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(Post-)Socialist Europe

he university is an ambivalent
phenomenon. While the aver-
age encyclopaedia entry would
define an institution of higher
learning with the authority to award de-
grees in various academic disciplines, the
students, researchers, professors, librar-
ians, administrators or housekeeping staff
who dwell within and beyond the built
and imagined spaces of such institutions
will find their own specific, standpoint
related experiences, observations and
descriptions. Thus, a very broad, but fair
working description of the university
would be a more or less specific, but
highly complex conglomerate of bodily,
intellectual, material, psychological, so-
cial, and distinction practices, collected
within and around certain (built) struc-
tures. In our modern world, they are key
places of truth, expertise, and authority
in all aspects of learning, both in research
and education. As pillars of epistemic or-
der, but also epistemological laboratories
and sites of revolution, universities (and
their members) have navigated between
strengthening and opposing state and

imperial powers. However, this status has
never been and is still not uncontested.

ACADEMIC HISTORIES of the university
place their origo in Europe. They go
back a millennium to Bologna, Paris and
Oxford to describe the spreading of an in-
stitutional concept that encompasses the
“whole” of knowledge that designates the
Latin universitas. While antecedents are
accepted in ancient Egypt and Eastern In-
dia, as well as in the Greek academies and
Islamic madrasas, the modern university
is intrinsically global. However, they are
modelled after a “Western” tradition
that hegemonized the world and homog-
enized the institutions from various cen-
tres and along different lines over time.
Today, on a highly fragmented global
map, European universities form one
“province” among other world regions.!
Following neoliberal market logics, they
compete and compare themselves in uni-
versity rankings and citation indices, se-
verely challenging established structures
and participatory practices.

Yet, as much as initiatives as the

ERASMUS programme and the European
University Association (EUA) promote
the internal comparability of a Euro-
pean model, the decades preceding the
relatively recent programmatic idea of
European integration are as diverse and
fragmented as the deeper history of high-
er education in Europe itself. Not least in
the context of ongoing debates about the
role of science in democratic societies

as well as neoliberal approaches to and
populist interventions in higher educa-
tion, it seems that both the ambivalences
of the university as well as the proclaimed
differences between “East” and “West”
continue to persist.

FOR THIS REASON, this special theme focus-
es on a regional context, whose academic
history has so far been viewed primarily
from a “Western” perspective. We argue,
however, that the universities in the area
that was supposed to be “integrated”
after 1989 under the banner of European-
isation have a history of their own. This
history is shaped not only by different
layers of imperial and national history,
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but above all by the shared experience of
decades of socialist rule with its own ideas
about the function of the university under
socialism.

While historically universities in Kra-
kow, Prague or St. Petersburg were in no
way inferior to other European universi-
ties, the Socialist takeover led to great dis-
tinctions. Following the October Revolu-
tion of 1917, the Soviet Union restructured
the entire academic system and after
1945, universities in the newly erected
socialist states had to conform to the prin-
ciples of Soviet hegemony. Applied re-
search was now perceived as the pinnacle
of academic knowledge production in the
socialist societies of Europe. Universities
were conceived of as efficient and highly
exclusive places. They were supposed to
serve the progress of socialism, especially
when science was declared a “produc-
tive force” in the 1960s. At the same time,
there was the ambition to design egalitar-
ian and hence more diverse spaces of
knowledge — at least at the intersection
of gender and class. In practice, however,
universities often continued to perpetu-
ate social inequalities — not only inside
the institutions themselves, but also
within the asymmetrical power relations
of imperial structures.

APART FROM reproducing the political or-
der, universities, as in the rest of Europe,
were also platforms for counter-thought.
Especially with regard to the more liberal
socialist Yugoslavia, they could be home
to transnational reform movements, such
as the Praxis School in Zagreb or Belgrade,
and hubs for emerging transnational
(academic) feminist networks. But such
progressive academic structures could
also develop where university policies
were particularly restrictive and reaction-
ary. Initiatives such as the Flying Universi-
ties in Poland were of great significance
during the revolutionary upheavals of the
1980s and became an oppositional force
in socialist countries. At the same time,
these parallel structures paved the way
for the post-1989 academic re-awakening
— away from a limited corpus of politically
driven science toward a new freedom of
research, at least temporarily.

However, the post-socialist transfor-

“TOTHIS DAY, THE
RELATIONSHIP
BETWEEN
‘EASTERN’ AND
‘WESTERN’
EUROPEAN
UNIVERSITIES
ISCHARACTERIZED
BY STRUCTURAL
INEQUALITY.”

mation of academia was influenced by the
wide-ranging sociopolitical and economic
challenges of the 1990s. While strong
traditionalist groups prevailed, preserv-
ing socialist thought and controlling
academic practice, reform movements
were forced to adapt their position to new
economic and discursive conditions. Uni-
versity employees were confronted with
inflation and privatization, many were
forced to flee from war and nationalist
regimes, some regrouped abroad. At the
same time, neoliberal models were adopt-
ed that fundamentally affected academic
labor markets. The German Democratic
Republic was in many ways a special

case. Here, some academic institutions
ceased to exist altogether and others were
transformed according to West German
models, which also led to a large-scale re-
placement of former academic staff.

TO THIS DAY, the relationship between
“Eastern” and “Western” European uni-
versities is characterized by structural in-
equality. This applies as much to financial
resources as to a perceived epistemologi-
cal inferiority of academic institutions in
Central, Eastern and Southeast Europe.
Yet, until 2022, post-socialist Europe has
been a blind spot in postcolonial critiques
of university knowledge production.
Drawing on the recent debate on de-
colonizing universities and decolonizing
“Eastern Europe,” this special section
aims to address practices and utopias

of the university from, in, and beyond
(post-)socialist Europe. Critical analyses
of academic learning, knowledge produc-

tion and exchange will help to learn about
the historical-political epistemologies
that universities have co-created.

THE TEXTS OF this special section were
presented at a workshop in Vienna in Sep-
tember 2023.2 The workshop opened with
aroundtable on Higher Education and
Research in Times of War and Repression,
which was published in Baltic Worlds
2024, no. 1-2.3 The authors of this special
theme present case studies from different
universities in the socialist countries of
Central, Eastern, and Southeast Europe
and their successor states. It aims to
critically assess concepts and practices of
“university” within the scientific systems
of these (post-)socialist countries on the
one hand, and the reciprocal effects that
have occurred in the exchange with politi-
cal or economic discourses on the other.
Vedran Duancic presents a case from
socialist Yugoslavia, where, in line with
ageneral trend in Europe*, the number
of higher education institutions in the
Socialist Federal Republic had doubled in
the 1970s. However, when the economic
crisis of the 1960s could no longer be
contained, universities found themselves
at the center of political debates that
combined economic, scientific, tech-
nological and educational questions.
Universities were accused of producing
too many over-qualified graduates who
were unemployable for industrial needs,
and at the same time held accountable
for closing the perceived gap in research
& development (R&D) in comparison
to foreign countries. Technocratic and
anti-technocratic arguments were linked
to a critique of short-sighted ideas of im-
mediate profitability and long-term goals
of fundamental socialist education. From
the perspective of many students at the
time, higher education also meant an op-
portunity to enter white-collar careers,
which critics saw as a driver of inequality.
In his analysis of recent developments
in the Albanian higher education sector,
Pavjo Gjini traces how the restructur-
ing of a university system needed to be
explained and defended against very dif-
ferent opponents. The paper shows how
the 2015 higher education reform was
presented by the ruling socialist party



as aregulatory effort to establish order
in a scattered, highly dysfunctional sys-
tem. By enforcing the category of public
universities to supersede the distinction
between private and state universities,
and by introducing the idea of a regulated
educational market while cutting state
funding at the same time, the govern-
ment could indeed solve several prob-
lems — such as the inflation of academic
diplomas —, yet it established a neoliberal
model for higher education that was
fiercely opposed by student activists, who
rallied for an increase in public funding
and a mediated reform process involving
students, teachers, and university staff.
From a very different perspective,
TIuliia Gataulina looks at quite similar
developments. Based on ethnographic
research in the imperial cityscape of St.
Petersburg conducted in 2019 and 2020,
she shows how the built environment of
higher education institutions factor into
(prospective) students’ decisions to ap-
ply to and select their school. While the
highly representative buildings on the
banks of the Neva river seem to endow
institutions with a perceived historical
dignity and importance, promising a solid
preparation for future careers, the mate-
rial decay and dysfunctional structure
of centuries-old buildings not fit for 21t
century academic needs form specific
tensions in students’ perceptions.
Concentrating on the specific political
materialities that incorporate and extend
intentional actions and speech-acts of
political actors and decision-makers,
Gataulina shows how universities are
indeed complex conglomerates of built
structures, bodily interaction (or segrega-
tion) and political action. Looking back
at Duanci¢’s and Gjini’s cases, they can
be at the focus of great hopes of societ-
ies and state actors, but also catalysts of
neoliberal New Public Management. For
individuals, they can be both an alma
mater fostering intellectual development
and a means to become fittest for the la-
bour market.

THE THEME SECTION also includes two
interviews that offer further critical as-
sessment of concepts and practices with
alook at recent developments in (post-)

socialist scientific systems. Tereza Hendl
describes the founding of the RUTA As-
sociation for Central, South-Eastern, and
Eastern European, Baltic, Caucasus, Cen-
tral and Northern Asian Studies in Global
Conversation as a reaction to Russia’s full-
scale invasion of Ukraine. The network
comprises scholars whose research focus
and public engagement are aligned with
the idea of transforming and decolonizing
area studies against the backdrop of the
hegemonic “Western” gaze, by founding
and strengthening solidarity networks.

Olga Shparaga’s account of the strug-
gles at Belarusian universities since the
summer of 2020, within the country and
in exile, broadens these perspectives with
a feminist analysis of education as care
work and reports on specific practices
that could provide a basis for rethinking
the university in meaningful ways.

We cannot imagine a better and more
hopeful outlook for this section. Both
interviewees show how solidarity-based
knowledge communities can be a power-
ful force against the historical and current
appropriation of universities in Europe
and beyond.

Friedrich Cainis a Postdoc
Assistant at the Faculty Center for
Transdisciplinary Historical-Cultural
Studies at the University of Vienna.

Elisa Satjukow, PhD in East and
Southeast European History and
anindependent researcher.
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The economicrole
of higher education,
science, and technology
inlate socialist
Yugoslavia

abstract

As the economic crisis in socialist Yugoslavia escalated in the
late 1970s, the role of education, science, and technology in
revitalizing self-management socialism and the economy be-
came a hotly debated issue. Just as the number of universities
more than doubled during the 1970s, they started to be criti-
cized for producing unemployable graduates who burdened
the economy instead of contributing to it, and for curtailing

the upward social mobility of working-class youth. The paper
examines the contemporary discussions of the economic
purpose of higher education and presents “technocratic” and
“anti-technocratic” positions in the debate which occasion-
ally depicted the universities as responsible for the crisis, but
also as potentially uniquely suited for resolving it— and thus
reversing what many commentators saw as the country’s slide
towards scientific, technological, and economic dependency
and peripheralization.

KEYWORDS: Socialist Yugoslavia; economic crisis; higher edu-
cation; socialist university; science policy; R&D; technocracy
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by Vedran Duancié

he “purpose” of universities has been discussed since
the institution first emerged and remains an important
issue in light of ongoing social, political, economic,
technological, and demographic challenges.! Because
universities both mirror and prompt social changes, the issue
can become especially relevant in times of socio-economic cri-
ses, political upheavals, and regime changes such as frequently
occurred in 20%-century East-Central Europe.? This paper exam-
ines the discussions of higher education in socialist Yugoslavia in
the context of a deep crisis that engulfed the country toward the
end of its existence. The economic crisis was first glimpsed in
the mid-1960s and was managed to a certain degree during the
1970s. It escalated at the end of the 1970s and further intensified
in the 1980s, when it turned into a political crisis paving the way
to the dissolution of the country.? Party officials, academics and
experts of various professional backgrounds, journalists, and
the general public alike extensively debated the causes, manifes-
tations, and possible solutions to the crisis in a genre which was
mockingly labeled “crisology.”* Yugoslavia struggled with the
balance of payments, a chronic shortage of convertible foreign
currency, massive foreign debt, and high inflation. Unemploy-
ment soared to 15 percent by the mid-1980s, a rarity among
socialist countries, and would have been even higher, had many
people not left for work abroad.Unemployment among young,
educated people was especially worrying. Not only did it chal-
lenge the social contract, it also posed an existential threat to the
future of the country which the protagonists referred to in this
paper saw as fundamentally dependent on the production and
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application of specialist knowledge and advanced technologies
in the economy.

AS THE CRISIS INTENSIFIED, public discussions started addressing
universities’ social and economic role. This inclusion was partly
driven by the fact that during the 1970s
the number of universities in Yugoslavia
had risen from seven to 19. The capitals of
Yugoslavia’s six constitutive republics and
two autonomous regions within Serbia
(Vojvodina and Kosovo) now all had their
own “national” universities, but the net-
work covered larger regional centers as
well. (Montenegro, the smallest republic,
was the exemption with only one univer-
sity.) Between 1945 and 1995 the number
of European universities grew fourfold,
from 200 to 800; in Yugoslavia, between
1945 and 1990, the increase was sixfold.®
Yugoslavia followed the pattern of rapid
expansion noticeable across Europe in
the 1960s and 1970s, with a minimal delay: While many countries
saw the largest increase in the number of institutions of higher
education in the first half of the 1970s, in Yugoslavia that hap-
pened in the second half of the decade.”

Another reason for the prominence of universities in public
discussions was the perception, described by Jana Bacevic, that
“University, the very institution that should have been contrib-

“YUGOSLAVIA
STRUGGLED WITH
THEBALANCE
OF PAYMENTS, A
CHRONIC SHORTAGE
OF CONVERTIBLE
FOREIGN CURRENCY,
MASSIVE FOREIGN
DEBT,AND HIGH
INFLATION.”
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Stipe Suvar was a professor
at the University of Zagreb
and Croatia’s Secretary

for Education and Culture
between 1974 and 1982.
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Atmosphere at the Faculty of
Law during the student protests
Belgrade, June 1968.
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uting to social development and progress — especially of the
working class — was not only reproducing social inequalities but
also sowing the seed of discontent among its students and the
broader population.”® Bacevic has written on the transforma-
tion of higher education in socialist Yugoslavia and some of its
successor states, focusing primarily on
class and national identity — how the
latter came to overcome and replace
the former. Among other things, she
has examined Stipe Suvar’s ferocious
critique of higher education as a system
that reproduced, rather than mitigated,
social inequalities. Suvar, Croatia’s sec-
retary of education, was the creator of
an ambitious federation-wide reform of
secondary education aiming at dissolv-
ing the dual educational system, which
he believed was undermining the basic
tenets and accomplishments of Yugosla-
via’s self-management socialism. Bacevic
has described Suvar’s vocation-oriented
education reform as aiming at “nothing less than to transform
the fabric of society itself, placing it back on the ‘true’ path of
socialist development.”®

Class considerations and the fixation on the (un-)employ-
ability of graduates featured prominently in the discussions of
the economic role of universities in late socialist Yugoslavia.'
So did the complaints that the challenges to the party from both
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Miroslav Pecujli¢, rector of the University
of Belgrade 1977-1981.
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the left and the right, sometimes in conjuncture with national-
ist movements, originated at the universities." Many of the
problems plaguing higher education in Yugoslavia’s successor-
states — such as politicization, nationalism, attacks on university
autonomy, commercialization and privatization, nepotism, pro-
vincialization, problems with the implementation of the Bologna
system and those arising from its implementation, substandard
investments and lack of policies — can be traced, in some shape
or form, to the socialist period, even if they were exacerbated by
the events and processes of the transition period.?

THIS PAPER EXAMINES the discussions from the late 1970s and
1980s within a wider framework that includes scientific-tech-
nological, industrial, and economic policies, focusing on the
perception of universities as “engines of R&D-based economic
growth.”3 How was the relationship between the economy,
research, and teaching conceptualized? And what role did
knowledge play in attempts to end the crisis? The late 1980s saw
a proliferation of publications imagining the future of Yugosla-
via through the prism of education, science, and technology.*
Alarge body of scholarly literature has shown the challenges
entailed in the transformation of universities into institutions of
research as well as teaching during the Cold War, and in negoti-
ating their relations to the economy, industrial policy, and geo-
political concerns.” In Yugoslavia some of these tensions were
manifested in the coexistence of conflicting positions which
occasionally overlapped in analytical insights and broader con-
clusions. While the debate largely embraced a dualist framework
consisting of “technocratic” and “anti-technocratic” positions,
this paper shows unexpected convergencies on fundamental
questions such as whether Yugoslavia needed more or less
higher education. Contemporary observers saw the questions of
what kind of university and what kind of society Yugoslavs want-
ed as inherently connected. The answer, they believed, would
determine whether Yugoslavia would join the ranks of techno-
logically, economically, and culturally impoverished societies at
the European periphery, or become a “technologically and cul-
turally developed, modern and democratic socialist society.”6

It should be noted that in legal and practical terms the “the
university [was] more the coordinating servant than the domi-
nant master of the faculties and schools.”” The frequent refer-
ences to “the university” thus reveal an interest more in systemic
and structural considerations, rather than in concrete links be-
tween individual faculties and the economy. And when the dis-
cussion focused on the latter, more tangible type of connection,
the larger picture was often missing. Invoking the university as
a collective singular often obscured the differences and tensions
between the old and new, small and large universities, between
the University of Belgrade and all others, between the universi-
ties in Yugoslavia’s more and less developed republics and re-
gions, between those in republics’ capitals and regional centers
— as well as the differences and tensions among the universities’
constitutive units.

Building on the observation that Yugoslavia’s universities
were depicted both as somehow responsible for the crisis and



potentially uniquely suited vehicles for overcoming it, the paper
starts by showing how universities were included in the crisolo-
gist discourse in the first place, and how academia came to be
blamed for the stagnant economy instead of, or at least along-
side, the industrial sector. Second, it outlines some of the domi-
nant technocratic, anti-technocratic, and mixed views on the so-
cial mandate of universities in relation to the economy. Finally, it
focuses on politically sensitive conceptualizations of universities
as potential saviors of Yugoslavia’s economy, a force that could
strengthen domestic research and development (R&D) capabili-
ties and alleviate the country’s dependence on the import of
advanced technologies, which became prohibitively costly at a
time of crippling economic crisis.

Linking higher education
and the economy

It comes as no surprise that education was assigned an impor-
tant role in the discussions about Yugoslavia’s economic crisis —
especially higher education, responsible for producing a skilled
work force and for providing R&D, that almost mythical aspect
of modern economies.’® Higher education was seen as critical
for modernizing efforts in various parts of what would in 1918 be-
come a Yugoslav state well before
the state itself was established.™
With the establishment of socialist
Yugoslavia, however, education,
together with science and technol-
ogy, acquired a new, explicit, and
unmistakably ideological mandate
which pushed them to unprece-
dented prominence — and assigned
them tasks they could hardly fulfill.
In the early postwar period, when
industrialization and modernization were conducted according
to the Stalinist playbook, universities served as factories of cad-
res, tasked with fulfilling quotas of graduates.* The idea of uni-
versities as research-oriented institutions producing knowledge
applicable in industry crystalized in the early 1950s. Around

the same time a symbiotic relationship between the university

— both as a place of teaching and research — and the factory be-
came embedded in the self-management experiment. Bringing
science, technology, and the economy closer together was a goal
set early on. The question remained: who should move closer to
whom?

THOUGH SUPPORTIVE of the societal mandate of universities

and science, Yugoslav scientists opposed the subordination

of science to practical results, partly because of concern for
universities’ autonomy. (Ironically, the implementation of self-
management at universities was seen by some as an attack on
their autonomy because it introduced, at least in theory, “non-
experts,” officials and representatives of local communities, into
the decision-making process.) Another reason was the belief that
results would emerge naturally from fundamental research.

