkey, and an MA from 
the Ohio State University in Columbus, USA. 
She worked as an assistant professor of 
Labor Sociology in the Department of Labor 
Economics and Industrial Relations at Ko-
caeli University, Turkey from January 2012 
to September 2016. She was dismissed 
from her position through a governmental 
decree issued under the State of Emergen-
cy for signing a petition titled “We will not 
be a party to this crime,” also known as the 
Peace Petition which was a call directed 

to the State to end the civil deaths in the 
southeastern part of the country and to 
restart the peace process.
Her work has been published in journals 
related to education, labor and the Middle 
East. Her research interests include wom-
en’s labor, gender and social policy, religion 
and women, migration, higher education, 
academic work and problems in social 
research. She continues her work within 
the Kocaeli Academy for Solidarity as the 
founding member with the other Peace 
Signatories also dismissed from Kocaeli 
University for the same reason.

the women’s movement over the last few 
decades in Turkey, as one can see from 
the night walk, women’s rallies are full of 
color, voices, and laughter. In addition, 
they are not only about some intellectual 
concerns, but also about everyday mat-
ters of every woman such as child care, 
housework, domestic violence, and the 
ever-increasing murder rate of women, 
the latter being a burning issue in the 
country.1 Obviously, the characteristics of 
the activist women and their rallies are all 
against the governing power’s desire for 
a subservient woman and its policies that 
are in line with that desire.

When I thought about this presenta-
tion, I got together with a group of women 
in town who had been taking part in 
various women’s rallies. Throughout 
our conversation, they all agreed on one 
thing, which confirmed my individual 
perception. All of the women said that 
they (those in power) are afraid of us. 

A teacher active in my union, the Edu-
cation and Science Workers’ Union, even 
said: “The state perceives us as the most 
threatening of all”. A lawyer drew atten-
tion to the legal dimension by mentioning 
gender justice, a concept the AKP prefers 
over gender equality: “I want to explain 
this because it is very important to un-
derstand the AKP government’s gender 
policies and practices and the responses 
given by feminists.” 

THE AKP IS SPREADING its agenda not only 
directly with its statements and mes-
sages, but also indirectly through its 

government-organized NGOs (in other 
words, GONGOs). (I guess we can refer 
to Gramsci and Althusser and some oth-
ers here, but we do not have time for 
that; so I will stick with the facts.) These 
organizations are not independent civil 
society organizations, and instead they 
are established to disseminate the govern-
ment’s views with the president’s sons 
and daughters on their boards.2 KADEM 
(Woman and Democracy Association) 
plays an important role in this sense. KA-
DEM prefers to use gender justice instead 
of gender equality claiming that equality 
between men and women is against hu-
man rights because women’s primary 
responsibility should be taking care of 

the family’s needs. KADEM’s founding 
president Sare Aydın Yılmaz considers 
the use of gender justice instead of equal-
ity as a new direction in the women’s 
movement.3 Using religious references, 
such as fıtrat (creation) and takva (takwa: 
god-fearing behavior), KADEM’s current 
president openly emphasizes the differ-
ent natures of men and women, and thus 
their different responsibilities that lead to 
a natural division of labor in both the pri-
vate and public spheres.4 It is notable that 
both of these women hold PhDs and have 
academic backgrounds. This is the degree 
of gender blindness the governing power 
in Turkey has been promoting not only 
through its direct policies and practices, 
but also through its GONGOs and intellec-
tuals. With this agenda, the AKP govern-
ments have no choice other than trying to 
prevent women from revealing this anti-
democratic, anti-feminist, anti-women 
rhetoric and its implementations loudly 
in the streets by portraying feminists and 
activist women as disturbing and as anti-
religion, anti-family, etc.

Indictment
Over 40 women and 4 men are stand-
ing trial in Kocaeli based on the March 8 
celebrations of the last two years. A little 
note on the men: because the women’s 
celebrations are not open to men, these 
men were observers from the sidewalks 
and were involved in the events follow-
ing the violent police intervention. Two 
of these men are colleagues of mine, also 
dismissed, and another is a graduate 

student of mine, while the fourth is a true 
passer-by. I don’t know him, but I was 
happy to hear what he said during the 
court hearings (which is another story). 

Those who are now facing trial had 
been detained after the police interven-
tions on both days and were released in 
the morning hours. I was not among the 
detainees thanks to my graduate student 
who pulled me away from the crowd dur-
ing the 2017 incident, apparently just in 
time, but instead he was detained and is 
now facing trial. I was among a big crowd 
waiting outside until the morning hours 
for the release of the detainees. Thirty-six 
women and four men were detained and 
are now standing trial for the 2017 inci-
dent, while the other six women are being 
tried for the 2018 celebrations. 

I am not going to go into details about 
the legal process and the initial hearings 
that took place in July. Since the Emer-
gency Rule was established in July 2016 
following the failed coup attempt, univer-
sities have been witnessing a tremendous 
purge in Turkey. In line with the govern-
ment’s views, most of the university 
administrations around the country have 
been trying to get rid of critical voices. Us-
ing the failed coup as the pretext and the 
opportunities provided by the emergency 
decrees, the state dismissed thousands of 
university staff, mostly academics. While 
most of these dismissals have been alleg-
edly affiliated with the Gulen movement, 
though without fair trials, around 500 of 
the dismissed academics are the signato-
ries of the peace petition. 

IT IS IMPORTANT to emphasize that the 
majority of the Academics for Peace are 
women who either engage in women’s 
and gender studies or who provide cours-
es on related subjects in their depart-
ments or who conduct unrelated research 
and courses but with gender awareness. 
Therefore, it is safe to say that the impact 
of the dismissals of female academics for 
peace is far greater than their number. 
While this impact is most visible in Anka-
ra University, it will take time to establish 
the extent of the damage, if possible at all, 
in other universities around the country. 

Ankara University lost over 100 aca-
demics via emergency decrees, and the 

Department of Women’s Studies is one of 
the units most affected. 

The current situation is that academ-
ics have been dismissed and students 
have been left without advisors or proper 
courses, some leaving the graduate pro-
grams altogether. In addition, even those 
who stayed behind in the universities can-
not be expected to be as eager as before 
when considering the circumstances in 
the universities that are increasingly be-
coming institutions to disseminate AKP’s 
ideology and views similar to GONGOs.

I WANT TO tell you about a first-hand ac-
count of this nature. An MA advisee of 
mine who is here with me now had a 
quite hard time during the last couple of 
years at the university I was dismissed 
from. She was about to start writing her 
thesis when I had to leave the university, 
over two years ago. She wanted to work 
on sex workers and their organizations as 
her thesis subject, and I had only encour-
aged her and was not there when she was 
writing. She had a hard time getting her 
research subject accepted despite her of-
ficial advisor’s overall positive approach 
in the process. The Institute of Social Sci-
ences, which oversees all thesis and dis-
sertation processes in related programs, 
rejected her title. When she wanted to 
start interviews, she could not obtain per-
mission from law enforcement to visit sex 
workers in official brothels, so she had to 
limit her interviews with those working in 
the streets. Even so, she has been subject-
ed to investigation for visiting brothels; I 
know, it does not make any sense. In the 
end, she had to agree to another title and 
remove certain parts in her text to make 
it acceptable as advised by her official 
advisors. 

I have been her unofficial advisor 
throughout this process; however, I tried 
my best not to confuse her too much by 
acting like the primary advisor because 
I wanted her to finish and not give up. 
Though I did not mind my ambiguous 
position during this time, I felt helpless 
witnessing the hardship my student went 
through and not being able to help her 
enough. In fact, she even kept some of 
that hardship to herself in order to pro-
tect me from more distress, as I found out 
later and thus felt even worse. 

Now some good news. She passed her 
thesis examination just last week. The 
whole thing took her longer than usual; 
however, I am so glad that she finished it 
and did not give up. Moreover, she asked 
me if she could defend her thesis one 
more time in front of a jury consisting of 
dismissed KODA academics emphasizing 
that it is more important for her to defend 
her thesis in front of KODA members and 
to pass the KODA examination. We hap-
pily agreed, even though we are not really 
keen on exams at KODA and we won’t be 
able to give her any diploma. 

I will stop here with this good news. ≈
Derya Keskin

Kocaeli Academy for Solidarity

Note: This letter is based on a draft paper 
presented via Skype at the workshop titled 
Women and ‘The People’ (part I) on Sep-
tember 25, 2018 at the Centre for Baltic and 
East European Studies (CBEES), Södertörn 
University, Stockholm, Sweden. 
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new community of like-minded autocratic regimes is 
being born. Despite their economic, cultural, and po-
litical differences, the goal of these regimes is not to 
create an “axis of evil” and subvert democracy per se, 

but rather to establish a loose alliance of “imitated/fake democ-
racies”, whose international recognition, legitimacy, common 
authoritarian practices, and shared interests unconstrained by 
external judicial scrutiny, human rights, and freedoms would 
make authoritarianism more normatively acceptable and legiti-
mate in the international community. To paraphrase the words 
of Juan Linz and Alfred Stepan, if democracy becomes “the only 
game in town”,1 the current issue is whether residents of the 
“town” are ready to recognize, legitimize, and tolerate other 
“games” that merely imitate democracy. 

It would be entertaining to assume that there is an “academy 
of authoritarianism” that trains new dictators, organizes “au-
thoritarian exchange programs”, and nominates the “best au-
tocrat of the year”. The reality is, however, more complex than 
that. Authoritarianism appears to be a result of comprehensive 
internal and external factors that coincide at a certain point in 
time and subvert the democratic course of development in a 
given country or region.2 It is well established3 that civic activ-
ists of Kmara (Georgian: “Enough!”) and Pora (Ukranian: “It is 
time”) learned from Otpor (Serbian: “Resistance!”) and its experi-

ences of overthrowing the Milošević regime. Trained activists 
then participated in the organization of the Rose Revolution in 
Georgia in 2003 and the Orange Revolution in Ukraine in 2004. 
The key question is whether authoritarian regimes also draw les-
sons from successes and failures of other autocrats. The global 
spread of non-democratic practices4 is no longer the “curse” of 
developing countries, where authoritarian traditions are often 
considered to be “business-as-usual”. For example, recent devel-
opments in the US have led to discussions about a constitutional 
failure in one of the oldest democracies in the world.5 Our essay 
offers the concept of the common neo-authoritarian space as a 
way of understanding the nature of ongoing democratic back-
sliding throughout the world. 

Difficulties related to conducting  
research in authoritarian settings
There are several significant challenges related to any research 
on authoritarian learning and common anti-democratic prac-
tices in Eurasia. First, it is difficult to conduct conventional field 
research to collect the necessary quantitative and qualitative 
data on the ground. For instance, authorities in Uzbekistan 
barred Sergei Abashin, anthropologist from the European Uni-
versity in St. Petersburg, the Russian Federation, from entering 
the country when Abashin published an article about “national 
government”, “post-colonialism”, and “post-Sovietness” in Uz-
bekistan.6 Alexander Sodiqov, a University of Toronto research-
er, was arrested in 2014 in Tajikistan while carrying out academic 
fieldwork on civil society and conflict resolution in Central Asia.7 
Sodiqov, who was detained by the secret service of Tajikistan, 
the GKNB, faced charges of “subversion and espionage”.8 Fur-
thermore, the local population often perceives international 
researchers as foreign agents and spies whose job is to interfere 
in domestic politics.9 Therefore, conventional field research on 
the subject might compromise the safety of the field researchers 
and local participants. 

Second, the countries selected for this research are notori-
ous for their lack of transparency and obscure decision-making 
processes, back-room deals, and absence of clear rules of 
governance.10 Under such conditions, it is almost impossible to 
identify an original source of any policy, legislation, or practice 

from the selected jurisdictions. Thus, it is hard to measure or 
detect the transfer of antidemocratic policies and to differentiate 
between a “national” practice and one adopted from abroad. 
Third, one cannot easily equate countries that have varying 
degrees of economic and political development as well as differ-
ent potential in terms of their natural and human resources. It is 
also difficult to compare a multitude of hybrid/non-democratic 
regimes and to predict a possible course for their development. 
Thus, there is always the possibility that similar laws and prac-
tices have originated independently from each other under the 
influence of country-specific conditions. Our research seeks to 
overcome these difficulties by demonstrating a common authori-
tarian fingerprint of similar laws and interests of ruling elites in 
the post-Soviet Eurasian countries.