By the 1960s the so-called linear model of innovation gained

“THE IDEA OF UNIVERSITIES
AS RESEARCH-ORIENTED
INSTITUTIONS PRODUCING
KNOWLEDGE APPLICABLE
ININDUSTRY CRYSTALIZED
INTHEEARLY 1950S.”
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traction world-wide, including in Yugoslavia: The expectation
that “basic” research would spill over to “applied” research, al-
lowing for ever more sophisticated, competitive, and profitable
products.?

According to this line of reasoning, (higher) education, sci-
ence, and technology were already doing their part. The prob-
lem was that the economy did not support and implement the
fruits of cooperation with domestic research and educational
institutions. Companies were supposed to become “the main
subjects of the system of social planning,” which could only be
built on strong expert and scientific foundations.* Yet few com-
panies developed medium- and long-term business plans, and
fewer still had given R&D serious consideration. Industrial enter-
prises were slow to embrace R&D in general: the electronic and
pharmaceutical industries were the first, followed by metallurgy
and the chemical and food industries.>

Economists warned that “quicker development of technol-
ogy and the application of new scientific insights in the sphere
of production cannot come about as a result of a mere increase
in the number of researchers or investment in research,” for in-
novation would be of little use without an increase in efficiency
in the industrial sector. Even though on the pages of journals
aiming at the technocratic manag-
ers, such as the Direktor (started
in 1969), numerous executives
boasted of having rationalized
their business practice, of con-
ducting market research and
investing in modern production
technology, the underlying prob-
lem persisted, and the separation
of education and science from the
economy was identified as a fun-
damental problem.? In the twilight of socialist Yugoslavia, the
blame was still placed at the feet of industry: “It is no secret that
the economy for various reasons was not highly interested in sys-
tematic and organized cooperation with domestic science,” one
commentator said, concluding, “Precisely that is one of many
reasons for today’s crisis.”*

INTHE 1960S and most of the 1970s industrial enterprises were
thus expected to take the bigger share of the R&D burden on
themselves, while the universities temporarily fell into the
background. Economic concerns, for instance, were barely
mentioned in the two-volume publication on the occasion of the
300" anniversary of the establishment of the University of Za-
greb in 1969.%¢ Even academies of science, which since the mid-
1950s had lost their dominant position in the country’s scientific
landscape, were occasionally seen as more important vehicles
of linking science and technology with the economy.* Scientia
Yugoslavica, a journal started in 1975, presented research in-
stitutions outside the universities (or only nominally affiliated
to them) as more important factors supporting the economy.
On the other hand, journals such as Sveucilisni list [University
Paper] (published in 1950—-1952), SveuciliSni vjesnik [University
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Newsletter] (started in 1955), or Univerzitet danas [University
Today] (started in 1960), all of which had “universities” in their
titles, emphasized the universities’ economic role more eagerly.

And new universities, established during the 1970s, were
particularly interested in maintaining links to (local) industry. In
some cases, they arose from it, as experts working in local indus-
trial enterprises supplemented the scarce teaching staff, opened
the doors of their laboratories to students (who were also their
prospective future workers), or helped purchase equipment and
literature.3° But most importantly, the universities depended
on local enterprises for financing. Republics had taken over the
financing of higher education from the federal government in the
1950s. By the 1970s a complex system of financing emerged that
strengthened the role of municipalities and local enterprises.
In theory, the content and financing of study and research pro-
grams were to be discussed by stakeholders (university officials,
representatives of the staff, politicians, representatives of local
enterprises and the community) gathered in self-managing com-
munities of interest. The universities could earn income through
“direct exchange of labor” (e.g., by conducting research projects
with direct implications for local industrial enterprises which
would finance them), through local self-
managing communities of interest for
higher education and for research, or
through the corresponding self-manag-
ing communities at the republic level .3

Universities’ task of supplying knowl-
edge applicable in industry was to a large
extent alleviated by the increased open-
ing of Yugoslavia’s economy to global
markets, which meant that industrial
enterprises could import technology
more easily. Despite nominal support
for developing domestic R&D capacities,
transfers offered the possibility of leaping forward and catching
up with more advanced economies. From the economists’ per-
spective, at least prior to the escalation of the crisis, it seemed
that “Yugoslavia, like all less developed countries, has an advan-
tage in the opportunity to use the general body of knowledge ac-
cumulated in technologically advanced countries. Broad usage
of this advantage represents one of the most efficient strategies
of scientific policy.”3? If Japan started its economic ascendance
by importing advanced technology instead of trying to develop it
itself from scratch, why should not Yugoslavia, too?3

Areport from the early 1970s concluded:

In Yugoslavia [there are] as a rule two extreme attitudes
toward technical and technological development. One
advocates a complete reliance on indigenous technolog-
ical solutions without any purchases of foreign licenses.
The other calls for a total orientation toward foreign
technology, toward the importation of licenses. How-
ever, rejecting both extremes, our science policy should
concentrate on striking a proper balance between
autarky in the development of science and technology

“NEW UNIVERSITIES,
ESTABLISHED
DURING THE 1970S,
WERE PARTICULARLY
INTERESTEDIN
MAINTAINING
LINKS TO (LOCAL)
INDUSTRY.”

on the one hand, and the transfer of foreign knowledge
and technologies on the other. This should ensure bet-
ter and cheaper production of what others are already
producing as well as the creation of products they do
not have. This is the only way our economy can become
competitive in the international market.3

The transfer of technology became a burning political and eco-
nomic issue in light of global economic transformations and the
lagging performance of Yugoslavia’s economy — and a frequent
topic in discussions of the role of universities. The rector of the
University of Osijek, Croatia — one of the new universities, es-
tablished in 1975 — pointedly summarized the history of socialist
Yugoslavia from the perspective of education, science, and tech-
nology. Prior to 1980, he said, technological development was
based on importing foreign technology and production licenses,
without establishing strong connections to local science.* This
prompted universities to shift their attention to education and,
to a certain degree, (back to) fundamental research.¢ After 1980,
when the economic crisis escalated, much-needed technology
could no longer be easily bought abroad. But now, because
domestic scientific and educational po-
tential had been neglected for decades,
there was little domestic research capac-
ity that industry could turn to.* This was
the opportunity to reinstate the central
role of higher education in the econom-
ic life of the country: More students,
teachers, and research were needed. Yet
little changed during the decade, and in
1990 commentators would still repeat
the well-rehearsed complaint that the
“uncontrolled import of foreign knowl-
edge and technologies, primarily [in the
form of ] licenses with detrimental, limiting clauses, has critically
slowed down the [domestic] impetus and minimized the pos-
sible role and contribution of industrial [research] institutes.”3®

IF THE ANSWER to the question of who should lead R&D efforts
changed over time, there was no doubt that the world was be-
ing radically transformed by the third industrial revolution.*
The Yugoslav scientific community was especially drawn to the
concept of scientific-technological revolution as espoused by
Czechoslovak sociologist-philosopher Radovan Richta.* The
notion was so frequently and casually invoked that it became

an empty signifier. When speaking about universities, com-
mentators agreed that the world was facing massive challenges
arising from the third industrial revolution; that civilization was
increasingly based on the tenets of modern science materialized
in technology; and that science and technology had become the
dominant vehicles of progress. This, however, was ideologically
problematic. As Elena Aronova has noted, “In contrast to clas-
sic Marxist-Leninist theory of the thirties, which emphasized
class conflict as the motor of social change, the basic premise of
the [scientific-technological revolution] theory was that the ad-
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Student protests in Belgrade, Yugoslavia,1968. These were the first mass protest in Yugoslavia after the Second World War. proTo: wikiMeDiA commons

vancement of science and technology had become the principal
source of societal transformation.”# Ideologically better versed
commentators such as Stipe Suvar noticed the problem but of-
fered no “solution,” believing — or hoping — that the implemen-
tation of technology in a socialist self-management system could
“override” its ideological baggage.*

Too many universities

The unprecedented wave of expansion of the higher education
system during the 1970s followed the period of political perturba-
tions when students joined wider sections of society and even
groups of party officials to challenge the system. The League of
Communists was first attacked from the “left” during the student
protests in 1968 (primarily at the University of Belgrade), and
then from the “right,” when in 1971 students in Zagreb joined

the so-called Croatian Spring, calling for economic and political
liberalization in a more pronouncedly nationalist key. Ethnic
Albanian students in Kosovo demanded a wider autonomy for
the province, including the establishment of a university. In 1970
institutions that had been part of the University of Belgrade were
merged into the University of Prishtina.* The expansion in the
1970s, which started with Prishtina, was supported by republican
and local governments as well as economic enterprises, and was
one of the results of the on-going process of decentralization of
the country, itself codified in the 1974 constitution. The wave of

expansion ended with the establishment of the University of Bito-

la, Macedonia, in 1979, just as the economic crisis and challenges
to the political system were about to intensify after Tito’s death.

It was in response to these developments that a highly critical
perspective on universities crystalized: instead of being vehicles
of economic development, and equipping young Yugoslavs with
useful skills, universities were seen as producing unemployable
graduates who were taught to disrespect and avoid “productive”
work in industry; instead of enabling social mobility of working-
class children, universities contributed to the reproduction of
the country’s elites. Their role was detrimental both to Yugosla-
via’s economy and its socialist experiment. This “leftist” critique
identified objective problems and came from high places, which
made it difficult to ignore.

IT WAS BEST ARTICULATED by Stipe Suvar (1936—-2004), sociologist
(himself a professor at the University of Zagreb) and Croatia’s
Secretary for Education and Culture between 1974 and 1982.4
Suvar was the designer and public face of the ambitious but
ill-fated vocation-oriented educational reform, which had
opponents at the time of its inception and has largely been re-
membered in a negative light to this day. The reform was first
implemented in Croatia and Vojvodina during the school year
1975-1976, and the plan was to introduce it across Yugoslavia by
1980. One of its main goals was to end the reproduction of social
inequalities through education. Bacevic has argued that the
reform was driven by ideological more than economic reasons.
Both its supporters and opponents ultimately saw the reform

as a failure, which Bacevic attributes to the lack of policies and
increasing ideological rigidity of the decentralized system. The
goal of the reform, as Suvar put it, was to “abolish the intel-
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University of Novi Sad is a public university founded in 1960.

ligentsia! We should all become intellectuals, regardless of the
specific working place.”®

Suvar’s contribution to the discussion of the economic as-
pects of education moved the focus from the more data-rich,
economy-oriented jargon to a more theoretical and explicitly
ideological language. Instead of efficiency, planning, knowledge,
and technology-driven development (all of which Suvar abun-
dantly talked about, but subordinated to the task of building a
socialist society), the keywords of the reformist discourse were
class, work(ers), and socialism.
Universities, and access to them,
were the final target of Suvar’s

“THEPOINT OF THE
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University of Kragujevac is a public university founded in 1976.

hand, to (re)open the doors to higher education and social mo-
bility to children from the less privileged families.

Suvar, he insisted, was neither a Luddite nor an enemy of
knowledge. He saw science, technology, and education as im-
mensely important. The question was how to reorganize them
so that they could fulfill their role in the specific context of a self-
management socialist society in crisis. The point of the vocation-
oriented reform was to integrate work and knowledge, but not
for the sake of the scientific-technological revolution, as was the
case in capitalist societies. Tech-
nological progress, he believed,
must be placed in the service of

VOCATION-ORIENTED
REFORMWAS TOINTEGRATE
WORKAND KNOWLEDGE,
BUTNOT FOR THE SAKE
OF THE SCIENTIFIC-
TECHNOLOGICAL

critique, but his reform aimed

at secondary education — the
pipeline to higher education and
an area that fell under his jurisdic-
tion as the Secretary of Educa-
tion and Culture (as opposed to
the Secretariat of Science and

the socialist self-management
project and that required, first,
the transformation of the factory,
which would in turn enable the
transformation of education.+
Education should be future-
oriented, but not, Suvar warned,

Technology). “Gymnasiums”, or
grammar schools, were attended
in greater numbers by children of
better educated and paid parents
(the “red bourgeoisie” and “tech-
nocrats”). They led to universities
and — in theory, at least — better paid jobs, social status, and
greater political clout. Crucially, they represented a world sepa-
rate from vocational high schools, largely attended by children
of workers and peasants, which led to employment in the “pro-
ductive sector.” The reform abolished this duality and joined the
two educational and socio-economic worlds. The new program
covering “general education” was meant for all pupils in the first
two years, followed by two years of more specialized courses
preparing pupils for specific employment or the continuation

of education. The aim was to expose pupils who would previ-
ously have attended gymnasiums to a more practical education,
to incentivize them to join the productive work force and instill
in them a sense of respect for (manual) work and, on the other

REVOLUTION,AS WAS
THE CASEINCAPITALIST
SOCIETIES.”

“in sense of some quasi-scientific
futurology, outlining the won-
ders of technology and [contem-
plating] whether science will
change our genes or not”; rather,
in sense of “a humanist vision

of the human future, what billions of people during the last two
centuries have fought for as a vision of communism.”#

IN THE LATE 1970S and throughout the 1980s many commenta-
tors referred to what they understood to be calls essentially to
abolish the universities, without specifying where these calls
originated from. That was an exaggeration, but some university
enrollment quotas were indeed restricted: “Limits were placed
on university enrollment in liberal arts and medical faculties
because such professionals were already in surplus. Professional
parents saw these limits as political discrimination against the
humanistic intelligentsia; similarly, they viewed the expanded
opportunities for university education in new regional universi-
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The modern University of Zagreb was established in 1874 as a successor

the Jesuit Academy established in 1669.

ties as the party’s attempt to dilute standards and their status.”4
I argue this was also a manifestation of shifting, or sharing the
responsibility for the economic crisis between industrial enter-
prises and institutions of higher education. University represen-
tatives complained about hearing “voices from the factories say-
ing that we do not need so many engineers, technologists, and
machinists, but rather more technicians for routinized work,”
which they believed to be a fundamentally wrong approach to
overcoming the crisis.>°

Suvar opposed the technocratic tendency to reduce complex
societal questions to efficiency and profitability. He approached
the question of “usefulness™ of universities from a diametrically
opposite direction, yet his conclusions were similar to techno-
crats’. He was in office during the wave of expansion of the univer-
sity network, although with limited power to influence the pro-
cess, especially outside Croatia. Counterintuitive as it may seem
coming from the pen of a Secretary of Education and Culture, he
believed there were too many institutions of higher education in
Yugoslavia. New ones were being established, but they were “old”
in terms of methodology, and political and economic purpose.
They were opened for wrong reasons, he believed: “We have an
irrational network of higher schools; some are superfluous [and]
are often a result of a petit-bourgeois race for diplomas and quali-
fications, mainly in unproductive occupations.”® Villages can
boast of having faculties, he complained. “That is happening be-
cause the decisions are not made by those who should be making
them — workers — but by elites in cities, regions, municipalities.”s3
A change of course was needed because:

[in Yugoslavia] almost anyone can still open a school

or a faculty. Associated labor and Self-Management
Communities of Interest have not yet started to impose
bans. So far, they objectively could not have. On the oth-
er hand, no one can close a single currently redundant
school, faculty, or educational program. We must get
rid of this situation as soon as possible; there must be a
break, there must be a conflict with parents and young
people about the choice of profession, about vwhat is a
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The modern University of Belgrade was established in 1905,
continuing the tradition of Velika $kola (first establihsed in 1808)
and Licej. Image from 1890.

fruitful occupation, and what is supposedly a life trag-
edy, etc. We must also confront people who only care
about the prestige of their municipality, city, region,
and want at any cost to open schools and colleges that
are in fact redundant]...]>

This was a manifestation of the conflict between particular (mu-
nicipal and national) and supra-national (federal) interests. As
the following section shows, the most nuanced attempts at re-
conceptualizing the role of universities at the time of crisis built
upon these specific lines of attack in order to imagine a socialist
university for the future.

Socialist vs. technocratic university

Not all university-affiliated commentators opposed Suvar’s
reform — at least not entirely. One of the most prominent “de-
fenders” of the universities, Miroslav Pecujli¢ (1929—2006),
rector of the University of Belgrade between 1977 and 1981, was
initially sympathetic to its political agenda. Pecujli¢ hoped it
would be a first step toward a more comprehensive reform that
would also include universities and restructure relations be-
tween education, science, and the economy. Pecujli¢ compared
Suvar’s reform to the repression of intellectuals and curtailing
of scientific work during the Cultural Revolution under Mao. Un-
derstandable as the goals of the Cultural Revolution might have
been from an ideological perspective, Pecujli¢ warned of an un-
intended reactionary outcome: because modern societies have
become fundamentally dependent on science and technology,
universities would inevitably have to be rebuilt. But because so
much knowledge was lost during the Cultural Revolution, which
further widened the gap between China and developed coun-
tries, universities could only be rebuilt within an authoritarian
framework — one that was foreign to Yugoslavia’s iteration of so-
cialism. Yugoslavia’s development simply could not be achieved
though “freezing or stagnation of higher education,” which is
what many believed Suvar proposed, “but through finding sub-
stantially new paths and ways of rationalization that would not
be reduced to a technocratic reform.”ss And as another commen-
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tator put it, it was a “primitive understanding that economic and
social development is possible without scientific innovations.”>®

Pecujli¢ embodied and drove a collective reconceptualizing
of the universities when they seemed to be under attack from
both the technocratic and anti-technocratic positions. Yugoslav
social scientists extensively dealt with technocracy.s” Seen as the
enemies of self-management and villainized in the public dis-
course, technocrats nevertheless became crucial agents of the
economic and political system, and as such were often referred
to in the discussions on the role of universities. But in the words
of one of the founders of science studies in Yugoslavia, “While
we instinctively tend to criticize bureaucracy, technocracy and
managerialism, pleading our allegiance to the unity of teaching
and research at universities, in practice we usually prefer verbal-
ism as well as totally uncritical and uncontrolled application of
the result of some superior foreign bureaucratic, technocratic,
and managerial actions and transactions.”s® Pecujli¢’s contribu-
tion were indicative of the complexity of the discussion, for he
was a rector of a major university who agreed with many points
of criticism of Yugoslav universities, a sociologist who believed
in the transformational power of science and technology yet in-
sisted they be put in the service of humanist (socialist) goals, and
amember of the elite who warned of dangers that technocrats,
strikingly similar to himself, posed to Yu-
goslav society.

Pecujli¢ wrote extensively about
relations between (higher) education,
scientific-technological revolution, and
the economy,* but his 1980 Univerzitet
buducnosti (The university of the future)
stands out, not least because of the timing.
Tito’s death in May that year had broad
political repercussions and the economic
crisis immediately escalated. Unemploy-
ment had been steadily rising for a while and Suvar’s reform was
well under way. The situation was particularly sensitive because:

The university has found itself strung between a tradi-
tional edifice [open] to a small number of the chosen
and the legions of young [people] knocking on its
doors. Once peaceful oases of knowledge distanced
from tumultuous life, [universities] are now becoming
a battlefield for the struggle of social classes for the fu-
ture of their children and the world they will live in.%°

Pecujli¢ spoke a lot about the scientific-technological revolution
and the challenges it posed to all societies. He assessed the ef-
fects of the revolution and the “democratization” of higher edu-
cation against the backdrop of notions such as the Daniel Bell’s
“information” or “knowledge society,” describing the emerging
dominance of intellectual labor and services over physical labor
and industrial production.® Though most developed countries
were undergoing the transition to post-industrial societies,
Pecujli¢ saw Yugoslavia’s self-management system as particularly
dependent on the distribution of and access to knowledge. For

“THEKEY PROBLEM
WAS ADISCREPANCY
BETWEENTHE
DEVELOPMENT OF
EDUCATIONAND
SOCIETALNEEDS.”

it to function, workers, regardless of their position or type of
job, were expected to have a firm grasp of their specific tasks, of
wider technical processes in their place of work, and of practi-
cal and theoretical tenets of self-management. They had to be
“conscious creators of socialism, not mere executors of orders
coming from above.”%

BY 1980, unemployment and the disconnectedness of education,
science, and technology from the economy became unavoidable
topics in any discussion of higher education. Pecujli¢ identi-

fied “the inadequacy of the economic system and the ossified
hierarchical division of labor, alongside [financial] difficulties,”
as the main cause of youth unemployment.® Like Suvar, he
warned that the mass expansion of the higher education system
during the 1960s and especially the 1970s was driven by social
more than economic reasons. (This was in fact typical of the
contemporary expansion in general. According to scholars of
higher education, “it has been surprisingly difficult to document
empirically the ‘need’ for college education skills in many oc-
cupations that require such credentials.”)® From the perspective
of a purely “profiteering type of production,” such an expansion
at this point did not make sense.% The key problem was a dis-
crepancy between the development of education and societal
needs. In response, “most republics and
provinces have attempted to rationalize
higher education and bring it into line
with real social needs, particularly in re-
lation to employment opportunities.”

Pecujli¢ coined the term “flight from
production” to describe an increasing
popularity of educational paths that did
not lead to employment in “productive”
sphere of the economy, primarily in
industry. Instead, young Yugoslavs were
opting for secondary education that led to universities and, once
they enrolled at universities, for programs leading to “comfort-
able,” administrative jobs. The enrollment quotas in specific
study programs were partly left to chance and partly connected
to the social function of the universities, as studies became a
vehicle for “postponing the difficulties of a part of the younger
generation in finding employment.”?

Students, however, were not (entirely) to blame. Pecujli¢
believed that they were responding to signals coming from a
dysfunctional job market. During the 1970s, while the number of
jobs in industry rose by 6 percent, in financial institutions it rose
by 55 percent and in public administration by as much as 60 per-
cent, prompting Pecujli¢ to conclude that it could not be denied
that young Yugoslavs were exhibiting “an impressive level of
realism.”% The unemployment rate among university graduates
rose by a staggering 361 percent between 1972 and 1977 alone.®
The higher the degree, the lower the chances of getting a job, it
seemed, particularly if the degree was in the humanities, social
sciences, and other “unproductive” fields. While the depart-
ment heads and deans of faculties of engineering and technical
sciences, agronomy, or economics were particularly keen to



emphasize the potential contribution of their respective fields to
the economy, Pecujli¢’s vision of a revived Yugoslav university
required the humanities and social sciences alongside the natu-
ral and technical sciences.

Universities in Yugoslavia, he believed, found themselves
at a historical turning point: They could either take the path to
“technocratic modernization” or the path toward an authentic
socialist university, which was still germinating.” (Another
commentator spoke of the socialist university in a longue durée
perspective as the “third university,” coming after the religious
and the bourgeois universities of the past.)” The path to techno-
cratic modernization entailed an administrative limitation of the
number of enrolled students and staff, curtailing of research and
transformation of universities into slightly more advanced high
schools. Technocratic modernization was driven by the logic
“Why do we need so many educated people, such an amassing
of highly educated cadres?”” Indeed, for demographic, econom-
ic, and policy reasons, the student body was shrinking. (In the
countries of the Eastern bloc that was a result of top-down politi-
cal decisions.)”? Whereas in 1950 some 60,000 students enrolled
into Yugoslav universities (five of them at the point), that number
rose to around 300,000 in 1980, but then started decreasing, so
that in 1990 “only” 267,000 students were enrolled.™

ATECHNOCRATIC UNIVERSITY, Pecujli¢ warned, would provide
only “technical preparations for the working place, a narrow
format, crumbs of knowledge that can be quickly absorbed, [and
would] produce a semi-intellectual working force capable of ex-
ecuting partial work tasks and trained to obey.”” Fragmented ed-
ucation was a political and ideological as much as an economic
problem because it traps “an expert in an extremely narrow cog-
nitive framework. It directs him to ‘tinker’ only with a small part
of the social machinery and prevents him from seeing society in
its entirety. The understanding of the unity of human existence
gets lost: What a society is like, where it is going, and how one
can influence the direction of its evolution.””® The technocratic
solution stood opposed to creativity, which Pecujli¢ found to be
crucial both for building a socialist society and for strengthen-
ing the Yugoslav economy by putting it on sound scientific and
technological foundations. In the early 1950s Yugoslav universi-
ties were tasked with creating “a climate of creativity” needed to
fight Stalinism and build a Yugoslav path to socialist modernity.”
In the 1980s a climate of creativity was needed again, Pecujli¢
argued, this time to fight the technocratic tendencies that would
deprive the university of its role in building self-management
socialism, in producing and disseminating advanced knowledge.
But such a climate of creativity was also needed to fight the anti-
technocratic policies, such as Suvar’s vocation-oriented reform,
which did not appreciate the full implications of science and
technology as vehicles of progress.

There was no escaping the effects of the ongoing scientific-
technological revolution. If the Yugoslav economy was to close
the productivity gap in relation to developed countries without
deepening its technological dependency, emphasis had to be
put on local and autochthonous development. Pecujli¢ likened
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technology transfer to the god Janus. On the one hand, it is a
way of making a “breakthrough to modernity. But at the same
time science and technology become means of subjugation, of
technological colonialism. There is a strong desire to divide the
world into zones with several centers of intellectual functions,
knowledge and innovation, while the other countries [...] only
need to copy, to be mere executors of routinized work.””® This
is why Pecujli¢’s vision of the socialist university insisted on
students being equipped with broader cultural horizons, wider
theoretical foundations for their future professions, a critical
and creative spirit, and building personalities capable of inde-
pendent research, decision-making and self-governing.”

“Empire of mediocracy”

The idea of the socialist university outlined by Pecujli¢ remained
in currency until the end of socialist Yugoslavia. An edited vol-
ume published on the occasion of the 150" anniversary of the
University of Belgrade, celebrated in 1988, titled Univerzitet na
pragu XXI. veka [The university on the threshold of the 21 cen-
tury], revisited many tenets of the socialist university. It called
for “rounded” education that would at the same time address
immediate societal and economic needs and shape socialist citi-
zens, warned against differentiation between the “productive”
and “unproductive” study programs, and emphasized the local
development of science and technology as a counterweight to
technological dependency and deepening of global inequality.®
Marxism was still discussed both as as part of the curriculum and
a unifying framework for the sciences.

Published in 1990, ten years after Pecujli¢’s Univerzitet
buducnosti, the celebratory volume was just one among a sur-
prising number of edited volumes that considered Yugoslavia’s
predicament through the prism of education, science, and tech-
nology in the last years of the country’s existence. Between 1980
and 1990 the framework for discussing the role of universities
remained largely unchanged, marked by similar concerns and
analytical insights. Some things did change, however. First, the
tone of the discussion became more alarmist and pessimistic,
which is not surprising given the deteriorating situation in the
country and, after 1989, the quickly-developing situation in East
Central Europe. Second, politics was now more readily identi-
fied as the source of the problem. Even if some commentators
feared — or hoped for — the end of socialist Yugoslavia, anniver-
sary volumes were not the place where such sentiments were
voiced.® While there was no explicit critique of the notion of the
socialist university, more attention was drawn to precisely those
tendencies that Pecujli¢ had described as technocratic, too nar-
row, too instrumental, and subjugating education and research
to short-term economic interests rather than building a long-
term economic strategy on them.

As if asserting their usefulness in a time of crisis, individual
faculties — especially faculties of science and technology, civil
engineering, or agronomy — emphasized their efforts in building
bridges to the economy. In doing so, they neglected the warnings
about the potential problems of (too close a) connectedness to
industry which “ can lead to a transformation of a scientific insti-
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tution into a [merely] professional one.”®? Bringing the economy,
education, science, and technology closer together remained the
central objective, but university-affiliated commentators noted
that too much was expected from universities: “Transforming sci-
ence into technology, as is well known, is an exceptionally com-
plicated chain process that universities cannot control” — espe-
cially not underfunded Yugoslav universities that had for a long
time been marginalized.® By 1990 the entire university network
was still deemed to be “too broad and, as such, irrational.”®* Uni-
versities in Yugoslavia were seen as an “empire of mediocracy.”%
As such, they could not provide the advanced knowledge and
technology needed to jumpstart the stagnant economy.

Many reasons for the predicament
of Yugoslavia’s universities were iden-
tified: decreasing investments, an
anti-intellectual climate, but also the
removal of research from universities,
despite the fact that they had the larg-
est concentration of scientific poten-
tial.®® Some spoke about “organized
ignorance,” a situation in which state
inactivity, the reluctance of business
enterprises to recognize the need for
a technological leap into “high mo-
dernity” (now only loosely defined as
socialist), and the stubborn conserva-
tivism of universities, reinforced each
other with deleterious effects to the country.®

POLITICAL OBSTACLES, including the rigid centralized planning,
were identified as the reason for Yugoslavia’s “technological re-
gress” in the late 1940s and early 1950s, because Soviet-style eco-
nomic policy did not allow for the transfer and implementation
of scientific knowledge in the economy.* Self-management, the
bedrock of socialist Yugoslavia, was now addressed as a source
of anew type of problems:

The self-governing organization has failed in its original
goal and turned into a banal system that has grown so
much that it is drowning in barren administrative and
organizational details irrelevant for self-management,
and consumes a third of the experts’ time. Their pro-
ductivity therefore has been more than halved, ap-
proximately the same as that of experts in the economy.
During the discussions on the strategy of technological
development, it became clear that Yugoslavia’s innova-
tion results are almost non-existent and that scientific
results are far below the relative average in the devel-
oped West. Yugoslav science and technology mean
nothing in the West.®

Pecuijli¢, too, came to object to the persistent primacy of politics
over economy, science, and culture. The monopoly of “conserva-
tive bureaucratic policy [...] is becoming devastating for rational
technological, economic, and cultural development.”* The result

“THEECONOMIC-
TURNED-POLITICAL
CRISISINLATE
SOCIALIST YUGOSLAVIA
PROMPTED, AMONG
OTHER THINGS,
ARETHINKING OF
THE PURPOSE OF
UNIVERSITIES.”

was a “dependent modernization,” in which the import of knowl-
edge and technological artefacts was resulting in excessive indebt-
edness. Yugoslav society was being degraded to the position of
dependent semi-periphery, source of cheap labor, and losing its
intelligentsia. Indeed, the brain drain was estimated to have cost
Yugoslavia some 20 billion dollars between the mid-1970s and
1990.% Yugoslavia, he concluded, was “a society of lost talents.”?

PLURALISMBECAME an increasingly used motif. The term did not
explicitly refer to political pluralism, but rather to disciplinary
pluralism. When translated to the sphere of politics, it still re-
ferred to democratic socialism rather than a capitalist society,
areminder of the complexity of po-
litical expectations in “1989” which
went beyond the binary socialism or
liberal capitalism.”

The change in tone was particular-
ly noticeable in the case of Pecujli¢.
He was never oblivious to the difficul-
ties facing Yugoslavia; if anything, be-
cause his thinking about education,
science, and technology was framed
as a question of global dependency
and (national) emancipation, he
was particularly concerned about
the limits of what a semi-peripheral
developing country could achieve.
Around 1980 he believed that the vocation-oriented education
reform would help bring about the “socialist university.” A de-
cade later he joined the chorus of the reform’s critics, saying that
“Social differences have not been reduced. That proved to be
entirely utopist, and a noticeable decrease in intellectual level
became an absurd reality.”*4 Vocational training did not provide
sufficient insight into industrial production practice and, on
the other hand, the level of education provided by gymnasiums
dropped noticeably, which had direct implications on higher
education.

Now that Yugoslavia needed knowledge the most — in order
to become a functional socialist democracy and not to become
completely irrelevant in the global knowledge- and technology-
driven economy — people invested in strengthening Yugoslavia’s
universities believed that the country was drifting away from the
path toward a modern information society. In some cases, this
reflected the “mere” dissatisfaction with decreasing investments
in higher education at a time when it was expected to boost the
economy; in others, it was a manifestation of the open-ended
nature of the question concerning the role of universities in gen-
eral; in others still, it was linked with angst over the future of the
country and its socio-political system in its last days.

Conclusion

The economic-turned-political crisis in late socialist Yugoslavia
prompted, among other things, a rethinking of the purpose of

universities. The discussion was shaped by several factors: the

massive expansion of the higher education system during the



1970s; accusations that the universities became detrimental to
the self-management experiment and that they were producing
too many graduates with skills that the economy did not need;
the fact that Yugoslavia’s industrial output was increasingly
uncompetitive in the global markets, which was understood
to be a consequence of the lack of R&D efforts; concerns about
what “falling behind” in educational, scientific, and technologi-
cal sense would mean for the economic, social, cultural, and
political development of Yugoslavia; and wishes to substitute the
import of advanced technology with domestic R&D, a scenario
in which the universities, as the biggest reservoirs of scientific-
technological potential, could (re)claim a more prominent role.
That did not happen. The Strategy of Technological Develop-
ment of the Socialist Federative Republic of Yugoslavia, a techno-
optimist attempt to rationalize and energize the economy by
grounding it in advanced research, did not present the universi-
ties as leading the effort.% The 1988 OECD report on science,
technology, and innovation policies in Yugoslavia was more
hopeful in that regard, but still emphasized the separation of
education, research, and the economy — especially visible in the
case of universities — as the fundamental problem. Most contem-
porary considerations of the relationship between the economy,
education, science, and technology failed to persuasively inte-
grate the two parts of the equation. Often the result was their
presentation in parallel, which left the question of the precise
nature of their relationship open.

UNIVERSITY OFFICIALS and faculty staff felt attacked from several
directions. The nominally opposed technocratic and anti-tech-
nocratic positions indeed converged in some important aspects.
Though from different angles, both criticized the universities for
overproducing unemployable graduates with few skills needed
in industry and for being uninterested and incapable of raising
the productivity of enterprises by technological means. Stipe
Suvar additionally accused the universities and education in
general of reproducing social inequality, of contributing to the
burgeoning of technocracy, which threatened the Yugoslav self-
management socialism.

University “defenders” navigated between these lines of
criticism, acknowledging the valid points they made, while ar-
ticulating a more positive role for the universities. Such attempts
insisted that advanced knowledge produced and disseminated
at universities was critical for changing the course of Yugoslavia’s
economic crisis. Yet the “socialist university” of the future that
Miroslav Pecujli¢ outlined stood in opposition to the “techno-
cratic” university, which he believed devalued knowledge by
assessing its value through the lens of short-term profitability.
No advanced knowledge and technologies would emerge from it
and therefore it offered no prospect for the future development
of Yugoslavia’s society. Though in an increasingly pessimist tone,
the belief in reformist power of knowledge, science, and technol-
ogy persisted to the very end of socialist Yugoslavia. B

Vedran Duang¢i¢ is a Senior Scientist at the Department for Society,
Knowledge and Politics, Alpen-Adria-Universitat Klagenfurt.
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Hegemony over
higher education.
The case of Albania .....c.

abstract

In 2015, the Albanian government enacted a higher educa-
tion reform accompanied by intense public disputes. This
article employs the concept of hegemony to question: What
political articulation became hegemonic in Albania's higher
education policy between 2010 and 2015, and what elements
constituted such an articulation? It argues that the govern-
ment'’s articulation became hegemonic through its claim of
establishing a regulated higher education market where all
participants would compete as equals, thereby addressing all
the challenges facing the sector that arose from the chaotic
and tumultuous governance of the political opponent.
KEYWORDS: Hegemony, Higher education reforms, Neoliberal-
ism, Albania.

ver the past fifteen years, universities in Albania
have been central to significant struggles, conflicts,
and debates. In 2015, the governing Socialist Party
(SP) introduced a higher education reform aimed at
restructuring the sector and establishing a unified framework
for both state and private universities. The reform was based

on the principles of performativity and competition across all
higher education levels. Authorities argued that the reform
aligned with broader trends in higher education, particularly
the Anglo-Saxon model. Proponents maintained that the reform
would give state universities greater autonomy, increase their
responsibilities, enhance efficiency, eliminate unregulated pri-
vate institutions, and position higher education as a public good.
The opposition Democratic Party (DP) has vowed to repeal the
reform if it takes power. Representatives from private universi-

Baltic Worlds vol.18 no.1(2025) Theme: Universities in times of crisis and transformation



ties have frequently criticized public institutions as outdated and
corrupt while advocating for the efficiency of private universities
and supporting such policies that would allocate public funds

to them. Meanwhile, segments of public university faculty and
administrators have protested—at times even staging work boy-
cotts—demanding higher wages, better working conditions, and
stronger protections for university autonomy. Student protests
have periodically erupted throughout the decade, culminating
in the mass protests of 2018—2019.

Drawing on Ernesto Laclau and Chantal Mouffe’s discourse
theory, this article utilizes the concept of hegemony to address
the questions: What political articulation became hegemonic in
Albania’s higher education policy between 2010 and 2015, and
what elements constituted such an articulation? The criteria for
this evaluation are as follows: a hegemonic articulation manages
to encompass more social demands, issues, concerns, and ac-
tors than competing articulations, unifying them within a coher-
ent meaning against a clear, well-defined adversary. The meth-
odology employs a qualitative analysis of public articulations as
reflected in press releases, media op-eds, and official documents
from relevant actors involved in this process. Based on these cri-
teria and methodology, the article argues that the government’s
articulation attained hegemony. It asserted that its reform would
establish a regulated market for higher education where all in-
stitutions and stakeholders would compete as equals, thereby
addressing the sector’s shortcomings resulting from the DP’s
chaotic previous government. The
notion of a regulated market unified
all concerns from both private and
state universities regarding the exist-
ing arbitrariness in the system and
the lack of quality within a unified
logic of equal competition. However,
this unification was accomplished by
framing all existing university issues
as outcomes of the DP’s misgover-
nance while excluding other factors,
such as neoliberal policies promoting
university expansion, insufficient public investment, and the
unchecked growth of private institutions.

THE ARTICLE BEGINS with an overview of Albania and the Western
Balkans’ higher education research. Albanian universities are
analyzed more thoroughly in these studies than in other frames.
This overview informs the case study with broader and similar
regional dynamics while contrasting its particularities. A sum-
mary of key developments in Albanian higher education since
the fall of socialism closes the section, followed by an explana-
tion of the methodological and theoretical framework deployed.
The article then delves deeper into analyzing the SP’s political
articulation concerning higher education reform. The SP’s ar-
ticulation is considered hegemonic, and this section reveals the
structuring elements of such an articulation. The closing section
provides a brief profile of alternative, contesting, and accompa-
nying articulations to the SPs.