Focus on four Eurasian countries  
with common trajectories
Our prospective research will cover the following four coun-
tries: the Russian Federation, Kyrgyzstan, Uzbekistan, and 
Tajikistan. The selection of the four Eurasian countries is based 
on their geographical position, common history and culture, 
and their current strong economic, trade, military, and security 
cooperation in the region. Each of the above-mentioned former 
Soviet republics has substantial national minorities whose eth-
nicities and languages are those of the majority populations in 
the other countries selected for this research. The three Central 
Asian states joined the Russian Empire (1860s—1917), in the after-
math of the Bolshevik revolution, they were incorporated into 
the Soviet Union (1917—1991). Kyrgyzstan, Uzbekistan, and Tajiki-
stan were selected from among the Central Asian states because 
they have common borders with each other. Furthermore, these 
three Central Asian republics share the Fergana Valley, which 
has become an amalgamation of common traditions, religion, 
and cultural identity.11 This research will also demonstrate that 
the selected four countries have the same trajectory of post-
Soviet transition and potentially approximate each other in 
terms of their practices of governance, their policies, and their 
legislation. While Russia, Uzbekistan, and Tajikistan remain 
entrenched autocracies,12 nowadays one can also observe a 
recent democratic backsliding in Kyrgyzstan, which used to be 

The common space  
of neo-authoritarianism 
in post-Soviet Eurasia

CHRONOLOGY OF EVENTS

by Oleg Antonov and Artem Galushko

abstract
This essay describes the widening common space of neo-
authoritarianism, which manifests itself in the synchronic 
replication of restrictive legislation, authoritarian practices, and 
legacies in Eurasia. We present preliminary results of our ongo-
ing research that show how Russia and the Central Asian repub-
lics of Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, and Uzbekistan synchronically 
introduced similar anti-democratic measures to restrict freedom 
of academia, civil society, and political participation in response 
to major social and political events such as popular uprisings, 
financial crises, and successful successions of state power. 
Although the process of “authoritarian learning” has attracted 
substantial attention in the academic literature, we assert that 
the previous research does not address common root causes of 
the weakening democratic institutions in varying cultural, politi-
cal, and social conditions. The goal of this essay is to introduce 
a theoretical framework for the comparative analysis of various 
types of hybrid non-democratic regimes not only in post-Soviet 
Eurasia, but also in other regions that experience democratic 
backsliding. 
KEY WORDS: Authoritarian learning, democratic backsliding, 
Central Asia, Russia, former Soviet Union, political participation, 
dissent.
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the Rose Revolution.

May 2004 – Russia: Putin’s 
second presidential term.
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The Orange Revolution. 
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– Kyrgyzstan: 
The first Tulip Revolution.

May 2005 – Uzbekistan:  
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December 2005 – Uzbekistan: 
Amendments to restrict the free-
dom of assembly.
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The Rose revolution, 
Tbilisi 2003.
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revolution 
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2008 – Russia:  
Financial Crisis. 

May 2008 – Russia:  
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Prime Minister.

August 2008 – Kyrgyz-
stan: Amendments to 
restrict the freedom of 
assembly. 

April 2010 – Kyrgyzstan: 
The second Tulip Revolution.
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military means to assert its interests, to promote itself as a role 
model for other states, and to support neighboring authoritarian 
regimes.25 Our project will seek to reconcile all three strains of 
research by offering a concept that can help identify and analyze 
common causes of authoritarian learning in Eurasia. 

Novelty of our concept  
and its potential contribution
Our theoretical framework of the “Common Space of Neo-Au-
thoritarianism” makes a threefold contribution to the growing 
research on “authoritarian learning” and “democratic backslid-
ing”. First, the concept of the “Common Space” does not reject 
the previous theories of authoritarian learning that essentially 
focus on direct or indirect inter-state learning via diffusion, 
transfer, and promotion. The research framework proposed by 
us emphasizes instead the importance of common interests, 
needs, totalitarian legacies, learning points, and perceptions of 
threat after significant social and political events that can trigger 
multiple forms of both deliberate and unintentional “authoritar-
ian learning”. Second, the idea of the “Common Space” is very 
timely because it describes the modern phenomenon of hybrid 
political regimes that imitate democracy by using a variety of 
common practices, policies, and laws that, despite their formal 
“democratic appearance”, are in fact aimed at restricting po-
litical dissent and participation.26 Furthermore, the proposed 
concept of the “Common Space” of anti-democratic practices 
goes beyond state borders and overcomes cultural, political, 
and social differences. Our research seeks to demonstrate that 
hybrid regimes, despite their varying domestic conditions such 
as weakness or strength of state apparatus, tend to apply similar 
authoritarian tactics that have already proven to be effective in 
preserving past and present autocracies in the region of post-
Soviet Eurasia. Our analysis of national legislation and its practi-
cal application also demonstrates an ongoing approximation of 
the situation with political participation and dissent in Russia 
and the Central Asian republics, whose “imitated democracies” 
draw lessons from the successes and failures of other authoritar-
ian regimes.

Third, the idea of the “Common Space” helps us reassess the 
role of past totalitarian legacies in the modern world. We call the 

an “Island of Democracy” in Central Asia.13 The recent political 
changes in Uzbekistan after the death of President Islam Kari-
mov have created certain expectations that the new leadership 
of the country will improve the situation in terms of democracy 
and human rights.14 Thus, with this geographic focus in mind our 
research will elaborate on the recent developments in the region 
of post-Soviet Eurasia. 

Previous research  
on inter-state learning 
In general, the academic literature on the “common antidemo-
cratic toolkit”15 and inter-state learning can be divided into three 
strains of research. The first cohort of authors emphasizes the 
unintentional diffusion of practices, policies, and ideas across 
state borders without direct participation of governments or 
other actors in the process.16 Proponents of this approach em-
phasize the importance of certain conditions such as similarities 
of culture, geographical proximity, interdependencies, common 
networks, trade,17 security, and other linkages that can facilitate 
the process of diffusion.18 This strain of research often employs 
natural sciences terms such as “pandemic”, “contagious”, and 
“infectious”, while opponents of democratization, in the same 
vein, talk about the “orange plague” or the “orange virus” to de-
scribe the Ukrainian Orange Revolution of 2004 and other “color 
revolutions”.19 Therefore, proponents of diffusion emphasize 
indirect and unintentional exchange of policies, legislative mea-
sures, and practices.

The second group of researchers studies the deliberate “nega-
tive transfer” of authoritarian policies and practices from one 
country to another,20 the “positive direct transfer” of the best 
legal practices (known as legal transplants),21 and the EU legal ap-
proximation.22 A good example of the “negative transfer” would 
be the transfer of repressive practices from the Soviet Union to 
other countries of the communist bloc during the Cold War.23

The third strain of research emphasizes the deliberate promo-
tion of authoritarian practices and policies by powerful states or 
international organizations on weaker or dependent countries.24 
The most expressive manifestation of such intentional authori-
tarian promotion would be the concept of the Dark Knight or a 
country that uses diplomatic, economic, and sometimes even 

“Common Space” of anti-democratic practices Neo-Authoritari-
an because it reinvents old tools of authoritarianism and makes 
them more acceptable nowadays by camouflaging autocratic re-
gimes with fake or powerless democratic institutions and by giv-
ing authoritarian leaders the necessary legitimacy both domesti-
cally and internationally. Taking into account that the “Common 
Space” of authoritarian practices has cross-generational, inter-
cultural, and multidisciplinary dimensions, it can be an effective 
theoretical model for the comparative analysis of various types 
of non-democratic regimes as well as conditions that either fa-
cilitate or hinder the spread of authoritarianism in post-Soviet 
Eurasia and in other regions. 

Soviet legacies
Our research confirms the presence of common authoritarian 
legacies inherited from the Soviet Union in the four selected 
countries. In this essay we would like to present three legacies 
that, in our opinion, play a crucial role in restricting political 
participation and dissent: a) Elimination of non-conformity; b) A 
tradition of pro-regime organizations; and c) Soviet-like politically 
motivated show trials against dissidents. Our prospective research 
will demonstrate that all of the above-mentioned communist to-
talitarian practices have been successfully reanimated to varying 
degrees in the former Soviet republics selected for our research. 
For instance, one can observe the deliberate elimination of non-
conformity in all areas of life such as academia, mass media, and 
civil society. In Russia, the government has put a label of “foreign 
agents” on independent scholars. The most recent examples 
would be Professor of Political Science Mikhail Savva27 and Pro-
fessor of Economics Sergei Guriev28 who were forced to leave 
Russia due to persecutions.29 Russia proceeded with eliminating 
any independent scientific research by designating as a “foreign 
agent” its first private sponsor of science, the “Dynasty Founda-
tion” which led to the liquidation of the organization.30 There are 
similar restrictive measures against non-conformity in Central 
Asia. 

In particular, Tajikistan restricted academic mobility by issu-
ing a decree to prevent students and scholars from participating 
in scientific conferences or taking part in other academic pro-
grams without special ministerial permission. In a recent attack 
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on the independent media in Tajikistan, investigative journalist 
Khayrullo Mirsaidov faced persecution and deprivation of lib-
erty after he exposed the corruption of local authorities.31 The 
Government of Uzbekistan tried to rewrite the history of the 
Andijan protests of May 2005 by producing doctored “public 
confessions” about the events on state television.32 In 2015, the 
Ministry of Education of Uzbekistan introduced an unprec-
edented restriction of academic freedom by abolishing the 
teaching of political science in all universities of the country.33 In 
a similar measure aimed at restricting independent civil society 
organizations, Kyrgyz authorities prosecuted Azimzhan Askarov, 
an ethnic Uzbek and human rights defender, who documented 
inter-ethnic violence in the Jalal-Abad region in June 2010.34 Post-
communist elites also rely on Soviet-like “quasi-civic initiatives” 
to show the “popular support” of the regime. 

In Russia, the pro-government youth movement Our People 
(Russian: “Nashi”) has essentially become the successor of the 
Soviet Komsomol, the youth branch of the Communist Party.35 
Valentina Matvienko, the head of the upper house of the Rus-
sian Parliament (Federation Council) and the former Komsomol 
leader, has recently emphasized the importance of using the ex-
perience of Komsomol in Russia.36 One can find Komsomol-like 
organizations in Tajikistan with its Homeland Builders (Tajik: 

June 2010 – Osh ethnic conflict. 

June and August 2011  
– Tajikistan: Amendments to
restrict the freedom of assembly.

December 2011 – July 2013 – 
Russia: ‘Bolotnaya Protests’. 

May 2012 – Russia:  
Putin’s third presidential term. 

May 2012 – Kyrgyzstan:  
Abolishment of the previous restric-
tive law on the freedom of assembly. 

June 2012 – Russia: Amendments 
to restrict the freedom of assembly. 

November 2013 – March 2014 
– Ukraine: Revolution of Dignity
(Euromaidan), Annexation of Crimea
by Russia.

July 2014 – Tajikistan:  
Amendments to restrict the freedom 
of assembly. 

July 2014 – Russia: Amendments 
to restrict the freedom of assembly. 

October 2014 – Kyrgyzstan:  
Amendments to the law on peaceful assembly. 

September 2015 – Tajikistan:  
Ban of the Party of Islamic Renaissance.

December 2015 – Kyrgyzstan: A Bill pro-
posed to restrict the freedom of assembly.

September 2016 – Russia: Ban of Crimean 
Tatar Mejlis in Russia and in Russian-occupied 
Crimea.

December 2018 – Russia: Further restric-
tions on the freedom of assembly.

Moscow 
rally,  

December 
24, 2011.

Demonstration 
in support of the 
Mejlis in Kyiv,  
September  
2016.

PHOTO: WIKIMEDIA COMMONS PHOTO: WIKIMEDIA COMMONS PHOTO: EUROMAIDANPRESS.COM

The “green men” 
from Russia. 
Military base 
at Perevalne 
during the 2014 
Crimean crisis.

Euromaidan, December 1, 2013. 
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of 2008 in Russia might have accelerated the proliferation of 
measures restricting the freedom of assembly in post-Soviet 
hybrid regimes that were already concerned with the prospect 
of imminent “color revolutions” overthrowing them one day. We 
agree with the “politics of fear” concept proposed by Vladimir 
Gel’man, Przeworski’s “authoritarian equilibrium”, and the 
recent research by Guriev and Treisman that connects a lack 
of economic growth with increased levels of repression.50 Our 
research corroborates these findings by demonstrating the as-
sault on peaceful assembly after popular uprisings and the 2008 
financial crisis in post-Soviet Eurasia.

Shortly after the end of the Ukrainian “Orange Revolution” 
in January 2005 and protests in the Uzbek city of Andijan in the 
Fergana Valley in May 2005,51 Uzbekistan amended its Code of 
Administrative Offences in December 2005 to introduce stricter 
financial and administrative penalties for “non-sanctioned” 
(without prior state permission) peaceful assemblies, demon-
strations, and rallies. Another “color revolution” called “the 
Tulip Revolution” took place at the same time in Kyrgyzstan in 
March—April 2005. The new leadership of Kyrgyzstan amended 
the law on peaceful assembly52 in August 2008 to require prior 
state permission for any assembly, to limit assemblies between 
9:00 a.m. and 8:00 p.m., to prohibit rallies in close vicinity to 
the offices of the President, the Parliament, the courts, and 
other state institutions, and to prohibit the erection of tents.53 
Although these restrictions on protest activities did not prevent 
the second “Tulip Revolution” of April 2010, Kyrgyzstan initiated 
many additional measures to regulate peaceful assembly three 
more times in 2012,54 201455, and 2015.56

In June 2011, shortly after the second Kyrgyz revolution, Tajik-
istan amended its Code of Administrative Offences to introduce 
greater financial penalties for the violation of existing assembly 
procedures.57 Amendments introduced to the Criminal Code of 
Tajikistan in August 2011 envisaged that persons who repeatedly 
violated the rules on public events could face punishment of up 
to two years in prison.58 While the Osh ethnic conflict of June 
2010 and the second “Tulip Revolution” led to the abolishment 
of the previous restrictive law on peaceful assembly in Kyrgyz-
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“Sozandagoni Vatan”), which is a youth wing of the ruling party.37 
Uzbekistan has its Youth Union (Uzbek: “O’zbekiston Yoshlar 
Ittifoqi”)38 and the Committee of Women and Girls.39 In Kyrgyz-
stan, police detained the leader of the youth wing of the ruling 
party after he criticized the party leadership and complained 
about a “‘communications specialist’ from Russia ‘trying to man-
age (the party’s) internal processes.’”40 Politicized show trials 
against the opposition have further limited opportunities for 
political dissent and participation in post-Soviet Eurasia. 

From the four countries selected for our research, only Russia 
is a member of the Council of Europe and, thus, has to comply 
with the decisions of the European Court of Human Rights. The 
Court in Strasbourg has already reviewed complaints about 
politically motivated justice in the former Soviet Union.41 Most 
recently the Grand Chamber of the Court delivered a landmark 
decision in the case of the Russian opposition activist Aleksey 
Navalnyy. In particular, the Court held that Navalnyy’s criminal 
prosecution and repeated arrests “had actually aimed at sup-
pressing political pluralism[,]…pursued an ulterior purpose…in 
the context of a general move to bring the opposition under con-
trol [in Russia].”42 Similar politically motivated proceedings took 
place in Tajikistan against opposition politician Zayd Saidov43 
and human rights lawyer Buzurgmehr Yorov.44In September 
2015, the Tajik Supreme Court banned the opposition Party of 
Islamic Renaissance as a terrorist and extremist organization. 45 
One year later, in September 2016, the Supreme Court of the Rus-
sian Federation supported a decision to declare Mejlis, a Crime-
an Tatar elected representative body, an extremist organization 
and to ban its activities in Russia and in Russian-occupied occu-
pied Crimea.46 Authorities of Uzbekistan prosecuted opposition 
leader Sanjar Umarov, who was allowed to leave the country 
after receiving amnesty in 2009.47 In Kyrgyzstan, international 
observers criticized trials against representatives of the opposi-
tion Omurbek Tekebaev and Duishonkul Chotonov48 as well as 
the former Member of Parliament Sadyr Japarov, the ex-Finance 
Minister Marat Sultanov and others.49 These and other common 
authoritarian practices demonstrate that the old totalitarian 
legacies continue to play a crucial role in subverting post-Soviet 
transformations and in undermining democratic institutions in 
the hybrid regimes of post-Soviet Eurasia.

Synchronic replication of restrictive 
laws – peaceful assembly
The main premise of our research is that hybrid authoritarian 
regimes in post-Soviet Eurasia have synchronically replicated 
restrictive laws after significant social and political events. This 
section presents how Russia, Kyrgyzstan, Uzbekistan, and Tajiki-
stan introduced similar legislative measures to restrict freedom 
of assembly shortly after the first “color revolutions”, the “Bo-
lotnaya protests” in Russia, and “Euromaidan” in Ukraine and 
the annexation of Crimea. We argue that such events can serve 
as common learning points for non-democratic countries that 
draw lessons from the successes and failures of other autocrats’ 
attempts to ensure the survival, legitimacy, and longevity of 
their regimes. Furthermore, we assert that the financial crisis 

The Press Freedom Index 
calculated by the Reporters 
Sans Frontières (RSF) mea-
sures the degree of freedom 
available to journalists in 180 
countries. It is determined 
by pooling the responses of 
experts to a questionnaire 
devised by RSF.1) Good (From 
0 to 15 points); 2) Fairly good 
(From 15.01 to 25 points); 3) 
Problematic (From 25.01 to 35 
points); 4) Bad (From 35.01 to 
55 points); 5) Very bad (From 
55.01 to 100 points). 

Graph 1.

Graph 2.

Graph 3.

Nations in Transit by the 
Freedom House. Countries 
are rated on a scale of 1 to 
7, with 1 representing the 
highest and 7 the lowest level 
of democratic progress. The 
average of these ratings is 
each country’s Democracy 
Score (DS)”.

Bertelsmann Governance 
Index (GI) by the Bertels-
mann Foundation ranks 
the countries according to 
their leadership’s political 
management performance 
and their quality of democ-
racy. Results on a scale from 
1 (failed) to 10 (very good).

The Tulip revolution, Kyrgyzstan, 2005. 
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stan in 2012,59 in the Russian Federation the protest movement 
has provoked an encroachment on the freedom of assembly. 

Allegations about electoral fraud during the parliamentary 
and presidential elections as well as Putin’s third presidency 
sparked mass protests on Bolotnaya Square in Moscow and 
across Russia in December 2011—July 2013.60 In response, in June 
2012 the Russian parliament adopted restrictive amendments 
to the law on public rallies and to the Code of Administrative 
Offences.61 Human Rights Watch has concluded in its analysis of 
the amendments that their goal was to “increase the fines for vio-
lating rules for holding public events and impose various other 
restrictions that will make it more difficult and costly for those 
opposed to government policies to engage in public protests.”62 
This, in combination with repressive practices of the police and 
courts,63 makes it difficult, if not entirely impossible, to conduct 
massive rallies similar to the protests that took place on Bolot-
naya Square. 

The “Euromaidan” protests, the illegal annexation of Crimea 
in February—March 2014,64 and the military conflict in eastern 
Ukraine65 coincided with further restrictions on the freedom 
of peaceful assembly. Tajikistan amended its law on peaceful 
assembly66 in July 2014 to deprive foreign citizens and persons 
without citizenship of the previously guaranteed right to par-
ticipate in public rallies.67 In July 2014, Russia passed a law68 that 
introduced criminal liability for persons who repeatedly violated 
the rules on public events, increased financial penalties, and ex-
panded the scope of application of the existing repressive legisla-
tion and its arbitrary interpretation.69 The trend towards further 
penalization of protests in Russia continues, and the lower house 
of the legislative assembly (state Duma) has recently passed a 
bill70 to punish the involvement of minors in public events that 
are not sanctioned by the state.71 These and other legislative 
measures and practices demonstrate some common trends with 
regard to the freedom of assembly in post-Soviet Eurasia. One 
can observe the synchronic adoption of legislative measures 
aimed at limiting the freedom of assembly shortly after popular 
uprisings in the region. Moreover, the adopted national mea-
sures look similar to each other in the sense that they restrict 
peaceful assemblies by requiring prior state permission to hold a 
rally or a demonstration,72 by introducing excessive regulations, 
by punishing those who do not follow them with financial penal-
ties, by criminalizing organizers of rallies, and by targeting social 
groups that can potentially cause “unrest”. 

International quantitative rankings
We have selected three international quantitative rankings on 
press freedom, democratic transition, and governance that, in 
our opinion, are important indicators of post-Soviet transforma-
tions in the four countries selected for our research. The World 
Press Freedom Index prepared by Reporters Sans Frontières 
(RSF) measures the degree of freedom available to journalists in 
180 countries.73 Graph 174 demonstrates on a scale from 0 (good) 
to 100 (very bad) the freedom of the press in Russia, Kyrgyzstan, 
Tajikistan, and Uzbekistan between 2006 and 2018. This interna-
tional index shows that before 2013 the ratings of each country 

improved and deteriorated on numerous occasions without a 
strong correlation between the four selected countries. After 
2013, it appears that the rankings of the four countries reached 
a point of “stabilization” at which the individual scores of each 
country no longer changed dramatically and stayed close to the 
scores of the other countries. Furthermore, while in 2006 the 
maximum difference between the countries was 41 points, the 
maximum difference had shrunk to 29.84 points in 2018.

The Nations in Transit Democracy Score (DS) compiled by the 
“Freedom House” evaluates post-Soviet democratic transfor-
mations in the 29 formerly communist countries from Central 
Europe to Central Asia on a scale of 1 (highest score) to 7 (lowest 
score).75Graph 276 illustrates that in this quantitative measure the 
rankings of the four countries are also similar to each other. For 
instance, Russia and Tajikistan received almost identical rankings 
every year, and the scores for Russia, Kyrgyzstan, and Tajikistan 
almost overlapped in 2009, 2010, and 2011. Furthermore, it ap-
pears that the four countries are converging, with the rankings of 
Kyrgyzstan (the most democratic country) and Uzbekistan (the 
weakest country in terms of its democratic progress) vacillating 
towards the “middle ground scores” received by Russia and Ta-
jikistan. Like in the previous graph, the difference between the 
countries shrank from 1.18 points in 2006 to 0.82 points in 2018.

The Bertelsmann Governance Index (BGI) by the “Ber-
telsmann Foundation”77 ranks 129 countries on a scale from 1 
(failed) to 10 (very good) according to their leadership’s political 
management performance and quality of democracy. Graph 
378 shows a development trajectory that is almost identical to 
the rankings displayed in the previous graphs. In particular, 
Tajikistan and Russia have maintained the “middle ground” 
with similar scores, while Kyrgyzstan and Uzbekistan have vacil-
lated towards a hypothetical point of convergence with Russia 
and Tajikistan. The BGI shows a similar trend of approximation 
between the four countries that have moved from a 2.32-point 
difference in 2006 to a 2.18-point difference in 2018.

The international quantitative rankings reveal three common 
trends in post-Soviet Eurasia. First, the four selected countries 
have very similar scores that remain in the same range of poor 
rankings indicating the democratic backsliding in the region. 
Second, the recent rankings illustrate that the selected coun-
tries have followed a similar trajectory/vector of development. 
Despite the “ups and downs” of their own rankings, the three 
Central Asian states remain in the “orbit” of Russia79 without 
being able to set their own course in the region. Third, all three 
indexes show a clear trend of ongoing approximation between 
the four countries, whose rankings have moved closer and closer 
towards each other and, hypothetically, might meet at a com-
mon point of “convergence” in the future.

Conclusions
While the principle task of our essay is to provoke discussion and 
attract academic attention to the phenomenon of “authoritar-
ian learning” in Eurasia, we expect that there might be several 
criticisms of the “Common space of Neo-Authoritarianism” as 
described here. One possible critique could be that the similarity 
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of laws, old legacies, and practices is just a coincidence and the 
result of a global diffusion of ideas without the major involve-
ment of state actors. While some similarity might be attributed 
to the Soviet history and common challenges in the region and 
in the world nowadays, our response to this criticism is that even 
if the “authoritarian similarities” discovered by us are “acciden-
tal”, a “coincidence” of such proportions at the level of national 
laws, policies, and practices deserves special consideration and 
explanation. Although ideas and practices indeed spread faster 
in the globalized world, it would be useful to explain what fac-
tors facilitate democratic as well as authoritarian diffusion across 
countries and regions. 

Another possible criticism might be that similar practices, 
policies, and laws have no single place of origin and operate 
not only in Eurasia, but also everywhere else in the world. The 
response to this criticism would be that our task is not to find the 
place where the common practices originated. On the contrary, 
our goal is to demonstrate the ongoing process of authoritarian 
replication and synchronization as well as to motivate further ac-
ademic research and discussion on this topic. Furthermore, in-
stead of looking for a single country where a practice originated, 
our research demonstrates the common authoritarian fingerprint 
of similar quantitative rankings, legal terminology, practices, 
policies, and timeframes of their adoption. The last and the most 
“appealing” criticism might be that the similarity of laws and 
practices has always functioned like this in this part of the world. 
One can argue that the ruling elites of Central Asian states have 
often borrowed practices from abroad and have depended on 
more powerful states like Russia, with whom they have synchro-
nized their domestic and foreign policies. Even if this criticism is 
true, we still need to understand the driving force behind such 
“business-as-usual” and what can be done to stop the spread of 
authoritarianism to other countries and regions. 

The main preliminary finding of our research is the synchronic 
replication of anti-democratic practices and the potential approxi-
mation of transitional regimes in post-Soviet Eurasia. Given the on-
going proliferation of non-democratic hybrid regimes in the world, 
the concept of the “Common Space of Neo-Authoritarianism” 
can offer a useful theoretical model for the comparative analysis 
of such regimes. Most importantly, it provides an insight into the 
most recent anti-democratic developments and conditions that 
have triggered the spread and improved the resilience of authori-
tarian ideologies and non-democratic regimes worldwide. ≈
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“In comparison to 2006 or 2010, when we saw large anti-gov-
ernment protests in Belarus, the number of expelled student has 
decreased significantly. This has not resulted in less repression, 
and the authorities simply realized that if they force out, let’s say, 
a thousand students then the EU will react and many young peo-
ple will leave the country. If, on the other hand, they expel only 
five or ten students the EU will not pay any attention but they 
will scare the rest of the students”.