“STUDENT PROTESTS
HAVE PERIODICALLY
ERUPTED THROUGHOUT
THEDECADE,
CULMINATINGIN THE
MASS PROTESTS OF
2018-2019.”
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Higher education development
in Albania and the Western Balkan

Existing research on higher education in the country primarily
focuses on its historical development,' post-socialist dynamics,?
institutional transformations following Albania’s adoption of the
Bologna Process in 2003,3 and quality assurance policies.* Most
of the existing research aligns with the processes of European-
ization. The 2015 higher education reform attracted attention
for the institutional changes it introduced.’ Student movements
in 1990-1991 and 2018—2019 garnered the interest of several au-
thors.6 The press of the private university, European University
of Tirana (EUT), UET Press, has published various works on
higher education for more than a decade. Additionally, activists
involved in higher education, including the author of this article,
compiled a single volume of talks, speeches, and discussions
from 2013 to 2019, with contributions by students, professors,
and public intellectuals who opposed the higher education re-
form of 2015.7

In the Western Balkan region, much of the research on
higher education concentrates on the process of Europeaniza-
tion following the collapse of socialism?, highlighting tensions
between national systems and internationalizing pressures,®
policy transfers in peripheral regions,° issues related to higher
education policy and research," financing of higher education,
market-oriented trends, the Bologna process and the massifi-
cation of university students.* Pavel
Zgaga has categorized the develop-
ment of higher education in the re-
gion into three waves of legislation.’s
The 1990s were marked by technical
and restructuring changes to the
previous socialist-oriented higher
education systems with an emphasis
on institutional autonomy to dis-
tance universities from socialist lega-
cies. The end of the 1990s until 2005
was defined by the transformations
brought about by the Bologna process, EHEA, and the mas-
sification of universities. After 2005, a third wave concentrated
on amending and addressing the discrepancies between the
changes adopted and the challenges that the systems faced.'®
The system’s rapid expansion defined the 2000s due to legisla-
tive interventions, the growing demand for university educa-
tion, limited funding available to public universities, and the
proliferation of private providers. Austerity measures following
the 2008 financial crisis provided a new impetus for public sav-
ings, curtailing increases in investment in higher education.
This approach has been accompanied by arguments suggesting
that market competition is a prerequisite for high-quality educa-
tion and that public universities are inefficient. The unregulated
proliferation of private providers has become one of the main
concerns in the sector. The focus has shifted from institutional
autonomy to the accountability of universities to society and the
economy. As Zgaga states:
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In higher education, a particular ambivalent situation
has been constructed: on the one hand, universities are
supposed to be ‘free’ of traditional state control; on the
other, they are ‘free to link with the economic environ-
ment.’ The new market control may be observed as a
substitute for the previous one.”

These neoliberal patterns are clearly evident in the Albanian
case, which is one of the reasons the country has caught the at-
tention of researchers'® while remaining relatively isolated in
research due to its historical self-isolation during the socialist
period and its distinction from Yugoslavia. Researchers have
observed that since 2010, Albanian authorities have appeared
inclined to implement significantly market-oriented policies in
regulating the higher education sector and have indicated that
Albanian academics believe these national authorities influence
higher education policy more than international factors do.

After socialism’s collapse, the higher education sector in the
country initially focused in the 1990s on implementing new leg-
islation that would fragment existing public universities, secure
institutional autonomy for them, and reevaluate the curricula.?
In the 2000s, the sector was characterized by adherence to the
Bologna process, increasing student
enrollment in public universities,
and establishing numerous private
for-profit providers, accompanied
by a new higher education law in
2007.%° The number of students rose
from 52,000 to 165,000 between
2005 and 2013, while 44 private uni-
versities were established in a coun-
try with a population of less than
three million. The former ruling
party, DP (2005—2013), sparked such
rapid development as it regained
power in 2005 after losing its seat
following the collapse of pyramid
schemes in 1997. Government repre-
sentatives and the rector of the most prominent state university
endorsed the policy of massification as a necessary trend aligned
with the broader changes occurring across Europe.? However,
they did not consistently address the general lack of accountabil-
ity in the system and the insufficient public monitoring mecha-
nisms.

SINCE 2008, when the private sector was rapidly developing,
there have been public assertions that the public budget should
not be exclusive to public universities. Figures such as the cur-
rent mayor of Tirana and a leading representative of the SP, Er-
ion Veliaj, then a well-known activist, held that the British model
was more appropriate for Albania as private universities were
more open and diverse and deserved access to public funding.
On the other hand, the rapid massification of higher education
and the proliferation of private universities raised concerns

over the over-liberalization of the system by comparing it with

“THENUMBER OF
STUDENTS ROSE FROM
52,000TO 165,000
BETWEEN 2005
AND 2013,WHILE 44
PRIVATEUNIVERSITIES
WEREESTABLISHED
INACOUNTRYWITHA
POPULATIONOFLESS
THAN THREE MILLION.”

pyramid schemes, claiming that students were treated as duped
clients and that universities were functioning as “factories of
diplomas.”* The government continued to open more quotas for
students in public universities without increasing public funding
and further liberalized the market of for-profit universities. It
even deployed specific measures to strengthen private universi-
ties, such as exception from VAT.

By 2010, although it made up less than 20% of the overall
student enrollment, private higher education was recognized as
arapidly developing market and a sector in maturity, thus enter-
ing fierce competition with the public sector over enrollment
quotas.? Faced with declining quality due to a rapid increase in
student numbers without a corresponding rise in public fund-
ing, the government of DP began discussing the possibility of
significantly raising tuition fees, reasoning that higher fees lead
to better services and more responsible students, along with the
potential for public funding to follow students rather than in-
stitutions.? Such a proposal would pave the way for private for-
profit universities to receive public funding. The minister of edu-
cation claimed that this policy was developed in collaboration
with the World Bank and aligned with contemporary European
Union trends. In contrast, an education advisor to the prime
minister, who actively defended this
policy in the media, argued that the
centralized model of the state, akin
to the patriarchal role of the father,
should be abandoned.*

SUCHDEVELOPMENTS in Albania
reflect broader trends in higher
education. The end of the 2000s
and the first half of the last decade
sparked debates and controversies
over higher education policy world-
wide.?” Market principles aimed

at reducing public deficits as part
of austerity measures have been
implemented in various countries,
introducing reforms that adhere to neoliberal ideals of lower
public funding, New Public Management (NPM) principles, and
shifting the cost of education to other parties, primarily students
and their families. Examining the political discourse on higher
education in Albania from 2010 to 2015 will demonstrate how
intertwined Albania is with this broader neoliberal narrative and
the contextual factors that influenced its specific application.

As Albania distinguishes itself in the region for its commitment
to adopting more market-oriented policies in higher education
and for having a private sector that has developed more than its
neighbors, this study illuminates the specific contextual factors,
articulations, and social actors that create a more conducive en-
vironment for the spread of neoliberal policies.

Methodological approach

This article investigates the dominant discourse surround-
ing higher education reform in Albania from 2010 to 2015 and
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the formation of an independent commission
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examines how it was constructed to achieve hegemony over
competing perspectives. It analyzes various sources, including
51 op-eds, 68 press releases, parliamentary and official speeches,
media interviews, five television debates, and eight academic
articles, analyses, and books related to the issue. It also reviewed
draft documents, white papers, and Albanian legislation on
higher education.

Drawing from personal experience as a student activist
during the period under investigation and familiarity with the
context, I have identified the key media outlets, institutions, aca-
demic forums, and social and political actors involved in these
debates. In the initial phase of analysis, public statements by key
actors are categorized based on common argumentative pat-
terns, particularly their views on higher education issues in Al-
bania, their stance on the government’s reform efforts, and the
alternative demands proposed in opposition. The volume and
diversity of these public declarations reveal a vigorous debate
that engages significant segments of Albanian society. The dis-
course that addresses the widest range of existing concerns and
demands regarding higher education—unifying them under a
meaningful proposition while positioning itself against a clearly
defined and specific adversary—is recognized as the hegemonic
articulation.

The theoretical framework considered appropriate for this
research is discourse theory, as developed initially by the Ideol-
ogy and Discourse Analysis program at the Department of Gov-
ernance at Essex University.?® Such a framework posits that dis-
course is a totality—albeit contingent and precarious—of mean-

Protest movement at the University. June 2, 2014.

PHOTO: MOVEMENT FOR THE UNIVERSITY

ing resulting from political hegemonic struggles that attempt
to establish and overcome an antagonism using linguistic and
extra-linguistic practices.? Including extra-linguistic practices
within its conceptualization, renders discourse simultaneously
relational, contingent, and historical, as it cannot be grounded
in an extra-linguistic metaphysics that exists independently of
it. Without the certainty of metaphysical references, while em-
phasizing the fundamental importance of concrete hegemonic
struggles over the meaning of social reality, it underscores the
necessity of bringing theoretical elaborations and empirical
analysis closer together.°

BY INCORPORATING extra-linguistic acts into a political frame-
work, this approach provides, in our context, the tools to
understand not only the government’s linguistic actions as
demonstrated in press releases, parliamentary hearings, public
debates, and media appearances but also extra-linguistic actions
such as the creation of independent commissions and the deci-
sions to close higher education institutions. These interventions
are viewed as parts of a unified discourse aimed at hegemonizing
discussions about higher education in Albania. In addressing the
conditions of Hegemony, Laclau and Mouffe argue that:

two conditions of a hegemonic articulation are antago-
nistic forces and the instability of the frontiers that sep-
arate them. Only the presence of a vast area of floating
elements and the possibility of their articulation to op-
posite camps — which implies a constant redefinition of
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the latter — is what constitutes the terrain permitting us
to define a practice as hegemonic. Without equivalence
and without frontiers, it is impossible to speak strictly
of hegemony.?

These two conditions lend the criteria to evaluate which articu-
lation on Albanian higher education reform was hegemonic and
what elements sustained its logic.

Hegemonic articulation
of the Socialist Party

At the beginning of 2014, the prime minister of Albania, Edi
Rama, leader of SP, announced the formation of an independent
commission to prepare a police report for a new law on higher
education. In inaugurating this process, Rama declared:

If we speak sincerely and honestly, higher education
faces a national emergency. [...] The higher education
reform will be part of a process that has to connect
knowledge and the market. Without mediating this
connection, the big bazaar of selling-and-buy diplomas
that characterize today’s higher education cannot be
transformed into an industry of
knowledge production, enhanc-
ing skills, and promoting values.
[...] The new model of financing,
which is necessary, has to reflect
anew approach towards admin-
istrative and financial autonomy
and guarantee, indisputably,
free and fair competition inside
the system without ensuring

any bonus that privileges the
public against the private (higher
education).?

This proclamation asserts that higher

education is in disarray and requires immediate disciplinary
intervention. The state’s uneven treatment of public and private
universities is depicted as a contributing factor to this ongoing
turmoil. In contrast to this disorder, regulated markets are of-
fered as a viable solution, fostering equality between public and
private institutions within a framework that allows independent
entities to compete for students and public funding. A legal
structure of fair competition, coupled with quality assurance
mechanisms, is expected to ensure that all graduations meet the
minimum study requirements.

Such intervention of positing a regulated market within the
sector distinguishes itself from the framed chaos stemming
from the former governing DP deemed responsible. This dis-
tinction allows the government to establish another layer in the
divide between chaos and order: between the DP and itself. The
former’s policies, as articulated by Rama, were repeatedly as-
sociated with the pyramid schemes of the 1990s. The historical
significance of these pyramid schemes is prominent in Albanian

“THEDEMAND FOR
ORDEREMERGES
STARKLY AGAINST
THEDANGERS OF
UNREGULATED
ENTERPRISES,
LEADING TO PYRAMID
SCHEMES AND CIVIL
WAR.”

society. Recently, Lea Ypi iconically depicted this in her memoir
Free, with herself losing the ability to speak in the aftermath of
the collapse of these funds and of society itself, as if to say that
articulation as such was impossible in that dire atmosphere.
The excitement surrounding investments in these pyramid
schemes led even philosopher Peter Sloterdijk to use the Alba-
nian experience as a quintessential example of the greed that in-
evitably accompanies capitalism.3* Due to the spread of pyramid
schemes leading up to their collapse in early 1997, while the DP
was in power, deposits exceeded two billion dollars, equivalent
to the annual national GDP, with over two-thirds of Albanians
contributing their savings. No other country has witnessed
such a prolonged existence of these funds or similar societal in-
volvement for more than five years.* Amid widespread popular
uprisings, military depots were breached, and numerous gangs
seized control of cities, pushing the nation to the brink of civil
war, resulting in more than 2,000 casualties from civil unrest.
The then Minister of Justice, Spartak Ngjela, likened the Alba-
nian situation to the natural state described by Hobbes.3

The demand for order emerges starkly against the dangers
of unregulated enterprises, leading to pyramid schemes and
civil war. As Laclau argues, “The discourse of a ‘new order’ is
often accepted by several sectors, not
because they particularly like its con-
tent but because it is the discourse of
an order of something that is presented
as a credible alternative to a crisis and a
generalized dislocation.”?® This bound-
ary, which separates chaos from order,
provided the government with the sup-
port of social actors who would prefer
any form of order over none. Regarding
the type of order being envisioned, the
current articulation highlights the need
for the law to treat all higher education
institutions equally. It redefines public
funding of state institutions as an un-
derserved privilege. The term “underserved privilege” encap-
sulates the neoliberal belief that market principles of free com-
petition among equals must prevail for a social situation to be
deemed proper and just. Rama argued that all the headaches
of higher education were caused by a particular social actor,
DP. In contrast to this opponent, broad public support could be
amassed, considering that the SP had won the general elections
less than a year earlier. The SP proclaimed it could create a free
space where various liberated interest groups could align their
demands by excluding DP from decision-making processes.

THE INDEPENDENT “Commission for Higher Education and Scien-
tific Research,” led by Arjan Gjoncaj, a professor from the Lon-
don School of Economics, comprising representatives from both
state and private universities, was tasked with preparing a com-
prehensive report to serve as the foundation for the forthcoming
bill. This commission positioned the reform as depoliticized, as
establishing a new public policy standard, driven by scientific



evaluations, inclusive of all pertinent interest groups, and not
overtaken by specific political agendas.*

The independent commission released an initial draft for
public consultation in April 2014, followed by a second draft in
June. To enhance the legitimacy of the process, numerous public
discussions were held between the two reports, addressing their
findings and proposals with relevant higher education stake-
holders. The commission addressed existing loopholes that had
undermined university autonomy and diminished educational
quality. It proposed granting public universities greater freedom
in student admissions and the authority to confer academic
degrees. The recommendation also included shutting down
unregulated part-time programs, which represented 20% of all
enrollments, and banning the dual employment of professors
across multiple universities. Additionally, it suggested a set of
regulations and criteria for the accreditation of higher education
institutions. These specific recommendations effectively tackled
some challenges faced by public universities.

In elaborating on the Anglo-Saxon model, which outlines the
overall principles for reform, the report asserted, “Competition
should be the foundation of the higher education system, foster-
ing competition between institutions and individuals.”* Only
such competition could provide greater autonomy to higher
education institutions—financially, organizationally, and aca-
demically. Furthermore, it proposed that the law and the gov-
ernment must treat all state and private universities equally, and
that public funding should be allocated based on the principles
of competition and performance. To facilitate this competition,
public universities were envisioned to operate similarly to cor-
porations, maintaining a clear division between academic and
managerial staff. This division would enhance the institution’s
flexibility and pave the way for universities to become public
corporations and foundations, operating much like private
enterprises in the future. It suggested that all universities, both
state and private, transition into non-profit foundations referred
to as “public independent universities.”

THE COMMISSION described its proposal as a shift toward the
center, moving away from the extremes of state and private
sectors. In media appearances, its representatives and other
public figures contended that the Anglo-Saxon model was not
an arbitrary or specific choice among various alternatives but

a universal trend to be embraced.# According to them, even
countries characterized by the continental model of state univer-
sities, which primarily depend on public funding, adopted this
model. It was also the direction pursued by the Bologna process.
Emphasizing its scientific credentials, the commission posi-
tioned the proposed report as an impartial assessment of higher
education in Albania. This assessment was coupled with recom-
mendations that aimed to align with the historical development
of the sector in Albania following the Bologna process, as well

as with contemporary trends in the West. Consequently, the
government asserted that its process incorporated all relevant
stakeholders’ assessments, concerns, and demands, relied on
scientific research, and resulted in objective proposals.
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In the report, while acknowledging that the government must
increase public spending on education, it stated that:

The first premise for changing our university system,
always under the perspective of the financial possibili-
ties that this system currently has, is the inability of the
state/budget to finance and support higher education
at the levels required by contemporary standards and
quality. [...] Even with the best wishes of every politi-
cal decision-maker, it is economically impossible that
with the economic forecasts (no more than 1—2% in the
next two years) of the country, we will see an increase
of more than 50% in state investments in education. [...]
Another reason is the state’s inability to afford a qualita-
tive development of higher education, based only on
state funding. This conclusion is drawn from analyzing
different systems in European countries more devel-
oped than Albania, such as France, Germany, and Italy.
So, the alternative that remains is to increase invest-
ments from other sources.*

Based on this conclusion, the commission argued that the Anglo-
Saxon model represented the best approach to ensure universi-
ties’ financial stability and diversify their financial resources
while anticipating an increase in tuition fees so that students
would bear the actual cost of their education. The report also
stated that the proposed model was best suited to align higher
education with market demands. Additionally, it assumed that
increasing public funding for higher education was impossible.
This assumption undermined the SP’s program for 2013—2017,
which recognized that Albania spent half as much as the aver-
age expenditure of OECD countries, and that insufficient public
spending, rather than too many unmerited privileges, contrib-
uted to the decline of higher education. The SP’s program aimed
to raise public financing for education to 5% of GDP, along with
an increase in academic salaries.*

THE PRIME MINISTER’S speech on the occasion of the second re-
port’s publication reinforced the initial proclamations about
why such principles were deemed necessary. Rama valued the
process accompanying the report as apolitical; he even declared
that this represented a moment of emancipation in Albania to be
emulated in future policies. He went on to explain the need for
and benefits of this reform by stating:

Parents (were duped) because they were led/incentiv-
ized to invest on the wrong track, as they were led to
invest in the pyramid schemes, and students because
they were made to believe that you could become an
engineer and an economist, just so that your family
pays the money and so that you do not have to even go
to the university to receive the diploma. [...]

For many years, due to the inertia of communism we
lived in a situation completely unacceptable, lack of
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competition and meritocracy, where the so-called pub-
lic (higher education), but the public is a big word. In
contrast, I prefer to call it just state (higher education),
which has been treated as if coming from the same
mother, whereas the private has been treated as if com-
ing from the stepmother. So that we accept the laziness
of those who come from the mother, we take its parasit-
ism and fraud; we let him be so that he can gain fat by
spending public money, whereas to he who comes from
the stepmother, we let him be as he wishes. [...]

From the outset of this reform we will put an end to
treating education as a commodity that is bought and
to the treating of students as clients that have to pay for
the commodity that it demands, by establishing educa-
tion as a public good that has to be guaranteed both
beyond the doors financed by the state and beyond

the doors financed by private capital, so that we can
even pass into a phase where all universities are treated
equally, just so that they can guarantee to keep their
doors open.+

This speech contains numerous contradictions; however, they
do not prevent it from being part of a discursive formation.
Given the social context, it attempts to unite diverse elements
into a cohesive hegemonic articulation. These components
include parents financing their children’s education, the legacy
of pyramid schemes and communist bureaucracy, injustices
faced by private universities, and education as a public good
that deserves support. The proposed higher education system
is envisioned as a regulated market comprised of equal, non-
profit organizations that aim to address all the concerns raised
by these components. The speech suggests that the government
should position higher education as a market for educational
services rather than ready-made commodities. While it recog-
nizes that higher education should not be treated as a commod-
ity, demands from student movements both domestically and
internationally frame the concept of a commodity narrowly as
aready-made product for purchase. Thus, this conceptual limi-
tation relates specifically to the earlier phenomena of certain
private universities “buying” and “selling” diplomas, targeting
parents and student investors who were previously misled by di-
plomas treated as fictitious commodities. It also argues compel-
lingly that treating state universities differently from private ones
is unjust and that autonomy entails financial independence. This
perspective paves the way for viewing the market as a just order,
creating a framework for equal competitors in higher education.
With the independent commission submitting its second
report, the government undertook an additional intervention in
the sector to emphasize its commitment to restoring lawfulness
and quality in higher education. As noted, the sector has wit-
nessed an unregulated proliferation of public and private univer-
sities. The previous government’s 2007 law on higher education
offered minimal regulation, comprising only a few provisions.
Many for-profit private universities became notorious for gradu-

ation cases where students failed to meet basic requirements,
even drawing the attention of international media with allega-
tions against Umberto Bossi’s son for graduating without meeting
minimal requirements from a for-profit university in Albania.*
Such cases exposed by media investigations and public denuncia-
tions intensified public concerns regarding the sale and purchase
of diplomas. They supported the claims of several public intel-
lectuals who decried the transformation of private universities
into a modern-day version of pyramid schemes. In the autumn of
2014, the government closed 24 universities, 18 of which were pri-
vate and 7 were regional branches of public universities that did
not meet the minimum criteria to operate. This action was met
with widespread approval. The government framed this measure
as distinguishing itself and the Democratic Party. It continued to
portray the Democratic Party as a party of disorder, from which
the country had suffered social disintegration.