Lukashevich, whose case has been brought to the attention of 
the network Scholars at Risk’s (SAR) Academic Freedom Monitor-
ing Project, was expelled from the University in March, 2017.1 At 
that time he was engaged in the preservation of Kurapaty, a his-
toric location where Joseph Stalin ordered mass executions, and 
thus a memorial site for the victims of communist repression.

The authorities planned to construct a business center on the 
site, which resulted in widespread protests of which Lukashe-
vich was a part. He argues that the memorial site is important for 
the Belarusian nation.

“Representatives of our nation, and not only ours, were killed 
there. It is very important to remember these people, not only 
from a moral point of view, but also in order 
to prevent anything similar from happening 
again. If we forget, it could happen again. 
It is very important not to allow any kind 
of mockery of their memory. This is a place 
for sorrow for our people, not a place for 
business centers and restaurants”.

As a leader of BPF Youth, with all the 
public attention that entailed, he was in the 
spotlight for the authorities’ attention. The 
university administration subsequently 
became informed of Lukashevich’s partic-
ipation in an unauthorized rally. He was at that time studying at 
the Faculty of History and was summoned to the deputy dean of 
the faculty and eventually got two reprimands — one for the par-
ticipation in the rally and the second for truancy.

He admits that he skipped classes, but not as many as the uni-
versity administration states, and Lukashevich argues that other 
students who had more absences were not reprimanded. In the 
end, after many twists and turns he was expelled for truancy 
and for late payment of university fees. The university claimed 
the expulsion had nothing to do with his political activities. He 
thereafter sought to re-enroll several times without success and 
is currently not studying.

Official reasons for expulsions
The university administration often motivates the expulsions 
with absenteeism on the part of the selected students. Sasha 
Kuzmich, the 2018 International Secretary for the Belarusian 
Students’ Association, BSA, says that the general position of Be-
larusian civil society, including the BSA, is that these expulsions 
are foremost politically motivated.

Kuzmich tells us that in 2006, when large-scale protests 
erupted after President Alexander Lukashenko claimed a large 
majority win that resulted in his third term in office, hundreds 

of students were expelled as a result of their participation in 
the protests. In 2010, when the country again saw large street 
protests due to Lukashenko entering his fourth term in office, 
dozens of students were expelled.

In 2015—2017, there were at least 12 cases of politically moti-
vated expulsions of students according to a joint statement by 
the Germany and Switzerland-based human rights organization 
Liberico Partnership for Human Rights, the Belarusian Students’ 
Association, and the Belarusian Human Rights Center Viasna.2 
In connection to nationwide protests in 2017, demanding an end 
to the taxation of the unemployed, a number of students were 
detained and many of them were subsequently expelled from 
university when released from prison.

In 2018 one student was expelled, according to Dzmitry 
Salauyou, board member of the Human Rights Center Viasna. 
Hanna Smilevich, who was expelled from the Belarusian State 
University, was the newly elected leader of BPF Youth at the time 
of expulsion — the same position that Yuri Lukashevich held ear-
lier. She does not hold this position anymore. The current leader 
of BPF Youth is Denis Mandik, who has previously been expelled 

from the Belarusian State University of 
Technology.3

Sasha Kuzmich from the Belarusian 
Students’ Association argues that the ac-
tual expulsions are only the tip of the ice-
berg when it comes to repression within 
higher academic institutions. The stu-
dents are not always expelled but could 
be threatened and silenced in other 
ways. For instance, they could be sum-
moned to the university administration 
for a discussion about attitudinal and 

behavioral adjustments. Sometimes the university also contacts 
their parents to evoke pressure. Kuzmich says that the control on 
the part of the university administration is severe.

“Universities in Belarus are very depressing places. Some 
activities are allowed and others are not, and every activity could 
possibly be stopped. The university administration is checking 
students’ social networks to see if they post things that are not 
allowed, if they criticize the government and so forth. This leads 
to self-censorship among students. Those who do not follow the 
rules are a vulnerable group.”

Thus, few dare to question the rules, and even fewer ignore 
them, because those students risk being targeted and expelled. 
According to Kuzmich, nobody has yet been expelled for “liking” 
or re-posting somebody else’s comments on social media sites. It 
is the most visible activists, people engaged in party politics, the 
opinion leaders who are the main victims of repression, but the 
other students are indirectly affected by the atmosphere of fear 
created by the expulsions. 

In order to keep control over the students, the universities 
commonly have some sort of ideological department and a vice-
rector for ideology. Kuzmich argues that this makes universities 
part of the ideological vector of the Belarusian government. She 
states that if, for example, the country commemorates Belarus’ 

feature

n order to silence dissident voices within Belarusian higher 
education, students with uncomfortable political views 
are often expelled. International critique has resulted in a 
decrease in the number of expulsions, but the repression 

continues. The university administration merely has changed 
methods and nowadays focuses on the students with a capacity 
to lead others.

The university administration is able to hold on to the climate 

of repression when they target certain students with more influ-
ence, and they succeed in creating a climate of fear that prevents 
other students from engaging in any sort of dissident activities.

Yuri Lukashevich, Deputy Chair of the BPF Party, was expelled 
from the Belarusian State University in 2017. He was at that time 
the leader of the youth wing of the party, BPF Youth. He argues 
that the decrease in the number of expelled students should be 
perceived as a pragmatic choice on the part of the government.

by Marina Henrikson

Expulsion of students 
as a tool of control

“IN 2015–2017, 
THERE WERE AT 
LEAST 12 CASES 
OF POLITICALLY 

MOTIVATED 
EXPULSIONS OF 

STUDENTS.” 

The Belarusian State University, Minsk. PHOTO: WIKIMEDIA COMMONS
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following the developments within Belarusian higher education 
more closely than others, however.

“In my personal opinion, particularly Sweden and Poland 
are paying a lot of attention to the matter and consequently of-
fer support. By and large, all other countries are behaving as if 
nothing has actually happened, or alternatively they produce 
statements saying that they are concerned and are paying close 
attention to the matter”.

In his view, the Belarusian government has been able to go on 
with the repression without any real consequences. There has 
been insufficient international solidarity or mobilization to stop 
the Belarusian authorities from pursuing their goal of intimidat-
ing the students. 

According to Sasha Kuzmich from BSA, critique from the in-
ternational community would have little if any effect because the 
government pays little attention to such criticism.

“The Belarusian government really does not care. It has done 
nothing to fulfill the criterias set out by the Bologna Process, and 
it has not changed its attitude concerning the expulsion of stu-
dents. International critique could, however, show the expelled 
students and civil society in general that there are people around 
the world supporting them.”

Furthermore, she argues that there are several issues of con-
cern; the educational system is problematic in general.

She explains that, for example, around 90 % of the curriculum 
is being decided beforehand leaving students with very few elec-
tives; universities accept almost all students that wish to enroll 
and do not expel even the most unmotivated students who do 
not do the required tasks, that is, so long as these students are 
not oppositional political activists; and during election times the 
students are often forced to take part in early voting or otherwise 
risk losing their dormitories, generally presented as a gift from 
the university administration.

University education is considered very important in Belarus 
with around 80 % of school graduates choosing to enroll at 
university after graduation, according to Kuzmich. The fear of 

expulsion and the subsequent problems of establishing yourself 
in the labor market have serious repercussions for the develop-
ment of academic freedom in the country.

“All these developments may not look very dramatic in isola-
tion, but together they do create a very serious situation within 
universities. If you are seen as uncomfortable you are pushed 
out of the system, and this creates a lot of fear. In the end there is 
no one left to protest”. ≈

Marina Henrikson is a freelance journalist based in Stockholm.

Note. All images by the author, unless otherwise stated. 
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role in World War II, the universities will also organize such 
events due to them being part of this vector.

Furthermore, as argued by Lukashevich, the people in charge 
of the ideological departments often work for or are at least 
closely connected to the Belarusian 
secret service, the KGB. He says that the 
ideological departments’ main task is 
to identify dissidents and remove these 
people from the university by way of 
intimidation, persuasion, blackmail 
or expulsion. They also seek to spread 
a message about the positive develop-
ment of the Belarusian state, President 
Lukashenko’s contribution to such de-
velopment, the bad shape of the rest of 
Europe, and the need to feel grateful for 
the state of the Belarusian government 
all while undermining political opposition.

Consequences for those expelled
The repercussions for the students who are expelled are severe 
and life changing. They are, for instance, not able to work within 
the profession for which they originally studied. According to 
Dzmitry Salauyou from Viasna, some students try to re-enroll 
at university after having been forced out of university but are 
often quickly expelled again. Consequently these students are 
often forced to study abroad, for instance in Poland or Lithuania.

In the spring of 2017, Viasna launched the campaign “Teach-
ing Repression a Lesson”, together with student organizations 
and other human rights organizations. The main aim of the cam-
paign is to work towards the abolishment of repression within 
Belarusian universities. The focus is on overturning the practice 
of expelling students due to their civil engagement, even though 
other threats against academic freedom are also raised.

In June, 2017, Viasna, together with other national as well 
as foreign NGOs, appealed to several foreign partners of Be-

larusian universities to give a positive contribution to Belarus’ 
adherence to the values enshrined in the principles of the Bo-
logna Process and the Belarus Roadmap for Higher Education 
Reform. Such principles entail, for instance, academic freedom, 

university autonomy, and academic 
mobility. Belarus joined the Bologna 
Process and the European Higher 
Education Area (EHEA) in May 2015. 
International partners and donors 
must take into account the reality of 
repression within universities and to a 
greater degree cooperate directly with 
the students and representatives of the 
academic community who are not part 
of the repressive structure.

Additionally, Viasna helps expelled 
students to continue their studies at 

Ukrainian universities, but by way of distance learning. The rea-
son for focusing on distance learning is that many students wish 
to continue their civil engagement in Belarus and therefore do 
not want to leave the country for several years to study. The stu-
dents are engaged in a fundraising project called “Cappuccino 
for higher education”, in order to finance their participation in 
the distance learning courses. 

Students also plan to construct an informational blog, write 
articles at the site, and work towards the transfer of Ukrainian 
experiences of reforming higher education to Belarus. Dzmitry 
Salauyou states that Viasna has good contacts with organizations 
and experts in Ukraine that can assist in this matter.

International support
The repression within Belarusian higher education has received 
varied international attention. According to Lukashevich the 
repressive situation gets a certain amount of international pub-
licity due to the work of different human rights organizations, es-
pecially through the activities of Viasna. Some EU countries are 

“IF YOU ARE SEEN AS 
UNCOMFORTABLE 

YOU ARE PUSHED OUT 
OF THE SYSTEM, AND 
THIS CREATES A LOT 
OF FEAR. IN THE END 

THERE IS NO ONE LEFT 
TO PROTEST.” 
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garian government announced its inten-
tion to shut down the country’s Gender 
Studies programs.5

HUNGARY’S TURN TOWARDS the right has 
been accompanied by cultural politics 
dedicated to promoting an exclusivist 
Hungarian nationalism. As early as 2011, 
the Fidesz government began renaming 
streets and squares in Budapest to sym-
bolically “re-Hungarianize” the city: Mo-
szkva tér became Széll Kálmán tér, Roo-
sevelt tér became Széchenyi István tér, 
while streets, avenues, and even buildings 
across the city received new Hungarian 
monikers. Budapest’s flag was redesigned 
to reflect the Hungarian red-white-green 
tricolor and an imagined ancient herald-
ry. Statues and monuments, too, 
became crucial to the endeavor: 
particularly in Budapest’s govern-
ment quarters, statues dedicated 
to left-wing and socialist figures 
have disappeared, while histori-
cally revisionist monuments have 
emerged instead. Most promi-
nently, in the framework of the 
2014 government commemora-

tion activities of the 70th Anniversary 
Year of the Holocaust in Hungary, an 
enormous statue was erected on Buda-
pest’s Szabadság tér (“Liberty Square”) 
commemorating Germany’s occupation 
of Hungary on March 19, 1944. Depicting 
the German “imperial eagle” attacking 
the Archangel Gabriel, who holds an orb 
representing Hungarian state power, the 
monument is dedicated to the “memory 
of the victims” of Germany’s occupation 
of Hungary. The statue’s message is clear: 
as a victim of German aggression (not a 
former Axis power), Hungary and the 
Hungarians held no responsibility for the 
deportation and murder of some 430,000 
Jews from Hungary after March 1944. This 
falsification of the historic record has 

eandering eastwards from 
Budapest’s rapidly gentrify-
ing and increasingly touris-
tic fifth district towards the 

city’s Eastern railway station (Keleti pály-
audvar) and a few hundred meters be-
yond that, one encounters Reiner Frigyes 
park. A small grassy area surrounded 
on three sides by heavily frequented 
streets, the park is located on the fringes 
of Budapest’s fourteenth district. Also 
known as the Zugló district, the neighbor-
hood in many ways forms a testament to 
Hungary’s dashed hopes of the 1990s and 
early 2000s, when the country’s turn to-
wards liberal democracy and the “West” 
attracted international investment, new 
forms of entrepreneurship, and the estab-
lishment of non-governmental and educa-
tional institutions dedicated to dialog, the 
promotion of human rights, and the free 
exchange of ideas. 