THE SP BUILT its articulation by incorporating key themes perva-
sive in Albanian society and higher education within a proposed
framework of order based on the regulated market. This regu-
lated market, as a form of order, addressed concerns regarding
widespread chaos in universities and society. Furthermore, it
proclaimed a just order by treating all subjects equally. Drawing
from expert assessments and the views of all relevant interest
groups, it claimed to align with universal trends in higher educa-
tion, both within and outside Albania, while declaring that sig-
nificantly increasing public funding was objectively impossible.
It even mobilized a discourse on anti-commodification, albeit a
limited one, while taking action to shut down irresponsible edu-
cational providers. The prime minister and the deputy minister
of education and sports asserted that, with this reform, universi-
ties would no longer be treated as businesses.* Prime Minister
Rama declared that “there will be no more private universities in
Albania. There will be no more state universities, but there will
be public universities. So, whether funded by the state or pri-
vately, universities will be public and there will not be any more
universities with the aim of profit-making.+ Minister of Educa-
tion and Sports Lindita Nikolla ensured that “higher education
will evolve into an industry that produces knowledge, not, as

it has been until now, an industry producing diplomas that
contribute nothing to the labor market... and it will transform
higher education into a wholly public system.”*® Additionally, it
framed its entire reform process as diametrically opposed to the
DP’s governance, viewing the latter as a concrete impediment to
higher education and the whole society. It succeeded in mobiliz-
ing discontent against the former government while unifying all
relevant actors. The SP steadfastly defended the reform and con-
tended that any critique from the opposition lacked legitimacy,
as they were responsible for founding and proliferating entirely
unregulated private universities.4

Other articulations
Private Universities

While private universities anticipated even more liberalization
and viewed the reform as aligned with an etatist perspective,



they nonetheless praised it as a step in the right direction.>°
Professors and representatives from private universities, par-
ticularly EUT, increasingly utilized various platforms since 2011,
such as conferences, roundtables, books,5 scholarly articles,
journal issues, television debates,5 and newspaper op-eds
to advocate for reforms that aligned with the interests of these
institutions. They pushed for the allocation of public funds to
students rather than institutions, equal competition between
state and private universities, the trans-
formation of all universities into public,
non-profit foundations, governance of
all universities modeled after private
corporations, increases in tuition fees,
and the provision of student loans.

By employing diverse mediums in the
academic and public spheres over the
years, UET successfully built a coalition
supported by representatives from DP%¢
and SP¥ that shaped public dialogue
and policy papers regarding the reform
of higher education. Although this dis-
course was the most consistent and comprehensive regarding
higher education reform, it mainly represented the interests of a
specific group without addressing, for instance, the concerns of
the majority of students and professors who studied and worked
at state universities, nor did it incorporating broader social is-
sues related to higher education.

Democratic Party's Articulation

As the leading opposition party, the DP opposed the reform on
several occasions, claiming that the law would limit access to
education for low-income students and restrict academic free-
dom.® It denounced the bill as a product of a clientelist agenda.
Yet, its previous policies of opening unregulated markets for
private universities and expanding public universities without
sufficient investment were unpopular. Meanwhile, deputies

and party members publicly defended the principles of the SP’s
reform. Blendi Kajsiu suggested that the 2015 reform should be
referred to as the Berisha-Rama reform, pointing to both prime
ministers from the DP and SP, identifying it as a continuation of
the same principles and concepts established since 2012.5° The
DP’s articulation created a divide, primarily between itself and
the SP in government. Its claim to repudiate the reform upon
assuming office served more as an affirmation that all was well
with the challenges of higher education in the country, reflecting
no urge for significant reform in the sector. Neither did it address
the problems its policies had caused.

Representatives of public universities

After the publication of the first report, almost all faculty mem-
bers of the most prominent state university made their com-
ments public. For instance, the Council of the Faculty of History
and Philology argued that the Anglo-Saxon model was not adopt-
ed even in developed European countries and was unsuitable
for the Albanian context. This assessment criticized the report

“MANY FOR-PROFIT
PRIVATEUNIVERSITIES
BECAME NOTORIOUS
FORGRADUATION
CASES WHERE
STUDENTS FAILED
TOMEETBASIC
REQUIREMENTS.”

peer-reviewed article 81

for focusing solely on the irregularities of state universities and
for neglecting those of private universities. Moreover, it claimed
that “such a model appears, although not explicitly stated, simi-
lar to the Chilean scheme, and it seems that the primary concern
of the drafting group is to cater to some lobbying demands from
certain private higher education institutions.”®® The Council of
the Law Faculty also contended that placing public universities
in competition with private institutions was unjust, as the lat-
ter has already invested and acquired
significantly more capital than public
universities.® They pointed out that
public funds only cover the salary
expenses of public universities and
that allocating such funds to other
private or non-profit organizations
would lead to a considerable increase
in tuition fees. Other professors from
public universities, who were part of
aloosely organized open forum called
The Forum for Academic Freedom,
held press conferences and other pub-
lic meetings to criticize the proposed reform as one that would
substantially raise tuition costs, making education unaffordable
for students based on a self-funding model for public universi-
ties. Some of them participated in media debates and interviews,
arguing that the Anglo-Saxon model represented a departure
from the concept of education as a public good and that it was a
model promoted by private universities in recent years, assert-
ing that this reform would ultimately lead to the privatization of
universities.52

These oppositions were not advanced through systematic
actions, statements, protests, student coordination, and other
broader organizational initiatives. Instead, they represented a
response to an established discourse rather than an alternative
developed over the years regarding the needs of state universi-
ties. No clear distinction was made between them and other
social actors concerned over the quality of higher education and
a well-defined antagonist responsible for the state of affairs. Nei-
ther was the quality of education at state universities sufficiently
addressed.

Student movement

A growing student movement in 2014—2015 attracted attention by
criticizing the reform process through various means, including
protests, public assemblies, roundtables, daily occupations of
faculty buildings, and symbolic actions. The primary denuncia-
tion by the students was the privatization of higher education
instead of it being free and state-funded. Several activists and
students had already attempted to foster self-organization and
protests against the previous government reform efforts in
2011—2012, from which no solid organizational networks or a well-
constructed discourse remained. The new effort to establish a
student movement began with petitions and sit-ins in front of the
Social Science Faculty at Tirana University, calling for various ad-
ministrative measures to improve studying conditions. It evolved
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into a series of open public discussions with professors and
public figures aimed at exploring contemporary ideas regarding
the roles of universities in society and creating an alternative dis-
course among students and professors.® Discussions criticizing
the proposed reform spread to nearly all faculties of state univer-
sities in Tirana, expanding students’ organizing networks.

While students involved professors without activist back-
grounds, the professors who joined the students’ initiatives
and actively followed their actions were either those previously
engaged as activists or those dismissed by the deans and the rec-
tor of Tirana University due to accusations of corrupt practices
made against the latter by the former within public universi-
ties.® Most professors and administrative staff at universities
maintained their distance from the students. Simultaneously,
critiques were raised at representative student bodies and au-
thorities of state universities for being ineffective and insensitive
to students’ studying and living conditions.

STUDENTS’MOVEMENT criticized the reports preceding the bill
for failing to address their studying and life conditions.® They
demanded increased public funding for universities, aspiring
for free university education. According to them, universities
should be reformed through a process involving students, pro-
fessors, and university staff rather than
by external actors with private interests,
such as the independent commission.
Support from the opposition DP was
declined, as prior attempts by the party
to enact similar reform principles were
criticized.® In June 2014, between the
publication of the first and second drafts
by the Commission on Higher Education,
students organized a protest in front of
the prime minister’s office, opposing the
reform. Later in autumn, they staged
several daily occupations at the main en-
trances of various faculties, attempting
to unite opposition against the reform and address specific de-
mands from students across different faculties. Students’ actions
caught the public’s attention through various symbolic actions,
such as pouring sauce over the minister of education and sport
and, in other instances, throwing eggs at the prime minister.

The activist students attempted to build connections with
student organizations in Kosovo, which were also protesting
against the heads of public universities, and even organized ac-
tions together.®” There were also expressions of mutual solidarity
with student movements and organizations in the region, such
as those in North Macedonia® and Slovenia.® According to the
student movement, what was happening in Albania was part
of a broader global neoliberal phenomenon. The predominant
organizing group, Movement for the University, continuously
posted updates on other student protests worldwide on their
Facebook page. Although students’ protests and actions did not
halt or reshape the reform, they facilitated the emergence of a
new students’ movement and for the first time an elaborated

“ACCORDINGTO
THESTUDENT
MOVEMENT, WHAT
WAS HAPPENING
INALBANIAWAS
PART OF ABROADER
GLOBALNEOLIBERAL
PHENOMENON.”

social criticism toward neoliberal policies. This stance devel-
oped gradually based on foundational principles, such as the
belief that education should be a public good and free, sustained
by public funding. The movement struggled to systematically
integrate these aspects with the other institutional challenges
facing public universities. While they aimed to draw a distinction
between themselves and the neoliberal policies they criticized,
the students faced difficulties in forming a broad and coherent
link with other actors, demands, and concerns within a unified,
clear, and meaningful vision for higher education.

Conclusion

This article aimed to show the benefits of analyzing political ar-
ticulations over higher education through the lenses of discourse
theory and the logic of hegemony. Such an approach investigates
international tendencies and policies in higher education in
conjunction with local political dynamics. It tried to show how

a higher education reform, informed by neoliberal principles
propagating the organization of the sector along the principles
of a regulated market was articulated by the hegemonic dis-
course of the Albanian government. While it incorporated the in-
terests and demands of private universities, the governing party
expanded its articulation to include broader social and political
concerns regarding university educa-
tion. Furthermore, it created a clear-cut
antagonism between its approach and
the previous policies of the DP. The

SP identified itself as a party of order,
representing a regulated market against
the chaos stemming from its political
adversary’s character. This distinction
emphasizes the neoliberal logic of its re-
form as a logic of order and governance
rather than deregulation.

This neoliberal logic established by
the SP seems perfectly aligned with the
hegemonic logic, effectively linking vari-
ous concerns, demands, and actors through a regulated market
that ensures equality through competition. All predicaments
that have arisen or may arise from such logic are identified
as externalities related to the peculiarities of a specific adver-
sary of such a framework, such as a political party causing the
disintegration of society. Therefore, if the logic of a regulated
market is compatible with the logic of hegemony, then a broader
theoretical problematization could be explored further, with
implications well beyond this particular case study: what if the
neoliberal logic of a regulated market provides the underlying
framework for the logic of hegemony? E1
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Olga Shparaga onBelarusian Academiain exile:

“Itis clear that
somethingis
happening in the field
of education within
and around Belarus”

by Friedrich Cain

he repression in Belarus is targeting academia. Olga Shparaga is one of the co-founders of the European College of

Liberal Arts in Minsk (ECLAB), and former lecturer at the European Humanities University (EHU), that was forcibly

closed 2004 and moved into exile in Vilnius. In a conversation with Friedrich Cain, she describes how the Belaru-

sian exile Academia, although persecuted even abroad, still works to educate Belarusian students and support
teachers inside Belarus as well as in exile through various networks and strategies.

FRIEDRICH CAIN (FC): Let me start with a question about the European College of Liberal Arts in Belarus
(ECLAB) in Minsk where you were involved until 2020. As far as you can disclose, what is the situation
today? Does it still exist, which structures are stillin place?

OLGA SHPARAGA (0s): Officially, we were supposed to close our college in 2021. The managers and colleagues who
stayed in Belarus were persecuted. We had all been watched for some time by the state. As we lay low and worked
in the hidden, ECLAB was no longer a target, but still we felt the pressure. Nevertheless, we try to continue working
with our colleagues. There are various possibilities, such as the Social Camp' project, which has been running since
2021. Initially, it was an online platform that offered informal education for Belarusian students. There were various
theoretical courses, but it was primarily focused on practical implementation. For example, there were courses on
social ecology, and I taught about current concepts of inclusive justice. It was very well attended, there were hun-
dreds of students, Belarusians from different parts of the world. People who are still academically active and people
who are now activists in various practical fields. This project was very successful.

FC: What s the language of instruction at these online courses? Belarusian?

0s: Belarusian and Russian, yes. Not English or other languages. Now more and more Belarusian, of course. Es-
pecially in the diaspora, people maintain a connection with their own country through the language. The project
includes a platform with texts and other materials. The students write essays and there are also texts by teachers.
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FC: Are there also participants based in Belarus who connect online?

0s: Yes, on my recent course half of the participants were from Belarus and the other half from all over the world. I
do not know exactly how it will be in the next round. I very much hope that teachers and students from Belarus will
also be able to take part. But the Belarusian authorities always categorize such projects as extremist, which makes
participation dangerous. The authorities are persecuting people and activities even outside Belarus and initiate
criminal proceedings against activists who are abroad. The Belarusian regime has become much more active in the
past year. In 2024, the extent of this persecution outside Belarus increased significantly.>

FC:Inyour book (2021), in English, The Face of the Revolution is Female,® you go into detail about the

concept of revolution-in-progress, which describes long-lasting, transformative processes aimed at
horizontal communication, education, networking, care work, solidarity and sisterhood. In addition to the
dissemination of knowledge about how citizens can defend themselves against their own state, or form
resistance, you also describe how reflections on gender relations changed in Belarusian society. In the 2020
Coordination Council, you were a spokesperson on educational issues. Can you share observations and
learnings on how these concepts were implemented in education practice, and how the situationis today?

os:When I was a representative for education issues in Sviatlana Tsikhanouskaya’s office in 2021-2022, there were
still online discussions with teachers from universities and other schools inside Belarus. Not only teachers from
Minsk but also from smaller cities emphasized how important it is to develop horizontal relationships in schools, to
develop new practices in response to the ubiquitous violence of the state.

The educational system was characterized by hierarchies and violence and alternatives were needed. When the
repression intensified, these voices inside the Belarussian educational system fell silent. Still, from people who have
recently left the country, we know that similar endeavors of resistance continue in the hidden. In a recent interview,
a teacher explained how in a horizontal way, without directly talking about political issues, she was able to bring
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up topics such as mutual respect, human rights and new teaching methods. She was able to develop this method
within her class, but not at the level of the whole school.

I think there are quite a few such teachers and professors, although many have lost their jobs after 2020. But we
keep hearing that they are looking for ways to develop new practices in dealing with students, at least in individual
contact, in small groups, in the classroom — less so at the level of the whole school or university. But that is difficult
and dangerous. The teacher in question ultimately lost her job. She doesn’t know exactly why the militia came, but
in the end, she had to flee the country.

There are still many people inside Belarus who are working towards a democratic future for Belarus in the field
of education. When I spoke to these teachers in 2021, I learned that these people really read what is being developed
in diaspora circles outside Belarus, and that they actually use these materials. They are trying to work with it, even
though it is very difficult.

There is a number of groups working in this area. For example, there is Tatiana Shchyttsova,* who works at the
European Humanities University in Vilnius and is now an advisor on educational issues in Sviatlana Tsikhanous-
kaya’s office. She promotes international aid programmes for Belarusian academics. In December 2024, there was a
meeting in Berlin, which I also attended. Belarusians from various communities and working groups came together
to discuss the needs and problems of academics.

In addition to Tatiana Shchyttsova in Vilnius, there is, for example, the International Congress of Belarusian
Studies’, which will take place at Humboldt University Berlin in 2025. The Honest University initiative® and the Na-
tion of Leaders education programme? have been running since 2020. There is also a group in Warsaw led by Pavel
Barkouski,® who pursue the idea of founding a national university. In addition to an Institute of History, an Institute
of Philosophy and others that are not so visible, there is the highly publicized Belarusian Institute of Public History.?
As far as I know, this group analyses, for example, changes in Belarusian school textbooks and current memory
politics etc. They make their findings available to the Belarusian media.

There are also working groups that work to support teachers in schools. As I said, Lukashenka and the regime
track all of this all the time. If such groups become visible through a Telegram channel, for example, the members

are categorized as extremists. This makes their work dangerous. Groups fall apart and have to start

“There are St]ll again from the beginning. But basically, there is this work that is not particularly transparent due

to the current situation but nevertheless tries to make its results available to the public. In any case,

many peop le it is clear that something is happening in the field of education within and around Belarus, that re-
]nSIde Belarus form ideas are being worked on. It is also clear that people are thinking about how to help academ-

. ics who are abroad, as well as those who remain in Belarus and continue to work there in secret. It
WhO are Worklng is also about creating the possibility to leave the country.
towards a There is a school, a centre in Vilnius, the Belarusian Human Rights House,"® which offers an
d emocr atl C educational programme. The largest and oldest Human Rights Centre Viasna" — or “spring” in
English — also plays a very important role. It is run by Ales Beliatski, the Nobel Prize winner who is
future fOI‘ currently a political prisoner in the penal colony.” Viasna documents what is happening in Belarus.
B l . They are well connected at a European level through this human rights dimension. I would also like
elarus imn to mention the organization Human Constanta, which was a partner of ECLAB. Nasta Lojka, one of
the fleld ()f the founders, has been a political prisoner in the penal colony since 2022. She was sentenced to 7
e du cat l on ) years. She wanted to stay in Belarus after 2020 but was then persecuted.
. In principle, national discourses are important because they are about the collective self-deter-

mination of the country, but on the other hand, human rights are central, too. Both must be com-
bined, from my perspective also with feminist discourses.

FC: You've already mentioned networks in exile. There are a lot of initiatives that take care of students and
scholars at risk, and you gave a few examples. Could you perhaps name two or three concrete learnings or
best practices for educational initiatives that are exemplary in this care-based thinking? What concepts
or spaces are condensed in university designs, scholarship programmes, etc.? How do you collect and
systematize?

os: Well, let’s start with good practice. I've already talked a bit about this social camp project. There are similar ini-
tiatives, for example, there is Antonina Stebur, a curator and theorist who is now mainly based in Warsaw and who
organizes a seminar on infrastructure research. It’s an ongoing seminar and she has just received funding to con-
tinue it.  can now compare the exile driven initiatives with what is done at Austrian and German universities. I have
observed that there is still a lack of bridges between universities and NGOs, even though the aim is to translate what
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Opening of he European College of Liberal Arts (ECLAB) in 2014 in Minsk. PHOTO: ECLAB

is done in theory. They want to prepare it all for and offer it to activists or NGOs, but they haven’t come very far. Yet
this is already put to work at Social Camp or in Antonina Stebur’s seminar. Students read and discuss the latest theo-
retical texts and discuss the latest concepts. At the same time, they discuss very practical matters. Antonina Stebur’s
project analyses developments of historical infrastructures and also develops theoretical concepts. There is also an
art dimension. Since last year, Antonina Stebur has been publishing the AWC Journal“ together with

Tatiana Kochubinska. “National
Our work at Social Camp is based on the same connection: Only part of the work is theory and d .
everything else is various practical things. It’s about skills that people need and can develop. What ISCOUrses

do you need to set up an NGO? How do you organize social inclusion? At the same time, we discuss are important

theoretically what solidarity, inclusion and all these things mean. We had already set ourselves this
task at ECLAB in Minsk and I am very pleased that we can continue to do this and that there are because they
people who continue to do so. are about the

In our group, which was set up in collaboration with Sviatlana Tsichanouskaya, we always .
thought that lifelong learning was the most important thing, i.e. that we should primarily develop COlleCtl.Ve Self_
such concepts and didactic programmes. But there are other groups who think that we should determlnatlon
primarily talk about identity, that we need to develop institutions, concepts and methodologies to
promote the independence and sovereignty of Belarus. This is also called Belaruscentrism. Interest- Of the COuntry,

ingly, in this nationalist perspective, state universities are designed, while our projects are more but on the Other
about informal education.

Basically, however, it is good that there are different projects. The fact that these narratives and hand’ human
discourses that somehow insist on identity are so strong now also has to do with life in the diaspora. rlghts are

The diaspora used to be rather weak, but much more nationalist than we were in Belarus. If you are
somehow outside your country, then that is probably the easiest way to cultivate your own language
and history. Alternative agendas, such as feminist agendas, focus on other things: mutual support,
care for each other and the development of alternative spaces. It’s about how women can not only see their chil-
dren, but also get into work, that networks and mutual support are at the centre — and not the history and pride that
we are Belarusians, that we have our own language.

central, too.”
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FC: Canyou give more practical
examples for this shift from the
flag and language to feminist
agendas and care for each other?
What about the organization of
protests, alternative lectures,
etc.? One aspect that struck me
whenreading your book -if you
would like to answer this -also
concerns individual protection
and self-reflection, for example

in pressurized situations such

as arrest or prison. Youmention
meditation and similar things. That
canalso beinstructed or taught. Did
such things also play arole in this
theory-practice connection?

(,)lgu Shpurzlgu

Dic Revolution hatein
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ECLAB Booklet 2014. pHoTo.ECLAB  The Face of the Revolution is
os: That’s actually the flipside of the whole Female. The Case of Belarus
thing. People who have travelled abroad was published in 2021.
and are struggling to find a new place in
society are now talking a lot about self-care
and sometimes lose sight of the bigger picture. Our feminist circles are now addressing this more and more, also
with regard to the fact that activists do a lot and forget themselves in the process. More people are now talking about
their traumatization and how to deal with it. On the one hand, it’s good that people are talking about it in order to
reflect on the migrant experience, as well as the difficult experiences in Belarus. The people who were in prison or
in the penal colony are really traumatized. In December 2024, I spoke to a former political prisoner, feminist Darya
Afanasyeva, who was released in April 2024. She had spent more than two years in the penal colony after being ar-
rested for being a feminist — she was still completely broken after six months.
“The diaspora The flipside of this is that issues of communities and democracy take a bit of a back seat. Already
a few years ago, Belarusian sociologist Andrei Vazyanau spoke about how self-care could tend to
used to be rather take up more and more space, and perhaps too much.
Weak’ but mUCh It is a challenge for Belarusians to process these direct traumatic experiences, to talk about
. . them, to document them, to report on them and also to make new experiences, for example about
more natlonahSt how migrant women find their place in the new countries and to support each other. In Vienna,
than we were in where I taught last winter, I read texts by political prisoners in a seminar.s I think we should read
B el arus 9 such texts, listen to each other, be attentive in order to develop a new ethos. I mentioned this at the
. beginning in relation to the teacher in the countryside. We need a new ethic base on which we can
criticize violent practices and develop new patterns of behavior. We need to pay more attention to
students and staff. This all concerns the level of behavior and interpersonal relationships. But we also need to dis-
cuss this in terms of content and theory. Literature on this does exist and I think it will also help us to find distance in
the context of self-care. In other words, we ought to see and understand traumatization but not fall completely into
self-care discourses and push away other perspectives, discussions and topics.

FC: Youjust addressed some aspects that evoke neoliberal tendencies: a certain self-care drive that
promotes total self-centeredness and individualization — perhaps atomization - and fewer ideas of solidarity.
Your 2021 book ends with the question of alternatives to the nation and, as we have already discussed, a
framework for action characterized by the nation state and also the solution to the challenges of our time,
which are global: Climate change, humanrights violations and Covid-19, of course. What role do these
aspects play, especially whenit comes to theory and practice? Based on your observation, are there other
contexts that are getting more important?

os: Yes, that is very important. As already mentioned, nationalist discourses, i.e. the reference to history and lan-
guage, one’s own culture, become stronger in the diaspora. For example, when we were still in Belarus, we were
able to develop a lot in our local communities. We dealt with problems of domestic violence, the development of
new public spaces or the ecological development of neighborhoods and cities. Now, in the diaspora — in Poland,
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for example — it’s difficult. You first have to understand the new contexts. A post-national perspective can then
emerge by looking for ways to combine one’s own experiences with the experiences of people from other na-
tional contexts and develop something together. This is very important not only for Belarusians, but also for Poles
and especially Lithuanians, because there is a history that connects us, but which is told from a different perspec-
tive in each country.

When Belarusians in Lithuania talk about the fact that the Lithuanian Grand Duchy was also Belarusian, national-
ist defense reactions arise: “No, that was Lithuanian!” These discussions occur more frequently now, and they are
increasingly politicized. In Vilnius, there are repeated reports of exiled Belarusian institutions, such as a cultural
centre and a church, being smeared with slogans: “Go home” and so on. It is not unlikely that the Kremlin and Be-
larusian propaganda are playing a role in driving a wedge between Belarusians and Lithuanians.

I don’t think we can answer the question of who the Lithuanian Grand Duchy belongs to and how it should be
interpreted if we describe it in nationalist terms. It historically predates modern nationalism! Fortunately, there are
also Lithuanian historians and human rights activists who point out that at that time there were no Lithuanians and
Belarusians in the modern sense and that we should develop a different language so that Belarusians and Lithua-
nians do not have to argue about this issue. However, that is still a real challenge. In the past, Belarusian voices were
not taken seriously in Lithuania. Lithuania was democratic, Belarus was an authoritarian country, and its voice was
not needed when talking about the Lithuanian Grand Duchy. But now, when Belarusians also want to be democrat-
ic, want to be part of Europe, these narratives and discourses can no longer be separated. You can no longer say that
this history belongs only to us. This is just as important in Poland — the question of who Adam Mickiewicz belongs
to, for example. Adam Mickiewicz actually belongs to Lithuanian, Polish and Belarusian culture and there is no way
out of this dispute along nationalist lines.

In my perception, these discussions confirm that these are constructions. If it were all really “real”, they would
not need a desperate defense. Everyone could be sure about their identity and history. But they are just narratives.
And when new narratives emerge, this is perceived by the old narrators as a collapse and a threat. We need to dis-
cuss this critically, for example in relation to regional connections, identities and collectivities. We need to develop
new, post-national narratives.

Of course, these ideas have been around for some time, but the war in Ukraine has strengthened nationalist nar-
ratives again. It is now all about collective self-defense and self-assertion. But Ukraine cannot defend itself alone.
Russia, however, faces the entire region as an aggressor and is dividing the countries. That’s why we need to build
bridges and develop new narratives to resist Putin, and these unfounded fears, which tend to be fueled by nation-
alist narratives, are of course dangerous. That’s why I consider post-national connections to be one of the biggest
challenges at the moment.

In my book, I wrote that the intersection of solidarities in Belarus was decisive in the protests in “We nee d anew
the summer of 2020. Cultural concepts and narratives were not so strong then. It was only later that .
everything was retranslated into these narratives and the Belarusian nation was reborn. Belarusians ethlc base on
who are now living in other countries, should learn to build bridges and not insist on being differ- Wthh we can
ent or better than the Russians or anyone else on this or that issue. Nationalist narratives lead to o e e .
comparisons and disparaging judgements, to perceptions of threat. But the past is the past. Today, criticize VlOlent

present-day positions, current problems and legal frameworks should play the decisive role. practices and
Fc:Finally, how can links be established with the initiatives you mentioned? What possibilities develop new
are there for an exchange? How can we support Social Camp and other, smaller projects? What

forms of solidarity from non-Belarusian contexts would be helpful? What kind of engagement is patternS Of
possible without being an expert on Belarus? Not to appear hegemonic, but to start post-national b eh aViOI‘ ”

cooperation?

os: For example, there is a lecture series on “Fragile Relationships™®, in which academics from Belarus and other
countries give lectures. This is organized at the European Humanities University in Vilnius, where there is a pro-
gram that aims to empower women in the digital field. It is organized by Antonina Stebur, whom I have already
mentioned. The series is all about fragile infrastructures, support and solidarity. Most recently, Ukrainian gender
researcher Olga Plakhotnik spoke about appropriated feminisms. Ewa Majewska from Poland also spoke there. This
collaboration exists and it is important. It gives Belarusians the opportunity to speak in an international context and
discuss common problems with researchers from different countries.

This gender dimension is a really good way of connecting different female researchers. But it can be strength-
ened. On the one hand, there are quite a number of academics in exile and, on the other hand, many people who
continue to work and do research within Belarus. These people in particular still don’t have enough connections
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to academia in the West, for example in Germany or Austria. It would be very good to develop more interest and
attention for Belarus there. I am now funded as part of the Philipp Schwarz Scholar-at-Risk program, but I received
the invitation from my colleague Professor Thomas Bedorf, a philosopher from the field of political phenomenol-
ogy, with whom [ was in a doctoral colloquium with Bernhard Waldenfels in Bochum in the 1990s. Many of my col-
leagues in Belarus don’t have such connections and so they remain invisible, just like Belarus in general.  would say
that Belarusians are trying to establish these contacts, but they don’t meet with much interest. Now Belarus is not
such a big country, there are bigger countries in the region. Lithuania is not so visible either. However, it is impor-
tant to further develop this cooperation at the scientific level, including informal education.

One good prerequisite is Belarusian literature, for example, which is now developing very well. For example, Eva
Vieznaviec’s novel What are you looking for, Wolf? has been translated into many languages in recent years and is
very well received. My friend Yaraslava Ananka, who is a professor at the University of Leipzig, is already discussing
it in her seminar. Another example is, of course, Alhierd Baharewicz. He recently received the Leipzig Book Award
for European Understanding for his novel Dogs of Europe. So Belarusian literature is developing, and it would be
nice if Slavicists, for example, paid a little more attention to it. There are also newer authors and editors from Be-
larus whose publishing houses in Belarus have been closed and who are now trying to work abroad. They are pro-
ducing exciting texts, and they are developing in terms of content. The novels by Eva Vieznaviec and Alhierd Baha-
rewicz are not only about Belarus but also deal with cross-border issues. Eva Vieznaviec’s novel revolves around the
connections between Poland and Lithuania and Belarus and violence in history, also from a woman’s perspective.
While many of these texts have been translated into Polish and German, more should be done for the anglophone

world.

The country needs visibility and attention. I discussed texts by political prisoners with students in a class on
“weak resistance” that I gave at the University of Vienna.” I'm not a Slavicist, of course, and it’s a literary work, but
we read it with great interest, nonetheless. There are interesting things to talk about. Once you get started, many
things become exciting. The hard part is to find these texts and that is neither easy nor self-evident, it seems to

me. B
Friedrich Cain is a Postdoc Assistant, at the Faculty Center for Transdisciplinary
Historical-Cultural Studies at the University of Vienna.
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TerezaHendlon RUTA and epistemic
communitiesin solidarity for Ukraine:

“We arereclaiming
debates on our societies
sothattheyare
no longer conducted
about us without us”

by Elisa Satjukow

UTA is an association formed by epistemic communities and y
solidarity networks in response to Russia’s full-scale inva-
sion of Ukraine. RUTA promotes and supports Central,
South-Eastern, and Eastern European, Baltic, Cau- -
casus, Central and Northern Asia Studies in the A

global conversation. Tereza Hendl is one of the
founding members. In conversation with Elisa
Satjukow she discusses the need to reclaim the debate, and

emphasizes the decolonial forces set in motion to protect aca-
demia in the region from Russia’s violence and epistemological
domination.

ELISA SATJUKOW (ES): Whatis RUTA, who are the people behind it
and how did you come to found a new academic network?

TEREZA HENDL (TH): We first came together as a group of scholars who
have had enough of seeing our societies and their histories being theorized
from the outside, typically by scholars from within disciplines and societies with Tereza Hendl.
ongoing colonial legacies. Think, for example, about area studies, such as East- PHOTO: YVES KRIER

TEREZA HENDL, PhD, is a philosopher hierarchies of knowledge as wellasthe  tions. EACME Visiting Researcher at

specialized in concerns of global intergenerational impact of Russian the University of Warsaw Center for
health justice. Her latest research and German imperialism on the health Bioethics and Biolaw and Affiliated Re-
interrogates epistemic inequalitiesand  and wellbeing of affected popula- searcher at the University of Augsburg.
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ern European or Central Asian studies. But the same can be said about my discipline of philosophy, which has his-
torically platformed white Western male perspectives on the world, to the exclusion and marginalization of all Oth-
ers. We have not seen sufficient critical interrogation of the colonial and exclusionary legacies of these disciplines,
and definitely not with respect to the RUTA region(s). While there has been increasingly more caution against silenc-
ing the knowledges of societies that have been freeing themselves from the legacy of Western colonial destruction
and extractivism, similar concern was missing toward the expertise of thinkers from (de)occupied and decolonizing
RUTA societies. Instead, we would experience researchers commonly speaking over the voices of scholars from the
RUTA region(s), while often disregarding a lot of core scholarship that has been conducted by thinkers in and from
the RUTA region(s), that is, scholars with direct lived and embodied knowledges. After many decades of intensive
debates in post/de/anticolonial studies, such patterns and hierarchies of knowledges appeared vastly concerning
and problematic, especially in the aftermath of Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine.

Within the first months of the full-scale invasion, many of us scholars from the RUTA region(s) were very vocal on
social media, and particularly on Twitter, before it became a largely far-right swamp. And from these interactions
a bigger community and new friendships began growing. Qazagq historian Botakoz Kassymbekova, who is now a
professor of Eastern European Studies, convinced us to found RUTA. Now we are a rather diverse group of people
from many corners of the RUTA region(s), with a major Ukrainian base. We are reclaiming debates on our societies
so that they are no longer conducted about us without us. Crucially, RUTA has grown from communities of solidar-
ity with Ukraine, and this has been quite a remarkable experience. We have had conversations on the fact that many
of us across the RUTA region(s) have been divided by both Western and non-Western legacies of imperialism that
intentionally partitioned us, and then long gaslighted, marginalized, and pitted us against one another to more
easily rule and exert power over us, and now Ukrainian resistance brought us together. To many of us, the courage
with which Ukrainians stood up to our shared oppressor and serial bully that has been Russia/USSR has been an
immense inspiration and a source of collective empowermen — yet at an enormous cost to Ukrainian lives. In RUTA,
we see this and we are committed to supporting Ukrainian society, sovereignty and academia. This is why we orga-
nize our annual conference in Ukraine and why we will continue doing so until Russia stops invading Ukraine and
Ukrainian academia gets a chance to recover. The damaging and limiting effects of Russian imperial violence are the

reasons why we traveled to Ukraine for the conference, in solidarity with Ukrainian scholars whose

“The experience mobility is inhibited and especially, with those who have joined the defense and to whom we are

of the inaugural

particularly indebted for protecting our societies against Russian re-invasion.

ES: Your inaugural conference took place in the middle of the war in Ukraine in the

Conference wds Carpathian Mountains: What was this experience like, what is different about your annual
b()th electrlfyn‘] g conference and how would you describe the response to the conference and your network?

and deeply TH: I would say that the experience of the inaugural conference was both electrifying and deeply

humbling. Honestly, I have never felt such a collective excitement at a conference in my life, and

: 2»
humbhng . I go to many community-focused events, including gender studies conferences that have a more

justice-oriented focus and can at times be quite communitarian and mobilizing. Still, RUTA was
next level and that is largely because the event was experienced by many of us as a major shift away from an unsus-
tainable status quo, maintained via a marginalizing and silencing dynamic that has dominated the production of
knowledge on the RUTA region(s), our societies and us as scholars, social justice advocates, artists, knowers. And
this is remarkable, because with the RUTA conference, we are in an invaded country, and yet we are simultaneously
in a transregionally freeing space that validates many of our socio-historical experiences, voices and perspectives.
This unique dynamic is what happens when knowledge production on RUTA societies is placed at the center of their
anti-imperial liberation. Many of us have never had a similarly empowering experience on such a wide and collec-
tive level, especially not those of us scattered as migrant academics in different corners of Western academia.

Most importantly, we saw that the RUTA conference was a meaningful experience for Ukrainian scholars and
also for our young emerging researchers. This is so crucial to us: that we are creating a space in which the next gen-
erations of thinkers from the RUTA region(s) will be heard and supported. Unlike many of us at their age, they will
have an international academic community interested in and encouraging toward their thoughts and intellectual
growth. Our membership and conference fees are very affordable to students and scholars from the RUTA region(s),
which we insist on for accessibility reasons.

Crucially, we are also building a community critical of a wide range of injustices, including on the grounds of gen-
der, sexuality, racialization, disability and so on. We have a conference program built around scholars and research
that pave the way to greater justice within our region(s) as well as globally. This year, we are very excited about put-
ting together a featured panel on Romani Visions for the Future with leading Romani scholars and experts from the
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The RUTA summit at the Carpathian mountains in 2024. PHOTO: MARTIN-OLEKSANDR KISLY

RUTA region(s), such as Zola Kondur, co-founder of Roma Women Fund Chiricli; Elzbieta Mirga-Wojtowicz, political
scientist and cultural animator; and Nataliia Tomenko, Deputy Director at the Youth Agency for ARCA, the Advoca-
cy of Roma Culture. Another of our featured panels will be on what we can learn from current protest movements,
platforming Terrel Jermaine Starr, an independent journalist based in Ukraine who is behind the Black Diplomats
YouTube channel, Manuel Férez Gil who researches Ukraine and Central Asia from Chile, Maia Barkaia, who inves-
tigates inequalities in the Caucasus and Asia and has been part of protests in Georgia, and Zhanar Sekerbayeva, who
has just been released from wrongful detention for her decolonial queer feminist political activism in Qazagstan.
We also feel the need to address complex and pressing issues, such as the divisions and solidarities among Ukrai-
nians and Palestinians, including the common instrumentalization of their plights and liberation movements and
the pitting of them against one another, often by third party observers. At the inaugural conference, Palestinian-
Swiss scholar in psychoanalytic anthropology Sarah El Bulbeisi and I participated in a panel discussing the col-
lective traumas from legacies of imperial violence and oppression that have affected our societies and diasporas.
We will be continuing these complex and urgent dialogues, also because we care about the lives of
Palestinian-Ukrainian families in both Ukraine and Gaza. These families were often formed when “Only When we
Palestinian men came to Ukraine to study and found partners, that in some cases went together as . .
couples to the Gaza Strip. Therefore we now have Ukrainian-Palestinian families at least in twoloca- A 1'€ 111 TLINE with

tions where they face very difficult and life-threatening conditions. Many of us believe that we need the material
to continue asking what this requires of us as critical communities, who believe in listening to hith- ..

erto marginalized and excluded voices: direct dialogues, freedom from oppression, solidarities and realltles Of
justice. We are inspired by the Ukrainian Letter of Solidarity with Palestinian People by the Ukraine- the p ast and

Palestine Solidarity Group, written in 2022 by scholars, artists and social justice advocates, many of

whom speak and share their art at our annual conferences.! Together, we are interested in bridging pl‘esent can we
divides and building more widely caring communities, and some of us have already been doing this COIlStI‘UCtively
for years and decades. .

For years, scholars from the RUTA region(s) have been told that we lag behind and need to catch dlSCU.SS our
up with Western research and ways of thinking. Yet it was precisely this unequal dynamic that was future.”
holding us back. The moment we get to step into a space where we do not need to appeal to the
Western canon or institutions for validation and when we no longer find ourselves under pressure
to use Western theories and Russian-centric frameworks that not only do not fit our historical experiences but hin-
der us from expressing ourselves, we move remarkably ahead of time. Attending RUTA events feels like time travel.

This is because building spaces that re-center our own perspectives on our region(s) effectively enables us to hold
highly timely discussions on topics that we find urgent and in ways that we see fit and as beneficial to our own socio-
historical and political context at this time. Only when we are in tune with the material realities of the past and pres-
ent can we constructively discuss our future. This is also one of the reasons that the RUTA 2025 conference focuses
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on imagination and the new visions that open up when we (re)connect with our histories and epistemologies, as
well as with fellow scholars across the RUTA region(s) and more globally.