Today, Zugló’s urban quarters are in 
a state of dilapidation: shops and busi-
nesses, erected in part before 1989, but 
mostly thereafter, are deteriorating if not 
closed, their once gleaming façades har-
boring the pollution and decay of over a 

decade of economic decline and social 
crisis.

On approaching Reiner Frigyes park, 
one immediately notices an enormous 
statue. Standing over three meters tall, 
the statue consists of a massive stone 
base bearing a bronze map of “Greater 
Hungary”. Swooping over the map is a 
large bronze turul (a bird of prey central 
to Hungarian nationalist mythology) car-
rying a sword in its talons. Above the bird, 
in turn, is a burnished, copper-colored 
patriarchal cross, which stands nearly as 
tall as the rest of the statue combined. In-
augurated in October 2012, the statue was 
one of the first publicly-funded right-wing 
monuments to adorn a public square in 
postwar Hungary, and only one example 
of the current Hungarian government’s 
determined campaign to reformulate 
public discourse and memory politics.

Upon its election in 2010, Viktor Or-
bán’s Fidesz Party immediately began 
implementing its absolute majority in 
parliament to fundamentally transform 
Hungary: in 2011, it introduced a new 
constitution, the Fundamental Law of 
Hungary, which solidified Fidesz’ powers 

while enshrining a vision of “Hungarian-
ness” based on Christianity, loyalty to-
wards the “fatherland,” and “traditional” 
family values.1 Citizenship laws were 
altered to allow hundreds of thousands 
of individuals with Hungarian ancestry — 
located primarily in pre-Trianon “Greater 
Hungary” — to apply for Hungarian 
citizenship.2 Private pensions were na-
tionalized, the freedom of the press and 
judiciary curbed, and school curricula 
rewritten to disseminate a new national 
ideology.3 Anti-migration policies and the 
2015 erection of Hungary’s border bar-
rier caused international outrage, while 
propaganda campaigns against migrants, 
NGOs, and George Soros (founder of the 
Open Society Foundations) have flooded 
the Hungarian public sphere.4 More 
recently, Prime Minister Orbán’s govern-
ment’s maneuvers towards transforming 
Hungary into an “illiberal democracy” 
have directly attacked academic freedom 
and international institutions of research, 
education, and learning. Since April 2017, 
for instance, Central European University 
in Budapest has faced legislation aimed at 
its closure, while in August 2018 the Hun-

stirred considerable resistance. Even be-
fore it was unveiled on July 21, 2014, pro-
testers began creating an alternative me-
morial, the “Living Memorial,” through 
which individuals are encouraged to leave 
their own memorabilia at the site and to 
engage in public discussions on the his-
tory of the Holocaust, the nature of com-
memoration, and current political issues 
in Hungary.6

It was in the framework of Fidesz’ 
seizure of power and the unfolding of its 
nationalist agenda that the monument in 
Reiner Frigyes park was unveiled on Oc-
tober 27, 2012. Quickly, the memorial be-
came a site of congregation for Hungarian 
nationalists, particularly those associated 
with Hungary’s far right party, Jobbik.7 

Online searches of Reiner Frigyes 
now yield numerous videos, im-
ages, and articles propagated by 
the right-wing scene; Reiner’s 
name, at least in the Internet 
stratosphere, has become synon-
ymous with Hungarian national-
ism, irredentism, and hatred.

This development is particu-
larly disturbing when one consid-

“QUICKLY, THE MEMORIAL 
BECAME A SITE OF 

CONGREGATION FOR 
HUNGARIAN NATIONALISTS, 

PARTICULARLY THOSE 
ASSOCIATED WITH 

HUNGARY’S FAR RIGHT 
PARTY, JOBBIK.”

Reiner Frigyes Park: 
A reflection  
on current events Reiner  

Frigyes Park.
PHOTO: WIKIMAPIA
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ers who Reiner Frigyes was. Known inter-
nationally as Fritz Reiner, Reiner Frigyes 
was one of the most prominent conduc-
tors of the twentieth century. Born in 1888 
to a secular Jewish family in Budapest, 
Reiner’s career began in Budapest and 
Dresden before he moved to the United 
States in 1922. Over the course of his life, 
he conducted the Cincinnati Symphony 
Orchestra, the Pittsburgh Symphony 
Orchestra, the New York Philharmonic 
Orchestra, and the Chicago Symphony 
Orchestra. He conducted at the Metropol-
itan Opera in New York, taught at the Cur-
tis Institute in Philadelphia, collaborated 
with some of the greatest composers of 
his day, and made a range of ground-
breaking recordings. Among his teachers 
was Béla Bartók; among his students, 
Leonard Bernstein.8

FRITZ REINER WAS my great-grandfather. It 
was thus with great dismay that I learned 
of the monument, which was erected in 
the park that bears his name, in October 
2012. During the preceding two years, fate 
had already granted me a front-row seat 
to Hungary’s transformation, as I studied 
history at Central European University. 
Shortly after my departure from Hungary, 
the monument was unveiled amid great 
nationalist fanfare, so far removed from 
the principles espoused by my family and 
me. Unwilling to simply submit to this 
newest demonstration of governmental 
power, we wrote a letter of protest — writ-
ten in English and translated into Hungar-
ian — to Zugló’s mayor at the time, Papc-
sák Ferenc. In the letter, we expressed our 
consternation about the statue, and asked 
that either the statue or the name be 
removed from the park to prevent any as-

sociation between Reiner Frigyes and the 
current government’s political program. 
The letter was never answered. As of Sep-
tember 2018, the statue still stands in the 
park, with a large plaque nearby designat-
ing the area as “Reiner Frigyes park.”

Over the past years, I have seen 
friends, colleagues, and former profes-
sors face intimidation and threats to their 
livelihood.9 Attacks against institutions 
like Central European University persist 
despite international outcries and expres-
sions of solidarity. The reformulation of 
politics and society in Hungary has now 
reached well beyond the symbolic sphere 
to include the very freedom of expression 
and intellectual pursuits. It seems highly 
unlikely that the government will remove 
the statue from Reiner Frigyes park in the 
near future. However, if the monument 
does fall one day, we can only hope that 
it will do so in a global context once again 
dedicated to the values of an open soci-
ety, freedom of expression, and democ-
racy and human rights for all. ≈

Caroline Mezger
Researcher at the Zentrum für Holocaust-

Studien, Institut für Zeitgeschichte - 
München, and former CEU student.
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he debate over higher educa-
tion reform in Albania started 
in 2011 where the main goal 
for this reform was credibility 

and the adoption of the Bologna system 
(which is used throughout most of Eu-
rope) in Albanian universities. Over the 
previous two decades, private institutes 
had been licensed to operate in Albania 
as universities, but among academicians 
and the general public these institutes had 
begun to look more like businesses rather 
than having the goal of providing quality 
higher education. In 2013, the new gov-
ernment had stated during the electoral 
campaign that one of its main 
goals was higher education 
reform, including tight control 
over private universities, fees, 
and accreditation of academic 
processes within both public 
and private universities.

SINCE THEN professors, acade-
micians, and students have 
discussed and raised their 
concern about the level of 
transparency in what such 
a reform and new laws for 
higher education should look 
like. A total of 24 private and 
public universities were shut 
down by the new higher edu-
cation law (Law No. 80/2015 
for Higher Education and 
Academic Research), which 
was approved in 2015, and pro-

tests by students and professors from the 
University of Tirana as part of the Lëvizja 
Për Universitetin (Movement For The Uni-
versity) sought to express their concerns 
about the unclear processes regarding 
financial issues within public universities 
such as students fees for different levels 
of study and funding for research, uni-
versity autonomy (most university board 
members are people who are not involved 
in academic life), students participation 
in university decision-making organs, 
the validity of students’ ID cards, etc. 
Although the protests from 2013 until De-
cember 2018 were supported by few pro-

fessors and were small in number, they 
employed powerful symbolism to gain 
public attention, and the debate about 
higher education reform was successfully 
incorporated into debates on TV shows. 

ON DECEMBER 6, 2018, the finance depart-
ment of the Faculty of Architecture and 
Urban Planning asked students to pay a 
new fee (which was higher than the mini-
mum wage) and a new decision from the 
Ministry of Education for public universi-
ties to be applied by January 2019 sought 
to regulate the exams and modules, and 
in response a group of students, support-

ed by students from Lëvizja 
për Universitetin, decided 
to boycott the lessons and to 
hold a protest in the Ministry 
of Education, Sports, and 
Youth building. Within three 
days the protest had grown to 
up to 10,000—15,000 students 
from all over Albania, even in-
cluding students from private 
universities. Student protest 
as a form of mobilization from 
below, excluding categorically 
political organizations like op-
position parties and NGOs, has 
changed the perception in Al-
banian society about protest-
ing and decision-making. The 
political elite must be respon-
sible for their decisions. Public 
opinion regarding the protest 
in December of 2018 has had 

Student protests  
against neoliberal  
reforms in higher  
education

The University of Tirana is the largest public university in Albania 
with 35 000 students. The University includes eight colleges, 50 
academic departments, and 41 study programs or majors. Most 
programs are offered in Tirana; a few smaller affiliated campuses 
are in other Albanian cities, including Saranda in the southern 
part of the country and Kukës in the north. The University of 
Tirana offers three-year Bachelor, one- or two-year Master, and 
three- to five-year doctorate degree programs, in accordance with 
the Bologna system. The current campus in Tirana is urban and 
decentralized. Students dorms are grouped in a separate location 
called Student City (Qyteti Studenti) in southeast Tirana.

UNIVERSITY OF TIRANA

PHOTO: SAILKO / WIKIMEDIA COMMONS
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the same value as the student movement 
in 1990—1991 when the system changed, 
and Albania became a democratic coun-
try, and the students are once again bring-
ing hope to Albania!

THE STUDENT PROTEST is a struggle for 
hegemony towards the professors of the 
University of Tirana. Arlind Qori works as a 
lecturer of political philosophy at the Uni-
versity of Tirana, Albania. He is also an ac-
tivist for the radical leftist organization Or-
ganizata Politike; Lëvizja për Universitetin. 
Here, with Arlind Qori’s permission, I quote 
part of his report1 regarding the historic 
dimensions of the protests in December:

“Spontaneity is the key word of 
this ongoing protest. Nevertheless, 
within the faculties and the crowd, 
from the first day of the protest, 
there were three divergent orga-
nizing groups. The first two — in 
coalition — were the student unions 
controlled by the two main opposi-
tion parties: The Democratic Party 
(PD) and the Socialist Movement for 
Integration (LSI). Standing in their 
way was the Movement For the Uni-
versity (Lëvizja Për Universitetin 
— LPU), an independent stu-
dent organization which has 
been the main opposition 
towards the government’s 
neoliberal reform in higher 
education.

PD and LSI, by using their 
student unions, tried to turn 
the protest in a more overtly 
political direction, calling 
for the immediate fall of 
the government. But for the over-
whelming majority of the students 
the university cause was the prior-
ity and they didn’t want to be ma-
nipulated politically. Unable to use 
the protest, the PD and LSI student 
unions called LPU activists com-
munist and Marxist-Leninists who 
were trying to divide the protest.

For several days it was a half-
secret struggle within the struggle 
against the government. There 
were skirmishes, small acts of 
violence and a lot of threats. From 

time to time it was like a real war 
of position, where the PD-LSI stu-
dent unions and LPU activists were 
struggling for each tree, to position 
themselves better in order to trans-
mit their ideas towards the large 
multitude of students. While orga-
nizationally the parts were equal, 
PD-LSI were in advantage on the 
violence front (by using small gang-
sters in threatening and punching 
some activists, LPU activists were 
in a considerable advantage in 
speeches and creativity (almost 
all the songs chanted in the crowd 
came from the LPU repertoire).

Nevertheless, due to the stu-
dents’ call for unity, the two orga-
nized groups seem to have lowered 
the volume of their own interne-
cine struggle.”

From the students’ perspective, the stu-
dent protest brought a new dimension of 
political culture to Albanian society. In 
Albania the political culture is dominated 
by the political elite, and civil engagement 
and protest are almost never seen as tools 
for decision-making by citizens. Albert 
Pepaj graduated from the University of 

Tirana, Faculty of Social Science, with a 
master’s degree in regional studies. He 
reflects on the protests:

“Protests have mostly been synony-
mous with political parties as tools to gain 
more political power, and this obstacle 
needs to be overcome. Thus, for us as stu-
dents in the streets, and also as Albanian 
citizens, this two-week protest in Decem-
ber was sublime.

“The protest’s goal was only to fulfill 
the students’ eight demands, thus exclud-
ing any demands for representation or 
any structural changes or even a dialog 

with the government, but the students 
were still able to provide a new perspec-
tive for Albanian society and the Albanian 
government.”

For Albert Pepaj and many students 
this unpredicted event was like none oth-
er in Albanian society, and it was a lesson 
for the government, for Albanian citizens-
students brought hope for the future and 
the idea of being politically responsible. 

Albert Pepaj: “Moreover, in this protest 
student mobilization had another lesson 
to teach to Albanian society and probably 
Western society: No Violence! No serious 
incidents were reported during the two-
week protest, and this is what Albania has 
been missing.” 

Albanian students studying abroad 
in Europe supported and followed the 
protests. Inxhi Brisku is a political science 
student at Charles University, Prague, 
Czech Republic and he can tell about the 
engagement also outside Albania.

WHEN THE STUDENTS’ protest first began 
in Albania, the government ignored it 
believing that it would fade quickly just 
like the majority of previous protests in 
the country. 

However, the students, having voiced 
their solidarity with one another 
and having a strong mobilization 
among themselves, were not only 
able to keep the protest going, but 
also to give national dimensions to 
the protest. Without overlooking 
the reasons and circumstances 
that brought about this massive 
student reaction, I would like to 
stress the impact it had on uni-
versity life as well as society in 

general.
First, it had a great influence on univer-

sity life because the students understood 
the paramount importance of collective 
organization in a country where indi-
vidualism prevails, and the main public 
discourse focuses on the victories that the 
individual — separate from society — can 
achieve. The students in this case serve as 
a good example that by being organized 
and having solidarity and mobilization 
changes are possible. The echo of this im-
pact has been heard by all of Albanian so-
ciety, especially marginalized groups who 

have begun to understand what participat-
ing in such protests really means for them.

Another crucially significant factor 
worthy of analysis is the challenge that 
the students’ protest brought to the 
dual political establishment in Albania 
and the neoliberal capitalism imposed. 
Dominating the political scene in the 
country for the last 30 years, these two 
political parties have managed to utilize 
people’s discontent as a means to politi-
cal ends, and such discontent is used 
by the opposition party in their favor, 
which itself would stick to the same 
policies if it were to take power. The 
categorical rejection by the students to 
become entangled with the opposition 
party during this protest challenged 
the hegemony of the political parties 
in public life in the country. On the 
other hand, the economic core of the 
students’ demands — the fulfillment of 
which requires political will — is a clear 
indicator that the neoliberal reforms (in-
cluding the higher education reforms) 
have negatively affected the most vul-
nerable groups in society and have led 
them to extreme poverty. The challenge 
to the economic system and to the hege-
monic ideology of the official parties, as 
well as the importance of organization 
and mobilization, are important influ-
ential factors characterizing this protest 
despite the fact that the protest might 

appear to have a more limited focus. 
The last day of protest for 2018 was 

December 18, when the students agreed 
to pause the protest because of the winter 
holidays and decided to gather again on 
January 7, 2019. It has to be mentioned 
that during the two weeks of protest in 
December the number of students re-
mained relatively high within the crowd. 
The last day of the protest coincided with 
the last parliamentary session, and the 
Albanian prime minister responded by 
saying that they should have a dialogue 
together and that all of the students’ de-
mands will be fulfilled. However, to the 
students such a dialogue was understood 
as a political tactic to divert the protest’s 
attention and to “manipulate” public 
opinion regarding the student protest. 
This was one of the main reasons that the 
students refused the dialogue. Despite 
this, Prime Minister Rama started a tour 
of the universities in Albania insisting on 
his idea for dialogue, but most of those 
meetings resulted in failure, and the 
students either boycotted the meeting 
(according to the students they were not 
informed about the prime minister’s pres-
ence as they joined the meeting with the 
faculty dean to discuss the situation) or 
simply insisted that their demands be ful-
filled. At the end of December, the govern-
ment — on the prime minister’s initiative — 
held a special session and approved “The 

Pact for the University” that provides for 
half fees and/or no fees for students with 
high grade point averages and students 
with special abilities at the bachelor level, 
but for the masters programs the fees 
will remain almost the same or university 
departments will decide on the fees. In 
addition, the students’ ID cards will be ac-
tive during 2019, and improvements in the 
dormitory living conditions have started. 
According to the students, however, this 
is too little too late and is not fair. It is 
expected that the protest will re-start on 
January 7 with the same intensity, and the 
students are likely to ask for the repeal 
of Law No. 80/2015 for Higher Education 
and Academic Research.

 
TO SUMMARIZE, it can be said that for the 
first time Albania and Albanian society 
have had a social movement in which the 
students shared the same goal but from 
a higher-education perspective, and in 
terms of numbers the protest has played 
an important role in public issues, espe-
cially in changing society’s perspective 
on civil engagement. It could be said that 
Albania is one example where the lack of 
transparency of government institutions 
prevents civil engagement from playing its 
necessary role in the democratization pro-
cess in which the people hold their gov-
ernment to account for its decisions, but 
the students (especially LPU) have strug-
gled for more than four years in protest in 
order to mobilize this social movement. In 
general, the student movement can be set 
apart from other kinds of transformative 
processes by the combination of two forc-
es, namely the need for social change and 
the force of citizens’ power that ultimately 
leads to social transformation. ≈

Gilda Hoxha
Is a lecturer at the Department of Political 

Science, Faculty of Social Science, University 
of Tirana and Aleksandër Moisiu University.

Protesters outside the Ministry of Education in Tirana. PHOTO: KRISTINA MILLONA / WIKIMEDIA COMMONS

“WHEN THE STUDENTS’ 
PROTEST FIRST BEGAN 

IN ALBANIA, THE 
GOVERNMENT IGNORED IT 
BELIEVING THAT IT WOULD 

FADE QUICKLY.”
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criticize the government, the level of aca-
demic and cultural freedom also dimin-
ishes. However, Figure 2 needs to be read 
with care because the scales of the two 
indicators are different. ‘Media diversity’ 
(on the left) is a composite of three base 
variables in the V-Dem dataset (v2mebias, 
v2mecrit, v2merange) and therefore has a 
value range from 0 to 1. Meanwhile, ‘aca-
demic expression’ (on the right) is a single 
base variable (v2clacfree_osp) and ranges 
from 0 to 4. However, in the figure the two 
scales have been synchronized to show 
the matching trends.

Generally speaking, the assault on me-

dia diversity has been more severe than it 
has been on the freedom of academic and 
cultural expression. This is particularly 
evident in Hungary, Serbia and Romania. 
At the same time, the fact that the free-
dom of academic and cultural expression 
has also slid (using the right-hand scale 
in Figure 2) from a near 4 to a 3 or below 
in many countries corresponds to a shift 
from ‘no restrictions’ to one where such 
freedoms are only ‘mostly respected by 
public authorities’. These are the corre-
sponding characterizations given to these 
numbers on the 0-4 scale (see the V-Dem 
Codebook, v8).

commentary

emocratic backsliding has 
been an abiding and pervasive 
concern across the post-
communist region for almost 

a decade. Data from the Varieties of De-
mocracy (V-Dem) dataset corroborate this 
phenomenon and show that one of the 
contributors to this decline is a narrowing 
of freedom for academic and cultural ex-
pression.While not being the sole driver 
of this recent backsliding trend, the op-
portunity for open academic and cultural 
exchange does remain an important 
principle of basic electoral democracy. 
Moreover, because it often goes hand in 
hand with levels of media diversity, it is 
part of the general health of a society’s 
public sphere. It therefore speaks to the 
overall vibrancy of critique, oversight and 
accountability in a democracy.

THIS COMMENTARY WILL examine the V-
Dem dataset from the perspective of not 
only how it specifically measures freedom 

of academic and cultural expression in 
the post-communist region, but also how 
these levels can be compared to other 
regions of the world. How critical is the 
situation across Eastern Europe and Eur-
asia when viewed in a global perspective? 
How close are the trends we feel on the 
basis of news reports or single events to 
actual patterns of autocratization?

The V-Dem dataset provides a unique 
inroad into these questions thanks to 
its unprecedented conceptual breadth, 
geographic spread and temporal reach.
(See text box adjacent.) At its core, V-Dem 
begins with an Electoral Democracy 
Index, which is principally composed 
of measures examining freedom of ex-
pression, freedom of association, and 
clean elections. In this respect, it aims to 
replicate Robert Dahl’s original notion of 
polyarchy, which sought to understand 
democracy as a combination of contesta-
tion (expression and association) and 
participation (electoral rights). 

When we look at how countries in 
Eastern Europe have fared on these three 
components over the last ten years, we 
see that declines have emerged most 
often within the realm of freedom of ex-
pression (Figure 1). This is particularly the 
case for countries like Hungary, Croatia 
and Serbia, and most recently in Poland, 
Bulgaria and Romania. In other words, 
in most countries of the region the prob-
lem of democratic backsliding is not the 
integrity of elections or the opportunities 
to form parties or civil society organiza-
tions. Rather, the decline in democracy 
comes in the form of no longer having a 
robust public sphere.

DRILLING DOWN DEEPER into this sub-index, 
we can highlight two of its main compo-
nents: media diversity and academic ex-
pression. Figure 2 shows that by and large 
these two phenomena develop in parallel: 
where the range of media perspectives 
narrows or fewer media outlets regularly 

To be sure, there is still room for the 
situation to worsen. For example, the 
next lowest ranking of 2 on the variable 
for freedom of academic and cultural 
expression would signify that “strong 
criticism of the government is sometimes 
met with repression.” Only Poland and 
Croatia appear to be nearing that danger 
zone. At the same time, the 2017 levels for 
these two countries (2.39 for both) put 
them below the V-Dem average (2.58) and 
noticeably behind the likes of Afghani-
stan, the Democratic Republic of Congo 
and Honduras. In fact, on this variable 
the countries are also behind a number of 

Measuring academic 
freedom in a regional 
and global perspective 

The Varieties of Democracy 
dataset was first released to the 
public in 2016 as a novel data-
bank of more than 400 variables 
measuring different aspects of 
democratic development for 
nearly 180 countries and cover-
ing the entire period from 1900 
to the present. The variables 
range from institutional data that 

have been taken from previ-
ously existing sources (such as 
electoral results or information 
about constitutional powers) to 
new variables that have been 
assessed by country-experts 
(such as to what extent there is 
a rigorous and impartial public 
administration in a country or 
how widespread consultation 

is among political elites before 
decisions are taken). Each quali-
tative variable has been coded 
by an average of five country-
experts for each year and for 
each country or territory. The 
result is an incredibly detailed 
and conceptually nuanced 
instrument for the measurement 
of democracy. One of its key in-

novations is to offer five different 
understandings of democracy 
– electoral, liberal, participatory, 
egalitarian, deliberative – each 
of which is operationalized with 
its own set of variables and in-
dices. The dataset has become 
the new standard in the field, 
both for academic research and 
policy analysis. See v-dem.net.

“WHERE THE RANGE OF MEDIA PERSPECTIVES  
NARROWS OR FEWER MEDIA OUTLETS REGULARLY  

CRITICIZE THE GOVERNMENT, THE LEVEL OF ACADEMIC  
AND CULTURAL FREEDOM ALSO DIMINISHES.” 

Figure 1: Components of electoral democracy in Eastern Europe, V-Dem database.

V-DEM DATASET

Worldwide
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lags well behind the Nordic and global 
averages for seven of the twelve countries 
depicted: Russia, Belarus, Azerbaijan, 
Kazakhstan, Tajikistan, Turkmenistan 
and Uzbekistan. Only Belarus indicates a 
significant upward trend. Russia, in con-
trast, shows continued deterioration. Rel-
atively stable and satisfactory countries 
on this indicator are Moldova, Armenia, 
Georgia and Kyrgyzstan. 

Surprisingly, the measurement for 
Ukraine has declined from a regional high 

of 3.57 in 2008 to as low as 2.05 in 2015. 
In fact, all of the components of electoral 
democracy (free expression, free asso-
ciation and clean elections) have fallen 
consistently for Ukraine since 2010. This 
seems to indicate that the country has 
gained very little since its vaunted Revolu-
tion of Dignity in 2014.

Another analytical point to verify is 
the specific interrelation between media 
diversity and freedom of academic and 
cultural expression. Figure 3 shows that 
for Eurasian countries the sequencing 
between these two phenomena is again 
somewhat mixed. Whereas in some coun-
tries (such as Russia and Azerbaijan) the 
heavier emphasis has been on control-
ling the media, in Ukraine and Georgia 
pressure has been greater on academic 

Eurasian states such as Georgia, Armenia 
and Moldova. By contrast, the yearly Nor-
dic average for this entire period never 
goes below 3.75. 

In sum, world-wide levels of freedom 
for academic and cultural expression 
are generally above the mid-way point of 
the 0-4 scale (indeed, the median value 
for this variable in 2017 was 2.81). In this 
respect, these liberties are not as threat-
ened as they are for V-Dem’s indicators of 
media integrity, where average values are 

often around 2 or below. In the current 
era of backsliding, autocratizing leaders 
are clearly more interested in cracking 
down on the broad contours of media 
freedom than they are on academic and 
cultural expression. Nevertheless, a 
negative trend appears to lurk also in this 
realm.

TURNING TO EURASIA, where autocracy is 
more the norm, the data show that free-
dom of academic and cultural expression 

and cultural figures to circumscribe their 
opinions.