ES: You claim to be a decolonial association that networks and exchanges beyond hegemonic Western
knowledge structures: What makes the post-socialist space specialin this respect and how can decolonial
knowledge practices benefit fromit?

TH: The space that has for decades been debated predominantly through the framework of “post-socialist” repre-
sents a large part of the world with diverse populations, a multitude of languages, a variety of cultures, long and
often complex histories, and rich lineages of thought, social movements and art. And yet this variety and richness
has commonly been flattened into a largely reductivist and tendentious portrayal of the diverse region as a greyish
space defined by one relatively short historical era and perceived as if it was some unified “bloc”. Such debates also
almost entirely describe the RUTA region(s) through negative stereotypes and civilizing narratives, most commonly
associating the region(s) with autocracy, corruption, backwardness, dependency on saviorism, endemic sexism, rac-
ism, homophobia, basically through a plethora of generalizing and essentializing rhetoric and tropes. In these nar-
ratives, the “East” has been portrayed as the antithesis to the supposedly developed, enlightened and intellectually
superior West, although this picture has been increasingly falling apart with UK’s move into Brexit, the US spiraling
into Trumpism and now a far-right dictatorship, and Germany coming closer to that with the far-right AfD party get-
ting 20% of the vote in federal elections. Meanwhile for years, the societies of the RUTA region(s)

“There is have been othered and researched in order to explain them to the world and to the Eastern societ-

ies themselves, as if scholars from the RUTA region(s) could not analyze or comprehend their own

d paI'thUlaI' histories. This power dynamic is rapidly being more widely recognized as dominating, oppressive,
disregard Of the epistemically unjust and gaslighting. Furthermore, thinkers and creatives from the RUTA regions

have produced much writing and art that has articulated our critiques and refusal of such a trou-

peI' SpeCtlveS bling treatment maintained within fundamentally unequal academic and art structures.
and eXp ertis e What can be gained from a critical interrogation of these patterns? First and foremost, a much

wider and deeper understanding of persistent patterns of the use and abuse of power in knowl-

from the RUTA edge making and the effects of that. Through a robust interrogation of epistemically dominant
reglon(s) COHllng forms of research, the urgent importance of anti-oppressive, justice-supportive, socially sustain-

able, sensitive, and caring research practices can become more obvious. The ability to recognize

fI‘OIn the Left epistemically unjust and imperialist forms of research will open up more space for learning from
" . . . o1 . . .
more bI'O adly the lineages of scholarship grounded in and building on direct and lived accounts and embodied

knowledges. Hopefully, these shifts will support more egalitarian, epistemically just and non-

extractivist approaches to knowledge making that will also fundamentally recognize and begin
valuing previously marginalized and peripheralized thinkers from the RUTA region(s) in their capacity as knowers
and knowledge producers. This could in turn widen the scope and depth of knowledge, through learning from
direct and embodied knowledges from the RUTA region(s), instead of accessing the RUTA region(s) predominantly
via third party accounts and often imperial and dominating perspectives. More directly, empirically and materially
informed research will then enable us to gain more genuinely reliable knowledge of material realities instead of
working with their re-presentations and mis-representations.

This does not only relate to mainstream scholarship. De/anticolonial and justice-oriented scholarship can ma-
jorly gain from engaging and learning from the knowledges of the RUTA region(s), as our scholarship grasps legacies
of imperial and colonial violence that have so far been largely overlooked in dominant debates on colonialism and
decoloniality. With colleagues, we have critically written on this huge epistemic gap.? In particular, we have focused
on the ongoing issues stemming from the fact that the long history of Russian-Soviet imperial and colonial oppres-
sion has not been sufficiently addressed in canonized anti-imperialist and de/anticolonial debates; moreover, that
Russian imperial violence has often even been overlooked or actively denied. This gap is even more concerning
as, for example, Indigenous Circassian scholar Madina Tlostanova? has been critiquing Russian-Soviet colonialism
for years. This raises a lot of questions as to why the ongoing Russian legacy has been overlooked or minimized in
dominant debates on de/coloniality, that warrant more robust investigation.

ES: How do you see some of these issues playing out currently?

TH: There is a particular disregard of the perspectives and expertise from the RUTA region(s) coming from the Left
more broadly. While Western empires have been critically analyzed and opposed, the USSR has been cast as much
of the Left’s favorite empire that is denied as an empire, because of a persistent preoccupation with the Western
colonial legacy. This selective approach is characterized by a striking double standard that has fueled a campist poli-
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tics, which sees the world as divided into competing camps and is eager to normalize some authoritarian regimes
because they are enemies of one’s primary enemies. The selective focus on Western colonialism has perpetuated
genocide denial with respect to the ongoing Russian-Soviet legacy and major double standards on the Left. Any left-
ist who truly wants to be non-authoritarian should be concerned about these issues and keen to reassess. The work
of critical leftist thinkers from the RUTA regions, such as Oksana Dutchak,* Hanna Perekhoda,’ Yuliya Yurchenko,®
Taras Bilous,” Zosia Brom,® and Aizada Arystanbek® can provide a lot of inspiration along the way, as can the power-
ful critique of campist anti-imperialism by Syrian writer Leila Al-Shami.*°

As such, genuine engagement with the scholarship from the RUTA region(s) represents a major opportunity to fill
large epistemic gaps, but also to address troubling issues relating to epistemic injustice and the use of power in much
of “revolutionary” and de/anticolonial knowledge and its communities. The widening of the decolonial canon and
greater consistency across various contexts could support more critically reflective and reparative discussions and
wider solidarities. This is needed in a world that is seeing the rise of the far right, that is, shifts that call for a more
collective and thus stronger opposition. Right now, the lack of engagement with perspectives from (de)occupied Eu-
rope’s East inhibits the Western but also more global Left from being able to identify and oppose the ongoing legacy
of white Russian suprematism and imperial fascism that is perpetrating yet another genocide. As the collective of
Ukrainian feminists writes in their manifesto on the right to resist: “We call for an informed assessment of a specific
situation instead of abstract geopolitical analysis which ignores the historical, social and political context. Abstract
pacifism which condemns all sides taking part in the war leads to irresponsible solutions in practice. We insist on the
essential difference between violence as a means of oppression and as a legitimate means of self-defense.”"

These profound words warrant to be heard. E

Elisa Satjukow, PhD in East and Southeast
European History and anindependent researcher.
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POLITICAL

MATERIALITIES
OF STATUS-MAKING
AND UNMAKING

UNIVERSITIESINTHEIMPERIAL
CITYSCAPE OF ST.PETERSBURG

abstract

This article argues for the relevance of new materialist theo-
ries and onto-epistemologies in understanding the workings
of political status. The issue of political status is interrogated
at the confluence of the university’s status, the status of the
Russian state through references to its “glorious” and “rich”
history, and the materialities of the imperial cityscape of St.
Petersburg. More specifically, | analyze how the spatio-tempo-
ral position of universities within the imperial cityscape of St.
Petersburg plays out as a status-enhancing or undermining
mechanism. The analysis in this article traverses three sites:
St. Petersburg State University, St. Petersburg State Institute
of Culture, and European University in St. Petersburg. The uni-
versities appear to be embedded within the imperial cityscape
of St. Petersburg, which speaks to both the universities’ status
and, more importantly, the idea of the state that lives in and
through them, through the effects of beauty, glory, and rich
history. However, while material durability allows the past to be
actualized in the present, materialities are also subject to de-
cay over time, leading to physical processes of deterioration
and downgrading. This decay acts as a status-undermining
mechanism.

KEYWORDS: Status, state, university, new materialism, political
materiality, Russia, imperial cityscape.
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Status, state, materialities, universities:
Locating empirical
and theoretical space of inquiry

n 2019—2020, I was conducting ethnographic research for

my PhD project, focusing on how the state’s political and

economic processes are ingrained in and through universi-

ties.' I was living in St. Petersburg, and one of my research
sites was universities located in the city. Soon, I started to notice
a pattern: many universities in St. Petersburg, whose cityscape
is dominated by buildings of imperial glory, are situated in what
used to be mansions and palaces. Moreover, their location is
rarely silent. The importance of the location of university build-
ings in those places came up often in the remarks by students as
well as in the universities’ public materials. Thus, one notices its
importance not only by their grandiose material presence in the
St. Petersburg cityscape but also through the ways people from
and around university communities often relate to them, glorify-
ing them, referencing their uniqueness, or, conversely, contem-
plating their coldness, alienating power, and lack of modernity.
All these narratives investigated, narrated, or undermined the
idea of status.

I was in awe of how non-human objects — buildings and the
stories of national glory embedded in them — seem to actualize
their political agentic power in the current political environ-
ment. This realization led me to see something intellectually
intriguing in this empirical space: it was an intersection where
status was interrogated at the confluence of the university’s sta-
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rial cityscape of St. Peters-
burg. This article aims to
portray the analytical work of
dissecting what the political status of a
state is and how it can be made and
unmade through this intersection
of everyday life, materialities, and /
universities. '

The article narrates a few select-
ed empirical episodes from my ethnographic journey, but more
S0, it attempts to position various theoretical discussions in rela-
tion to these episodes, such as the previous research in political
science on status-seeking, specifically, in relation to the Russian
state, on the one hand, and new materialism and material tem-
poralities, on the other. What new materialism and associated
with it assemblage theory can tell us about making and unmak-
ing political status? More specifically, in this article, I analyze
how the spatio-temporal position of universities within imperial
histories of St. Petersburg plays out as the status-enhancing or
undermining mechanism, both for the university and the state.
Therefore, this article contributes to the material turn in various
strands of social science, or as Coole and Frost identified it, the
“materialist theory of politics™.?

Universities are an interesting site to investigate status-related

/ mechanisms beyond traditional

fields like foreign policy or mili-
tary and economic might. They allow us to
look beyond the political state apparatus while still locating
the presence of the state in their operations. Moreover, contem-
porary universities are influenced by both the status-seeking
aspirations of the Russian state and the status-seeking mecha-
nisms of neoliberal politics, which drive competition among
universities. This dual influence allows us to observe different
mechanisms of status-making and unmaking.

BEFORE PROCEEDING, I should note that this article is intended

to be an ethnographic glance into a specific empirical space:

the intersection of universities’ status, St. Petersburg’s impe-

rial cityscape, and references to the state. The intersection I am
examining is indeed very narrow. This cannot possibly and com-
prehensively explain all the (material-temporal) mechanisms
through which the superior status of the Russian state is made or
unmade. Therefore, the goal of this article is not to produce gen-
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eralizable empirical accounts about either the status in univer-
sity politics or the status-making of the Russian state, but rather
to open theoretical possibilities on how we can analyze the state
and its status, through new materialism.

In order to achieve this, the article weaves together both
empirical and theoretical discussions in each section of analysis.
It describes various ethnographic encounters collected during
the research process and then engages them in conversation
with theoretical perspectives. The article investigates concepts
and issues such as status-seeking behaviors in both university
and state politics, argues for locating status-enhancing or un-
dermining mechanisms beyond the rational actions of the state,
introduces empirical and theoretical discussions on new materi-
alism and material temporality in relation to status-making, and
finally, analyzes the material decay of imperial infrastructures as
a status-undermining mechanism.

Notes ondataand methodology

The analysis in this article is based mostly on ethnographic data
generated for my PhD project between 2019 and 2021.3 This data
included university visits, observations of academic events,
interviews, media publications, and my own autoethnographic
experience of studying at St. Petersburg State University prior
to my PhD. The research involved residing in St. Petersburg and
becoming familiar with its cityscape, a method that could also be
referred to as “at-home ethnography”.+

The analysis in this article traverses three sites around the
imperial cityscape of St. Petersburg: St. Petersburg State Uni-
versity, St. Petersburg State Institute of Culture, and European
University in St. Petersburg. The research involved analyzing
the websites of these universities, particularly their promotional
and marketing materials, in both English and Russian. For the
purposes of this article, the data was supple-
mented by an analysis of current university
websites, performed in February 2025.
While the analysis is based on a broader
body of data, the text specifically features
several individuals: Zhenya, a graduate of
St. Petersburg Institute of Culture; Liza and
Emina, graduates of St. Petersburg State
University; and Olesya, an early-career
researcher from European University in St.
Petersburg.

The text is accompanied by illustrations
by the artist Natalia Batrakova, which I believe will help visualize
some of the environments for the readers.

Status-making and unmaking beyond
the political apparatus of the state

In this article, universities serve as an empirical site to investi-
gate the mechanisms of status-making or unmaking in relation
to the Russian state. At first glance, it is not difficult to locate

the presence of the state in Russian universities: it supervises
their activities and roles, allocates funding, sets benchmarks for
efficiency, monitors academic labor, and increasingly infuses

“THEFIGHT
OVERSTATUS
ISANIMPORTANT
MECHANISMIN
CONTEMPORARY
UNIVERSITY
POLITICS.”

its control through surveillance over the content of academic
work.5 This reflects the workings of the state in its pervasive and
intentional capacity to control, which is typically how the Rus-
sian state is portrayed.

However, the aim of this analysis is not to examine the state
through its political apparatus and decision-making processes.
Instead, the analytical work aligns more closely with the an-
thropology of the state, focusing on how the state is made and
unmade beyond its political apparatus®.

DURING THIS RESEARCH, I come to notice the presence of the state
in instances that seemed surprising or at least not self-evident:
in the marketing materials of the universities. When browsing
the universities’ websites, I observed how St. Petersburg State
University, for example, proclaims that its history and academic
excellence are closely connected to its relationship with the Rus-
sian state:

St. Petersburg State University was founded by decree
of Emperor Peter I, and today, St. Petersburg University
is the only university in Russia that has celebrated its
300" anniversary. Over three centuries of history, thou-
sands of outstanding scientists, public figures, state and
political leaders, writers, artists, and musicians have
studied and worked at the University, including Dmitry
Mendeleyev, Alexander Popov, Ivan Turgenev, Pyotr
Stolypin, Ivan Pavlov, Dmitry Mamin-Sibiryak, Vasily
Dokuchaev, Alexander Blok, Mikhail Vrubel, Mikhail
Glinka, Nikolai Roerich, Lev Landau, Leonid Kantorov-
ich, Vladimir Putin, Dmitry Medvedev, and others.”

This caught my eye: here, the state was not present in its agentic,
intentional capacity as a political appara-
tus. Rather, it is the idea of the Russian state
and its presumably long and rich history
that becomes entangled in the university’s
attempts to elevate its status. For me, it was
interesting to see how the attachment to
the presumably long and glorious histories
of the Russian state enhances status, i.e.,
the former has the capacity to work as a
status-enhancing mechanism. Russian uni-
versities use the stories of the state to show-
case their attractiveness, both to Russian
and international student and academic communities.

The fight over status is an important mechanism in contem-
porary university politics. The literatures on status-building
in the field of higher education is usually narrated around the
processes of neoliberalization of higher education and research
which leads to competition among universities®. Such competi-
tion imagined in terms of the global “marketplace” of higher
education which made universities think of their status, brand-
ing, and reputation. Universities increasingly develop their own
unique brands in order “to differentiate themselves from other
universities with which they are presumably competing” for



students, partners, and
funders.? International
prestige and status of uni-
versities are communicated
through their websites with
help of texts, logos, em-
blems, and slogans which
are aimed at constructing a
unique brand differentiat-
ing itself from other univer-
sities — “competitors”.*°

In the case of St. Pe-
tersburg State University,
described above, however,
the university does not
only promote its academic
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the university seems to be almost
physically elevated:

And St. Petersburg State Uni-
versity, I was even afraid to aim
at it at all; for me it was some-
thing unreal, something very
cool, off the charts. Especially
considering that this is the first
university [in Russia]. To some
extent, [when applying], I fell
for the status of the university,
its authority.?

This shows not only the new
mechanisms of how universi-

achievements to create its
status. Rather, it attaches
itself to the history of the
Russian state which be-
comes a status-elevating
mechanism. Even though
the state is not present
through its political ap-
paratus in these instances,
the idea of the state, its long
and rich history lives in
these encounters.

Mansion.
ILLUSTRATION: NATALIA BATRAKOVA

WHAT IS MORE, these status-
producing presences of
the state and its glorious
histories were visible not
only through the universities’ attempts to fight for status, but
also how the students’ communities presumed it as status-full.
Relation to “rich history and culture” of the state would come up
effortlessly when talking about academic journeys, especially,
with international students. For example, Emina, an interna-
tional student who finished her PhD studies at St. Petersburg
State University, when asked how she chose her destination for
studies, told me about the importance of the Russian culture and
history when making this decision:

And Russia has such a big history. I love to read, and
Dostoyevsky is my favorite writer. So, the idea was that
[I would go] to Russia. Therefore, even when they said
that there are also other countries [available with the
scholarship], we [the family] did not even consider
other options."

Some other students directly brought the idea of status in our
conversation. The state’s glorious histories to which university is
engrained are seen as a marker of status, authority, and prestige.
Below, Liza, a graduate of St. Petersburg State University, nar-
rates her affects of those status-producing entanglements when

ties create their status, but also,
about the status-full idea of the
Russian state, with its glory, pres-
tige, and history, attachment to
which will elevate one’s status.
Therefore, universities seem to
be the empirical site where the
idea of higher status and prestige
inrelation to the state can be
made and unmade.
This seems to be an important
and overlooked research and
“intellectual avenue. When we
examine how the idea of status,
specifically in relation to states,
has been understood in previous
scholarship, we see that it has
been dominated by neo-realist interventions into (inter-)state be-
haviors, focusing on the actions of (rationally behaving) elites.s
In this literature, status pertains to the prestige of a state in its in-
ternational standing, perceived through hierarchies. Tradition-
ally, markers such as military power, economic development,
cultural achievements, diplomatic skill, and technological inno-
vation are considered influential in determining a state’s status.
Some of this literature specifically focuses on Russia, among
other states, whose behavior has been strongly characterized by
status-enhancing actions in various areas. Throughout history,
the Russian state has exhibited status concerns, often framed in
terms of Russian exceptionalism.

THIS STATUS-SEEKING behavior by the Russian state has often
been framed around the quest to return to the status of a “great
power” on the international stage, particularly after the demise
of the Soviet Union.* Significant efforts, especially under Putin’s
rule since 2000, have been dedicated to this quest. Russia had
to quickly integrate into neoliberal globalization, which became
the only viable option; otherwise, the state risked becoming
marginalized and relegated to the political and economic pe-
riphery.
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The focus of the analysis on Russia’s status-seeking behavior
lies in its military and foreign policy. Pal Rgren analyzes how
wars, specifically the invasion of Ukraine by Russia, impact sta-
tus orders.” Some of this scholarship employs “social identity
theory” as the main analytical lens for examining state behav-
ior.® Generally, these narratives are centered around the figure
of Putin and his actions to achieve and
maintain Russia’s standing as a great
power, specifically “through military
buildups, territorial expansion, buying
off foreign rulers, and fighting numerous
wars”.”

However, status-making includes oth-
er dimensions. For example, scholarship
has already indicated that status is also
about meaning-making, and therefore,
the performative dimensions of status
are important. Hosting prestigious international events, such
as the Olympics or the World Cup in Russia, exemplifies this.>
Competition for superiority in other domains, including educa-
tion and science, are also indicators of intrinsic status motives.*

As we observe from the glimpse into university behaviors, the
idea of Russia’s “glory” is present not only in diplomatic arenas
and international high-profile events. We must shift the focus
from the agency of the state in capturing, controlling, and rul-
ing, to investigating everyday encounters (in this case, university
communities, administrators, and infrastructures) as sites for
constructing and deconstructing the ideas of glory, prestige, and
status in relation to the Russian state.