TO SOME EXTENT one could argue that 
neither of these two dimensions of ex-
pressive freedom need be related. After 
all, control over the media will go along 
one set of channels (intimidation of inde-
pendent journalists, censorship within 
government-owned media outlets, etc.), 
while limiting the freedom of academic 
and cultural expression will follow others 
(biased funding for research and higher 
education, politicized decisions regarding 
the arts). 

At the same time, we see that where 
one element goes, the other soon follows. 
This indicates that for autocrats these 
spheres are linked becuase such leaders 

are ultimately interested in controlling 
the full spectrum of expressive freedom. 
Their desire to suppress critique and to 
ward off the accountability that derives 
from it is paramount. Therefore, they will 
work on both fronts, undermining media 
structures and stifling academic-cultural 
institutions. In Eurasia, rulers like Vladi-
mir Putin or Ilham Aliyev have long since 
gone down this path. In Eastern Europe, 
Viktor Orban, Jarosław Kaczyński and per-
haps others like Tomislav Nikolić in Serbia 
have also embarked on this aspiration. ≈

Vello Pettai 

Professor of Comparative Politics  
at the University of Tartu and Director  

of the V-Dem Regional Center for  
Eastern Europe and Russia.
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“AUTOCRATIZING LEADERS ARE CLEARLY MORE 
 INTERESTED IN CRACKING DOWN ON THE BROAD CONTOURS  

OF MEDIA FREEDOM THAN THEY ARE ON ACADEMIC 
 AND CULTURAL EXPRESSION.” 

Figure 3: Measures of media diversity and academic expression in Eurasia, V-Dem database.Figure 2: Measures of media diversity and academic expression in Eastern Europe, V-Dem database
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n 2018 Jarosław Gowin, the Pol-
ish Minister of Science and Higher 
Education, signed a new law called 
Konstytucja dla Nauki (Constitution 

for Science). One of the accompanying 
documents to this law introduced a new 
list of academic disciplines, with neither 
social/cultural anthropology nor ethnol-
ogy included as independent disciplines. 
Instead, those were subsumed under a 
new label of “sciences of culture and reli-
gion” together with cultural studies and 
religious studies. We are convinced that 
removal of ethnology/anthropology from 
the list of disciplines in Poland can have 
negative consequences for further devel-
opment of anthropological 
research in our country. This 
decision is likely to be highly 
consequential, especially 
taking into consideration the 
fact that anthropology/eth-
nology has been made a part 
of “science of culture and 
religion” — a conglomeration 
that, to the best of our knowl-

claim very different disciplinary histories, 
different bodies of theoretical works, and, 
what is most important, different meth-
odologies and methods than anthropol-
ogy does.

WORLDWIDE, the designation Social 
Anthropology has gained increasing 
resonance. This reflects this discipline’s 
self-understanding as a social science, 
basing its theoretical claims and research 
conclusions on investigations conducted 
directly among and with people and not 
based solely on analysis of their cultural 

edge, does not exist anywhere else in the 
academic world and that amalgamates 
very divergent scientific endeavors.

This is happening in a situation where 
throughout the world social anthropol-
ogy has become firmly established as 
an academic discipline, with more and 
more departments and associations ei-
ther being created or, what is especially 
significant here, changing designations 
from regionally specific names to (social) 
anthropology. This happened in 2017 in 
Germany when Deutsche Gesselschaft für 
Völkerkunde became, following a major-
ity vote among its members, Deutsche 
Gesselschaft für Sozial- und Kulturan-

products. While the disciplinary borders 
are always — and should always be — po-
rous or fluid, an administrative decision 
to lump anthropology together with 
disciplines focusing on human cultural 
products has already had practical con-
sequences, namely a cut in “operational 
costs” (kosztochłonność) of the discipline. 
Apparently, the ministry has (falsely) 
assumed that religious studies, cultural 
studies, and social anthropology share 
methodologies and methods and there-
fore require the same (and minimal!) 
amount of money to conduct research 

thropologie and in Russia, where in 2009 
a new Laboratory for Social and Anthro-
pological Research was established at 
the University of Tomsk and where the 
Ethnology Department of the European 
University of St. Petersburg changed its 
name to the Anthropology Department 
in 2008. It seems that after many years of 
discussions and doubts about the future 
of social anthropology, the discipline has 
become in general more consolidated and 
self-confident.

Poland, however, has not been at the 
forefront of this consolidation process, 
and the present ministerial decision 
might make consolidation of anthropol-

ogy in Poland even more 
difficult and might negatively 
influence international co-
operation. This might be 
the case especially if we take 
into consideration that the 
two disciplines with which 
ethnology/anthropology has 
been included under “sci-
ence of culture and religion” 

and to train students. For a discipline for 
which fieldwork is the most important 
method of enquiry, this can have disas-
trous consequences. Other consequences 
include procedures for evaluating the 
existing institutes of ethnology and an-
thropology as well as the possibility of 
granting doctorates and habilitations. 
Those will be probably granted in sci-
ences of culture and religion, and not 
in ethnology, and this might hinder the 
participation of young anthropologists 
from Poland in international programs 
and lead to the isolation of the Polish 
anthropological community. Moreover, 
although the proponents of this new law 
claim that it will strengthen interdisciplin-
ary work, in practice its formulations 
will likely lead in the opposite direction. 
For example, each scientific journal has 
been linked to a particular discipline or 
disciplines, and every researcher also has 
to decide in which discipline their work 
is to be evaluated. If they subsequently 
publish outside their own disciplinary 
journals, their publications will not count 
towards their final evaluation score. Thus, 
the Constitution for Science aims to flat-
ten the structure of Polish science. This 
can result in easier management, both in 
economic as well as in political terms, but 
what is actually at stake is a restriction 
of academic freedom.

STILL, THIS MINISTERIAL decision does not 
have to be interpreted as a deliberate at-
tack on a rebellious discipline, as some 
authors have suggested (see Main and 
Goździak’s statement in Anthropology 
News, Dec. 7, 2018),2 and does not have to 
be seen as a repetition of events from the 
socialist past. Rather, this decision can be 
seen as a part of a zealous drive towards 
business-like management, evaluation 
according to fixed criteria, and raising 
efficiency in science — a drive that is seen 
not only in Poland and not only in relation 
to the actions of our present government. 
Recent years have seen a significant num-
ber of protests at universities in many 
countries of Europe and beyond. Some 
of them, such as the protest related to the 
restrictions on the operations of the Cen-
tral European University in Budapest or 
problems encountered by the European 

The disappearance  
of social anthropology

PolandPoland

Extract from: “Erasing Polish Anthropology?”, Main and 
Goździak’s statement in Anthropology News:

..../The attack on anthropology is part of a broader attempt to reform 
Polish academia, in which the democratically elected university 
presidents will be replaced by rectors nominated by university 
councils (composed mainly of entrepreneurs and politicians), where 
free market competition and collaboration with businesses will rule, 
and where tenure-track jobs will be replaced with flexible employ-
ment. These neoliberal mantras are repeated over and over by the 
politicians involved in the creation of the new law. The wider reform 
is part of the so-called “good change” (dobra zmiana) promoted 

by the conservative Polish government and eerily reminiscent of 
President Donald Trump’s Make America Great Again campaign in 
the United States.

Many questions remain: Why has the Polish government passed this 
law? And why has it targeted anthropologists? Is it because anthro-
pologists have undertaken critical studies of the current establish-
ment, knowledge production, gender policies, rising nationalism, and 
a slew of other “uncomfortable topics”? Are Polish decision-makers 
following in the footsteps of Prime Minister Viktor Orbán, who has 
ordered gender studies to be removed from Hungarian curricula? It 
certainly seems so..../.1 

commentary

“AN ADMINISTRATIVE DECISION 
TO LUMP ANTHROPOLOGY 

TOGETHER WITH DISCIPLINES 
FOCUSING ON HUMAN CULTURAL 

PRODUCTS HAS ALREADY HAD 
PRACTICAL CONSEQUENCES.”

ILLUSTRATION: RAGNI SVENSSON
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Scholars at Risk (SAR) is an international network 
of institutions and individuals whose mission it is to 
protect scholars and promote academic freedom. 
We ask five questions to Lauren Crain, Director of 
Research and Learning at Scholars at Risk.

by Ninna Mörner

hy create a global network in support 
of academic freedom?  

“The Scholars at Risk Network brings together 
higher education institutions and individu-

als around the world to protect scholars fac-
ing risks and to promote academic freedom. We are a global 
network because the threats to higher education communities 
are not limited to a certain place or time. Since its founding in 
2000, more than 4,000 scholars from over 120 countries have re-
quested assistance from SAR. These scholars experience threats 
ranging from harassment and intimidation, to arrest, prosecu-
tion, and death. The reasons they are at risk may vary, some may 
face threats due to the content of their research or teaching, or 

xxxxxx interview

University in St. Petersburg, have been 
justifiably interpreted as caused by politi-
cal actions of the state apparatuses. Other 
protests, like those concerning retirement 
funds for university staff in Great Britain, 
educational cuts in Denmark, or the low 
pay of non-tenure track teaching staff in 
the US, are related rather to the neoliberal 
capitalist approach to science and higher 
education, which seems to dominate in 
governmental attitudes toward present-
day academia in general. We think that 
what happened to ethnology in Poland 
is rather a form of collateral damage, 
very unfortunate and harmful damage, 
but stemming rather from this drive to-
wards efficiency and bureaucratization, 
coupled with ignorance concerning the 
nature of anthropological enquiry, than 
from an intentional wish to destroy a 
rebellious discipline. Even though many 
Polish anthropologists work in the field of 
gender studies and political or engaged 
anthropology, which are associated with 
the left side of the political spectrum, 
we are not recognized as such by public 
opinion. Our “leftism“ is not visible in the 
public sphere in ways that would make us 
a target of persecutions on the part of a 
conservative government. In fact, anthro-
pology is hardly visible in Poland at all.

LET US REPEAT — the present reform, 
including removal of ethnology/anthro-
pology as an independent discipline, is 
damaging for social anthropology and 
for academic life in Poland in general. 
Still, we also have to admit that to a large 
extent the present situation is our own 
fault. Throughout this short statement we 
have used mostly “social anthropology” 
as a disciplinary designation, but in real-
ity we should have used ethnology, social 
anthropology, cultural anthropology, and 
maybe even ethnography — all of which 
appear in Poland as self-designations in 
various kinds of academic institutions. 
On top of this, the association of Polish 
anthropologists (ethnologists) is called 
Polskie Towarzystwo Ludoznawcze. This 
is usually translated as the Polish Ethno-
logical Society, but it literally means the 
Polish Society for Folk (or People) Stud-
ies. Now, one can argue that all those are 
historical names; however, this prolifera-

tion of names leads to confusion among 
people who are not that much interested 
in what we as anthropologists actually do, 
but who can nevertheless decide on our 
futures.  

Moreover, there is too little coopera-
tion between institutes and departments 
of anthropology (ethnology, etc.) in 
Poland. There are also internal disagree-
ments concerning its broader academic 
nature. While it is fair to see this state of 
affairs as desirable, because respect for 
diversity is a part of anthropological ethos 
and methodology, and moreover because 
discussions and disagreements are sine 
qua non of any scientific enquiry, we 
should have realized much sooner that we 
have to present a consolidated front to the 
state management. This is necessary if we 
want to argue for academic freedom and 
against a parametric game (punktoza) that 
kills academic creativity. It is also true that 
for too long we have taken administrative 
decisions as given. Instead of challenging 
them, we have tried to adapt to them. This 
has to change. We hope that the disap-
pearance of ethnology/anthropology in 
Poland will only be temporary and that we 
will reappear from this crisis with more 
awareness of what brings all the people 
who call themselves social anthropolo-
gists, cultural anthropologists, ethnolo-
gists, or ethnographers together. ≈

Agnieszka Halemba
Institute of Ethnology and Cultural  

Anthropology, University of Warsaw 
Institute of Archaeology and Ethnology,  

Polish Academy of Sciences

Magdalena 
  Radkowska-Walkowicz

Institute of Ethnology and Cultural  
Anthropology, University of Warsaw 
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      “There is  
a global crisis    
            of attacks  
       on higher  
education”

ILLUSTRATION: KARIN SUNVISSON
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because of their status as scholars. And the perpetrators may take different forms, including state actors, non-state 
groups, civil society, and individual actors. But their intent is always the same: to limit the space for free inquiry and 
debate, and to assert control over the freedom to think, question and share ideas, at an individual, institutional, or 
even a global level.

The Scholars at Risk Network was created to bring together the global higher education community in defense 
of these scholars and the values they represent. By producing new knowledge, developing critical insights, and de-
signing innovations, these scholars and the wider higher education community benefit all of society. Consequently, 
when their work is threatened or compromised, these risks extend beyond the individual and pose a threat to ev-
eryone.”

Could you briefly give examples of the scale and the nature of attacks on higher education communities?

“There is a global crisis of attacks on higher education communities around the world. SAR’s most recent report, 
Free to Think 2018,1 analyzed 294 reported attacks on higher education communities in 47 countries during the 
reporting period (September 1, 2017—August 31, 2018). The report draws on data produced by SAR’s Academic 
Freedom Monitoring Project, which investigates and reports attacks on higher education, including violations of 
academic freedom and/or the human rights of members of higher education communities in various categories, in-
cluding: killings, violence, disappearances; imprisonment; prosecution; loss of position; and travel restrictions.

The report highlights targeted threats to scholars and students in Iran, the detention of Uyghur scholars and 
students in China, and ongoing threats to Turkey’s higher education sector. It also brings focus to legislative and 
administrative actions that pose serious threats to institutional autonomy in Russia and Hungary, and travel restric-
tions on scholars in Russia, Israel, the West Bank, and elsewhere, including proposed government travel regulations 
in Tajikistan that had the potential to chill academic freedom across the entire higher education sector. 

The increasing risks to members of higher education communities also map to SAR’s data on scholars seeking 
assistance: from 2015—2018 SAR has seen a 200% increase in the average rate of applications it receives each month. 
Presently more than 700 scholars are either awaiting assistance or pending review.

In addition to the violent and coercive threats documented in Free to Think 2018, higher education institutions 
also face threats as a result of more subtle pressures, such as those arising from funding pressures and self-censor-
ship, which have the potential to be just as corrosive to the core mission of the university. Challenges to academic 
freedom, institutional autonomy, accountability, and other core values run the risk of shrinking the space for free 
inquiry and undermining the quality of research, teaching, and learning.”

What responses and mobilizations are being developed to fight this trend?

“In response to these growing threats, we also see a global response emerging. Members of the SAR network—now 
numbering more than 500 institutions in 39 countries—are mobilizing support for these scholars by annually creat-
ing an average of 100 placements each academic year. We have created more than 1,100 placements for threatened 
scholars since our founding. The details of each placement (funding, candidate selection, post-placement options, 
etc.) vary according to different circumstances, and faculty and administrators interested in learning more about 
hosting can consult SAR’s How to Host Handbook2 or contact SAR.

At the institutional level, we see more members joining the SAR network, and increasing efforts to form national 
sections to coordinate activities locally, providing additional support for individual scholars and institutions by 
sharing resources, network building, and through joint fundraising efforts. Moreover with increasing threats to 
scholars and institutions around the world, these national sections also send a powerful message about the impor-
tance of core values and allow higher education communities to speak out in support of academic freedom, both at 
home and around the world, with a strong, singular voice.

At the international level we also see growing recognition of the importance of academic freedom, including 

in a report3 adopted by the European Parliament in November 2018 that resolves to give new priority to academic 
freedom in the EU’s external actions, and calls for concrete EU-led responses, diplomatic pressure, and material as-
sistance for at-risk scholars.”

 How can individuals get involved?

“In addition to encouraging their institutions to join the global SAR network,4 there are many ways 
faculty, researchers, students, administrators, and other members of the higher education commu-
nity can support academic freedom on their campus and in their communities.

Faculty, researchers, and students can participate in SAR-affiliated Legal Clinics5 and Student 
Advocacy Seminars,6 which provide opportunities to educate next-generation leaders about the 
importance of academic freedom. Working with SAR staff, these faculty-led programs help students 
develop research, advocacy, and leadership skills while making important contributions to SAR’s 
advocacy work. Individual faculty or researchers can join SAR’s global network of volunteers that 
produce reports for the Academic Freedom Monitoring Project.7

There are also opportunities to engage one’s campus in dialogue about the importance of 
academic freedom and related values. Students and faculty can invite at-risk scholars to campus 
through the SAR Speaker Series8 to hear their stories of perseverance and courage, and can attend 
other events, including the biennial Scholars at Risk Network Global Congress. They can participate 
in and help organize research projects, workshops, online courses, and webinars that explore the 
importance of core higher education values, and examine how they are promoted and defended 
both on their own campus and also in international partnerships.

No effort is too small. As part of a global movement, any individual can play a valuable role. In-
creasing awareness on campus regarding the importance of academic freedom will create stronger 
and more resilient higher education communities, which will be better able to recognize and with-
stand both subtle and overt threats.”

What can international scholarly journals like Baltic World do to contribute to this work and enable 
researchers to conduct research even if their academic freedom has been violated?

“Special editions like this one offer an excellent opportunity to raise awareness about the threats to academic free-
dom, so thank you for putting this together! More scholarly research on this topic is needed, and we welcome any 
scholars interested in pursuing additional work in this area to be in touch about opportunities to contribute to new 
research projects. Where possible, scholarly journals could also provide important outlets for at-risk scholars by 
offering opportunities for independent scholars to publish, by offering fee waivers where possible, and and by allow-
ing scholars publishing sensitive research to do so anonymously. This is particularly important for scholars unable to 
leave their home country due to travel restrictions. These efforts offer invaluable opportunities for scholars to con-
tinue their work, and can also help advance a broader conversation about the importance of academic freedom.” ≈ 

1  https://www.scholarsatrisk.org/
resources/free-to-think-2018/

2  https://www.scholarsatrisk.org/
resources/how-to-host-handbook/

3  http://www.europarl.europa.
eu/sides/getDoc.do?pubRef=-//
EP//NONSGML+TA+P8-TA-2018-

0483+0+DOC+PDF+V0//EN
4 https://www.scholarsatrisk.org/join/
5  https://www.scholarsatrisk.org/

actions/academic-freedom-legal-
clinics/

6  https://www.scholarsatrisk.org/
actions/student-advocacy-seminars/

7  https://www.scholarsatrisk.org/
actions/academic-freedom-monitoring-
project/

8  https://www.scholarsatrisk.org/
actions/speaker-series/
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What is FEMACT?

“FEMACT is a network of gender studies scholars, activists, and critical researchers that works as a platform for 
sharing and creating new knowledge about how illiberal and anti-gender mobilizations operate in different coun-
tries. We also try to work out ways to resist threats against academic freedom. We currently have around 50 mem-
bers across Europe and in neighboring countries.”

Could you say more about the call for international cooperation to make it possible for scholars who have 
been hampered by restrictions to still be able to conduct research? Access to electronic library resources 
and scholarships for junior researchers and visiting research positions for more senior ones might be part of 
this structure?

“The network gathers scholars from countries in which a shift towards illiberal democracy has been fairly suc-
cessful such as Hungary, Poland, Russia, and Turkey, as well as countries in which this trend is less visible but is 
nevertheless present. There is much diversity within Europe regarding the ways in which different countries have 
experienced austerity, unemployment, growth in precarious employment, and cuts in benefits, all of which have 
disproportionately affected women in countries such as Greece, Spain, and Ireland. FEMACT is led by an ethos of 
feminism-across-borders and a politics of solidarity. The combination of members makes it possible to share re-
sources across the group. By resources I mean not only monetary ones, and could, for example, be the possession 
of a passport. Meetings can take place in locations where scholars are based who cannot travel because of the con-
fiscation of their passports — which is the case for much of the Turkish members of the network — or we might need 
to find online solutions for participating. This is very important for overcoming isolation, which is very common for 
gender scholars who often are the only ones defined as gender scholars in their department, in their region, or even 
in their country. This is one of the core things about working together, that someone recognizes what is happen-
ing in the different locations and that we can act collectively for one another. We have also seen while building the 
network that it is very important that membership not be reduced to formal affiliation with an institution such as a 
university, especially when scholars are locked out of their departments.”   

Angelika Sjö-
stedt-Landén, 
PhD in ethnol-
ogy, lecturer in 
Gender Stud-
ies at Mid Swe-
den University 
and one of the 
initiative taker 
to FEMACT.

“FEMACT is led  
           by an ethos  
               of feminism-   
    across-borders”
The academic community is international, and this solidarity cross-
es borders. Angelika Sjöstedt-Landén is one of the founders of the 
network FEMACT, that aim to fight the limiting space for academic 
freedom. We asked her to explain more about the initiative. 

Baltic Worlds 2018:4 Special issue on Academic Freedom

by Ninna Mörner
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What can a scholarly international journal do to contribute to this 
structure? 

“Journals could definitely make their archives open and free to access 
so that students and scholars can access their catalogues irrespective of 
departmental affiliation. A closer cooperation between networks such as 
FEMACT and journals could enable the initiation of more contacts as well 
as wider knowledge about the conditions scholars are under in different 
national and institutional contexts. Such understanding could make pos-
sibilities for publishing greater. Also, journals could consider publishing in 
more languages or alternatively offering funds for translation to a greater 
extent. Requirements for writing in English can be very excluding, and 
cooperation with journals in different countries that publish in a variety 
of languages could also be a way forward. It is also very important that 
current issues of academic freedom are addressed, such as in this current 
issue of Baltic Worlds.” ≈

BALTIC WORLDS is a scholarly 
journal published by the Centre 
for Baltic and East European 
Studies at Södertörn University, 
since 2008. It publishes articles 
in social sciences and humanities 
as well as environmental studies, 
practicing a double-blind peer-
review process, by at least two 
independent specialists. Baltic 
Worlds is listed in the Norwegian 
bibliometric register (DHB), 
included in EBSCO databases, 
DOAJ, and Sherpa/RoMEO. 

Baltic Worlds is distributed 
to readers in 50 countries, and 
reaches readers from various 
disciplines, as well as outside 
academia. In order to present 
multi- and interdisciplinary ongo-
ing research to a wider audience, 
Baltic Worlds also publishes 
essays, commentaries, inter-
views, features and conference 
reports. All content relates to the 
Baltic Sea Region and the wider 
Central and Eastern European 
area, including the Caucasus and 
the Balkans.

Baltic Worlds regularly 
publishes thematic sections 
with guest editors, enabling 
deeper explorations into specific 
fields and research questions. 
International scholarly collabo-
rations are encouraged. Baltic 
Worlds wishes to advance critical 
engagement  in area studies and 
to apply novel theoretical and 
methodological approaches to 
this multifaceted field.

The journal’s Scholarly 
Advisory Council consists of 
international scholars, represent-
ing different disciplines and with 
specific knowledge on the area.

The Scholarly Advisory Council

Baltic Worlds’ 
statement of 
purpose
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Academic freedom. 
The very heart of the scientific process

U
NESCO’s General Con-
ference 2017 adopted 
a set of Recommenda-
tions on Science and 

Scientific Research, that stresses 
the importance of academic 
freedom as “the very heart of the 
scientific process, and provides the 
strongest guarantee of accuracy 
and objectivity of scientific re-
sults.” To participate in the interna-
tional community and to travel and 
exchange ideas and information is 
also stated as an opportunity that 
member states should provide re-
searchers with. 

The Swedish National Commis-
sion for UNESCO and the Young 
Academy of Sweden arranged a 
symposium “The Shrinking Aca-
demic Freedom in Europe” No-
vember 9, 2018 in Stockholm. This 
symposium was one of many that 
have been organized lately on the 
topic threats to academic freedom, 
which can be seen as a sign and an 
acknowledgement that there is cause for 
worry.  

SPEAKERS FROM DIFFERENT countries and 
disciplines were invited to give insights into 
the state of academic freedom in Europe. 
Among the speakers, two in particular, 
framed the larger context in which such 
trends can be placed.  

Staffan I. Lindberg, director of the Vari-
eties of Democracy Institute, explained the 
global trend of autocratic regimes to first 
attack the rule of law, then the media, then 
civil society, and thereafter academic free-
dom. He also pointed out how autocratic 

regimes are more subtle today and manage 
to hold elections that appear like demo-
cratic elections, but between elections they 
impose restraints to control society. 

Andrea Petö, professor of gender stud-
ies at the Central European University in 
Budapest, showed how in Hungary the 
state, or the “polyphor state” to use her 
term, has constructed a parallel structure 
that appear as, or mirrors, a democratic 
state. In the latest CEDAW report, for in-
stance, it might seem that women's rights 
NGOs are doing well in Hungary. But if one 
looks closer behind the façade, one dis-
covers that those constructed NGOs have 

hijacked the concept of women’s 
rights for the purpose of pushing 
for issues that are contrary to the 
women's rights movement’s agen-
da. The claim of women’s right to 
their own body is here mirrored 
towards the claim to protect the 
rights of the unborn child, etc. An-
other typical phenomenon of the 
hybrid regime is to create a fear of 
others and then to produce fake 
news and call for securitization in 
order to protect the nation from 
this made up threat. Polarization 
and fear are the modus operandi, 
says Andrea Petö, and she further 
warns that the anti-gender strat-
egy will destroy the liberal values 
that science as we know it has 
rested upon since the Enlighten-
ment.

THE THREAT AGAINST academic 
freedom also has an enormous 
impact on individual researchers. 
Olga Selin Hünler, a postdoctoral 

researcher in cultural anthropology at Bre-
men University in Germany, told about the 
individual consequences for researchers 
after the purge in Turkey after the signing 
of the peace petition. Researchers have 
lost their jobs, their passports, their net-
works, and all prospects for careers or to 
be part of the scientific community. Many 
are trapped in Turkey in a sort of limbo, al-
though she herself managed to find a place 
in Germany. Cross-border solidarity is mak-
ing a difference, at least individually. ≈

Ninna Mörner

conference report
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