Political materialities
of theimperial cityscape

In the previous section, Ilaid out a foundation for investigating
status-related mechanisms beyond the intentional actions of the
state. However, the state’s histories and glory ingrained in uni-
versities’ everyday life are not only discursive, as a specific nar-
rativization of history. What seemed crucial for actualizing those
politics of status was the material presence of those glorious
histories. When conducting research in St. Petersburg (and pre-
viously, studying there myself), it was quite noticeable how vari-
ous universities are situated in what used to be imperial man-
sions or palaces. The location of universities within the imperial
cityscape of St. Petersburg has been referred to many times,
both by the universities’ public materials and the academic and
student communities.

The imperial cityscape embodying the ideas of glory plays
an important role here. St. Petersburg was the capital of the
Russian Empire from its foundation in 1703 by Peter the Great
until the Revolution of 1917. The historic imperial cityscape of St.
Petersburg was often regarded by the Russian state and elites as
“an icon of imperial power and might” and a subject of “praise,
national pride, and international renown”.? The imperial imagi-
naries were materialized through baroque and neoclassical ar-
chitecture: the numerous monuments and palaces in St. Peters-
burg embodied the “glorious past” of the Russian state. Victoria

“THEIMPERIAL
CITYSCAPE
EMBODYING THE
IDEAS OF GLORY
PLAYS ANIMPORTANT
ROLEHERE.”

Sukovataya refers to the preservation of historical monuments
and palaces in St. Petersburg as the “sacralization of stone,”
which is argued to symbolize the timeless nature of the empire.
The universities seem to be located within these sacralized
stones, which speaks to both the universities’ status and, more
importantly, the idea of the state that lives in and through them.

LET USFIRST EXAMINE the St. Petersburg
State Institute of Culture. The univer-
sity owns 44 buildings, 20 of which are
designated as “cultural heritage.” The
main campus is located next to the
Winter Palace (the residence of the Rus-
sian royal family) and was historically
associated with the imperial elites. A
close examination of the university’s
website reveals that its attractiveness is
constructed by being ingrained into the St. Petersburg cityscape.
Here, the idea of the state’s history as a status-enhancing mecha-
nism, which I discussed above, is also materialized through its
presence in the built environment.

St. Petersburg State Institute of Culture is the oldest do-
mestic higher education institution that educated sev-
eral generations of talented musicians, choreographers,
art historians, cultural experts, library staff and teach-
ers [...] located in unique historical buildings in the very
center of St. Petersburg.

In this extract, the discourse of history and tradition is entangled
with the materiality and spatiality of the university. Emphasizing
the location of the university in unique historical buildings (.e.,
associated with the imperial rule) of St. Petersburg is presumably
aimed at increasing the university’s status. This status is created
inrelation to the history of the state, embodied in its imperial
materiality.

THE HISTORY of St. Petersburg State University is also intertwined
materially with the imperial histories of the Russian state. Some
faculties of St. Petersburg State University are located around
the Smolny Cathedral and its surrounding environments. The
university’s website describes the location of these faculties as
follows:

The Faculty of International Relations of St. Petersburg
State University is located within the historical complex
of the former Smolny Monastery, built in the 18th-19th
centuries. In 1720, Peter I built a country palace called
Smolny. In October 1748, Elizabeth, the daughter of Pe-
ter I, decided to build a majestic monastery where she
would end her days in peace and quiet. One hundred
and twenty maidens of noble families were to form

the entourage of the future abbess. Each would have a
separate apartment, with a room for servants, a pantry
for supplies, and a kitchen. It was ordered to build a



monastery of unprec- s
edented beauty and 0
splendor — a monu- 2o

ment to a prosperous

reign.»

Currently, the Smolny Cathe-
dral operates as a cathedral; - :
however, the surrounding resi- R
dential premises of the monas- 3
tery now house the faculties of
St. Petersburg State University.
The university integrates

its history into the broader
history of St. Petersburg as

an imperial capital: Russian
emperors, court elites, noble
families, a palace, and “a mon-
ument to a prosperous reign”
all become elements of the
university’s past and its pres-
ent beauty. The existing built
environments of the Smolny
Monastery help to create this
affect and actualize this poli-
tics of status.

The location of university
campuses in former palaces
also forms part of the efforts
of the European University in
St. Petersburg to build up its
attractiveness and status by
attaching itself to the material
representation of the Russian state’s glory. The European Uni-
versity is located in several buildings; one of them, acquired in
2020, used to be a mansion and is located on the Neva River em-
bankment?. Interestingly, after the university lost its previous
mansion as a place for university premises, it set out on a mis-
sion to acquire a new one (and successfully did so). Presumably,
the location of the university in a historical site of a palace or a
mansion seemed important for the university administration to
maintain an attractive status.

When talking with Olesya, a researcher from the European
University, I learned that the university website even featured a
broadcast of the Neva River view: the camera was attached to the
university building located in the new mansion. “Here is a new
mansion, which is so beautiful; on the university website, you
can watch the broadcast to see how rich everything is there and
all that,” says Olesya. In this account, it is evident how the sur-
roundings associated with glory are translated into the idea of
“richness,” which the university now becomes a part of. It is also
worth noting that the broadcast specifically portrays the most
“glorious” views: the camera is attached to the new mansion and
not to any other university building.

These encounters undoubtedly demonstrate the importance

g

Broadcasting the views.
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of materialities in actualizing

- political projects of status.
They seem too significant to
ignore, necessitating a specific
e iy analytical tool to investigate
)‘-’-" \ L{&d the importance of materiali-

e ;;,s""‘ ties. The theoretical and on-
tological interventions of new
> ; materialism might provide us

> N with those tools.
B ) New materialism has influ-
enced various strands of social
and political sciences.? It
represents a shift in the social
sciences away from the discur-
sive, linguistic, and construc-
tivist turns, offering a critique
of them, but not a return to
historical materialism — hence
the term new materialism.
New materialism is about
“novel ways of understanding
matter, handling objects, and
interacting with nature”.?® New
materialism is not a single co-
herent theory; it encompasses
various strands and schools
of thought, such as vitalism,
critical realism, speculative
realism, Deleuzian philosophy,
and the work of Bruno Latour,
among others.

ILLUSTRATION: NATALIA BATRAKOVA

INTHIS ARTICLE,  argue that new materialism can be highly
beneficial for investigating how our understanding of political
processes, particularly in relation to the political anthropology
of the Russian state and the status and prestige it retains, can be
shaped by the introduction of non-human/material actors into
the analysis. These materials possess agentic capacities and can
shape political processes as much as human decision-making,
regulations, and discourses. Contrary to anthropocentric ontol-
ogies, which assume matter to be passive, dead, and inert in rela-
tion to humans, new materialism attributes agency to matter as
well. The previous literature on status, particularly in relation to
the Russian state, has typically focused on human behavior, in-
stitutional political structures, and discursive statements made
by social and political leaders, for example, in public speeches
or publications.* However, considering the material turn allows
us to include materialities as intermediaries and components
that make and unmake these projects of power.

As specified above, new materialist thinking is a broad strand
of thought. Within its various strands, the extent to which
agency is attributed to inanimate objects varies. Some strands,
like vitalism, attribute full agency to matter, thus performing a
politically ontological move against anthropocentricity, which
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dominates our thinking and might be responsible for our de-
stabilized relations with the Earth, environments, and other
species.* However, attributing full agency to nonhuman actors,
while having emancipatory potential in the political academic
project of destabilizing anthropocentric cosmologies, might be
unfit for studying political projects of power. It might blur the
issues of political responsibility once agency is attributed to
objects.3!

With this in mind, in this article, I suggest viewing materiali-
ties as extensions of human political processes that play a role in
making and unmaking power dynamics but do not bear respon-
sibility for them. The materialities discussed in this article — ar-
chitectural environments embodying the glory of imperial times
— are human-created and imbued with anthropocentric and po-
litical meaning-making processes. Matter transgresses and trans-
forms the political and geopolitical in various ways.3? Therefore,
the materials are not significant on their own; rather, it is more
important to demonstrate how “agency is generated within spe-
cific contexts”3 and how they become ingrained in the meaning-
making of status-enhancing or undermining mechanisms.

Here, it might also be useful to consider materialities — built
environments and architecture — in producing political status
through the lens of assemblage theory. Instead of seeing materi-
alities as having agency, assemblage thinking suggests that mate-
rials are ingrained in political processes,
alongside institutional or discursive pow-
er.3 “Materials matter in very specific
ways”; they do not automatically have
agency but possess agentic capacities
that are actualized and emerge within
broader assemblages®. Inviting archi-
tectural imperial setups into the analysis
adds new actants to how political pro-
cesses and relations of power are made
and unmade. I am particularly interested
in how geopolitical processes, such as
the making and unmaking of great power
status (through universities and science),
are assembled through the relationships between humans and
buildings.

IN THIS SENSE, the concept of “political materiality” can be used
to trace the importance of materials in political processes, such
as making and unmaking political status.* The term “political
materiality” refers “to the role of objects in mediating relations
of power between humans”.> Emphasizing materiality does not
override the importance of humans or discourses but extends
it “to study how unequal power relations emerge through the
connections and interactions between humans, discourse, and
things”.? Political discourses and processes can be materialized,
and political meaning-making can traverse through various du-
rable or non-durable materials.

Previous research has already applied the principles of new
materialism to studying various political projects, specifically,
when it comes to built environments, infrastructures, and

“THEENDURANCE
OF THESTATE AND
THEIDEAS OF GLORY
ARE MAINTAINED
THROUGH THEIR
PRESENCEIN
DURABLEBUILT
ENVIRONMENTS.”

cityscapes. For example, studies have examined how concrete
became the main material of modernity,* or how “good” or
“bad” concrete was associated with the construction of socialist
or capitalist political projects.* New materialism has also been
applied to studying nationalism, for example, by “concretizing
states’ control over definitions of the nation, and their ability to
foment nationalist sentiments and collective actions”,* through
the role of materialities and objects. Similarly, scholars have
analyzed cityscapes and how infrastructures and built environ-
ments guide and shape societal processes and hierarchies*.
Besides focusing on invisible infrastructures, we can also focus
on objects intentionally displayed, such as materials that are
centered, elevated, and showcase glory, prestige, and status.
The endurance of the state and the ideas of glory are maintained
through their presence in durable built environments.

BUILDING ON THESE previous research interventions, in this ar-
ticle, I argue that status-enhancing or undermining mechanisms
are not only abstract or discursive but are embedded in material-
ities on an everyday basis. The content of status may take physi-
cal forms, in all their visible grandiosity, such as the imperial
architecture through which the meaning of status is produced.

This status-enhancing mechanism is evident in the behavior
and relationships of academic and student communities towards
these grandiose infrastructures. For
example, Zhenya, one of the research
participants who graduated from St. Pe-
tersburg State Institute of Culture several
years ago, told me how the location of
the university building in a former pal-
ace signified its status for her. She paid
specific attention to the emplacement
of the university within the imperial
cityscape of St. Petersburg, listing all the
nearby attraction sites: Winter Palace,
Summer Garden, Neva River, Peter and
Paul Fortress, Field of Mars, among oth-
ers. Eventually, as Zhenya shared, one of
the factors why she and her family chose this specific university
was its address: Palace Embankment, 2. A sense of awe evoked
by the glory and beauty ingrained in the imperial cityscape influ-
enced Zhenya’s decision to choose this specific university.

All of these examples illustrate how specific politics of status
can materialize through the material presence of glory. This
glory, however, is associated with a very specific temporality —
imperial times. Certainly, this is not the only material-temporal
mechanism employed to enhance status. Nonetheless, refer-
ences to these specific temporal political projects become domi-
nant and prevalent precisely because of the presence of durable
materials that allow them to be projected onto the present.

TIME IS RELATIONAL according to how materialities enact it: times
crumble and spread out not according to temporal proximity,
but rather by the density of relations between different times
sustained by human and material components.* This density
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state’s glory, including in the

field of higher education.

These are the traces of imperial rule and its persistence in the
present, or as Ann Laura Stoler puts it, “the tenacious hold of im-
perial effects and their tangible if elusive forms”.46 While Stoler’s
research focused on “how empire’s ruins contour and carve
through the psychic and material space in which people live and
what compounded layers of imperial debris do to them”#, this
article demonstrates how the imperial traces are not always ru-
ins but very much alive, occupying urban spaces and entangling
with new political projects in the present. The heritage sites
where university buildings are often located embody the past,
but moreover, also organize the present. By their presence, they
actually redefine time, creating non-linear temporalities of the
state’s history and glory/greatness.

The pastasdecay

But time interacts with materials in various ways. While material
durability allows the past to be actualized in the present, mate-
rialities are also bound to decay over time, leading to physical
processes of deterioration and downgrading*. This decay can
legitimize or delegitimize political projects and become a status-
undermining mechanism. As materials change and decay, the
meanings of glory and prestige embodied in the buildings also
deteriorate. Imperial architecture can solidify the state’s pres-
ence, but it can also undermine the messages of glory and pres-
tige it once conveyed.

In this sense, a historical-imperial university, while serving
as a status-enhancing mechanism, can also challenge the forma-
tion of “modern” learning environments and, thus, undermine
the concept of status. The embodiment of the imperial past is
sometimes perceived as outdated compared to the ideals of mo-
dernity and progress.

Considering that I am from

a city that is 2,400 years old,
I’m not saying it’s not impressive. It is impressive. I am
not very disappointed that there are no large auditori-
ums at the university, considering that the building [...]
has a history. This is good, beautiful.+

Emina praises the sense of rich history embodied by the uni-
versity’s infrastructure. At the same time, she begins to doubt
the adequacy of the university buildings for learning purposes.
Specifically, she mentions the lack of large lecture halls in the
building, which, as discussed above, was initially designed as a
monastery’s residential premises.

OTHER STUDENTS have explicitly stated that historical university
buildings are completely unequipped for the learning purposes
they expect a contemporary university to provide. Liza argues
that “no matter how beautiful the building is,” it is not appropri-
ate for university teaching and learning activities. Here, Liza
narrates the tension between the affect of beauty and authority
she experienced before the start of her studies and her embod-
ied everyday experiences within the university spaces. The
same imperial architecture now becomes a status-undermining
mechanism.

Many classrooms are either too big or too small. They
have only just started making changes; recently, they
equipped an assembly hall. Before that, it was not only
impossible to listen to lectures there, but in general, it
was impossible to be there because the building is old.
Many other classrooms are just small closets with low
ceilings, no computers, and only a small blackboard
and a piece of chalk.°
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The status-undermining undertones are also visible when stu-
dents discuss not only the equipment of learning environments
but also the overall embodied experience of being in those build-
ings. There are presences, absences, and movements of human
bodies in the university space. Both Liza and Zhenya, for ex-
ample, shared their experiences of “getting lost” in these former
palaces: the confusing matrix of halls and corridors might have
been appropriate for palace dwellers a couple of centuries ago
but are not at all easy to navigate when one needs to comply with
the rhythmic order of contemporary university studies.

Moreover, the experience of feeling cold is something that
several participants mentioned in their interviews. I also recall
my own experience of studying on the campus of the Faculty of
International Relations at St. Petersburg State University and the
cold winter days spent there. This is how the history of the build-
ing directly affects our bodies: designed a couple of centuries
ago, the palace buildings reflect different ergonomics from the
past. Zhenya made a drawing for me where she explained her re-
lationship with the university; she drew the main campus of the
university on the Palace Embankment with the caption “Cold,
huge (in relation to me), unapproachable, unpleasant, but beau-
tiful main building of the university” (emphasis in the original).
Zhenya indeed depicted it as unapproachable by portraying it as
a castle with spires rather than an actual
palace: the feeling of coldness further
estranges Zhenya from this huge, out-of-
time and out-of-place university build-
ing where she spent several years.

THE OUTDATED ARCHITECTURE was also
mentioned by participants as not ap-
propriate for different bodies moving
around the university, especially people
with disabilities. When different kinds
of bodies become entangled in the uni-
versity assemblage, the historical built
environments no longer communicate
status but rather become a hindrance to
learning. The status is undermined yet again.

And if we are talking about inclusivity, well, excuse me,
I felt so sorry for our classmates with cerebral palsy.

I know a couple of them. First, reaching the building
itself takes ages. And those stairs... I think it surely puts
the students in unequal positions. Also, the paving
stones, the stone road in front of Smolny, already cut off
half the equality in the educational process. So, no mat-
ter how beautiful the building is, it’s nice to go outside
after classes, look at it, and take pictures of it at sunset.
But for studying there, it is an absolutely unsuitable
building.>'

The materials that constitute the grandiose fretwork are bound
to crumble, and with them, the attractiveness and status also de-
teriorate. Below, Olesya discusses how the European University

“RUSSIA’S ‘GLORY’IS
PRESENTNOTONLYIN
DIPLOMATIC ARENAS
AND INTERNATIONAL
EVENTSBUTALSO
PENETRATES
EVERYDAY LIFEAND
VARIOUS REALMS
WITHINRUSSIA.”

presented the plan to renovate its mansion premises into a new
“modern” building.

They want to do some renovation [at the mansion
premises]. It’s beautiful there, but the fretwork is crum-
bling and falling on your laptop when you sit in the
classroom. It is not very good. They want to make it as
modern as possible, I think. We had an exhibition here
in our building on the third floor showing how they
want to change everything. The style includes a lot of
wooden planks, some kind of “eco” design.5

The material — and political —project requires renovation: some-
thing modern. Here, “modern” implies contemporary, free from
the heaviness and decay of the empire, at least in the way it ma-
terialized in the past.

Conclusions

Being in conversation with new materialist theories allowed to
do two things in this article. First, it allowed to see how the state
is lived beyond (rational) decision-makers and elites who ac-
tively make and unmake the state and its status. Russia’s “glory”
is present not only in diplomatic arenas and international events
but also penetrates everyday life and
various realms within Russia. One of
the main guiding questions for this arti-
cle was how the state is reinforced — or
subverted — through everyday practic-
es. The idea of status is constructed and
deconstructed beyond the intentional
actions of decision-makers. Therefore,
this article is less about what the state
does in relation to its status and con-
trol, and more about how the idea of its
glory is lived beyond the state. In this
article, I analyzed the space of a univer-
sity for retrieving the workings of status
from there.

Secondly, and centrally to this paper, I argued for the rele-
vance of new materialist theories and onto-epistemologies in un-
derstanding the workings of political status. The new materialist
analytical and methodological gaze allows us to see beyond the
anthropocentric lens that focuses solely on humans, discourses,
and identities. The state is also lived through political materiali-
ties, and this paper attempted to locate and investigate it there. A
material and ethnographic lens provides us with a broader epis-
temological perspective, allowing us to see how these projects of
power are ordered and reordered on an everyday basis, beyond
just the actions of leaders or governments. The material turn,
thus, can “push our understanding of state- and nation-making
processes in several new directions”.s

In this article, I focused on specific political materialities — the
imperial cityscape of St. Petersburg — and how it became in-
grained in the making and unmaking of status, prestige, and glo-
ry through universities. The universities appear to be embedded



within these “sacralized stones” of the imperial cityscape, which
speaks to both the universities’ status and, more importantly,
the idea of the state that lives in and through them, through the
effects of beauty, glory, and rich history. This article illustrates
that imperial material remnants are not just ruins; they are
vibrant elements of urban spaces, intertwining with contempo-
rary projects of power.

WHILE MATERIAL durability allows the past to be actualized in the
present, materialities are also subject to decay over time, leading
to physical processes of deterioration and downgrading. This
decay acts as a status-undermining mechanism. The material —
and political — project requires renovation: something modern.
Renovation is, on the one hand, material and functional, aimed
at creating a “modern” learning environment for academic com-
munities. On the other hand, it is also aesthetic and affectual in
a political sense. Here, “modern” implies contemporary, free
from the heaviness and decay of the empire, at least as it materi-
alized in the past. E

luliia Gataulina is a Postdoctoral Researcher at Tampere
University, Finland. Currently, she is a member of the “International
Political Economy” research group.
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