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Reportage: The Threat to Academic Freedom in the Populist Age: the Case of the 

Central European University in Budapest 
 
The rise of the right-wing populism around the globe in recent years has put in danger 

academic freedom first defined in a 1997 UNESCO Recommendation as “the right, without 
constriction by prescribed doctrine, to freedom of teaching and discussion, freedom in carrying 
out research and disseminating and publishing the results thereof, freedom to express freely their 
opinion about the institution or system in which they work, freedom from institutional 
censorship and freedom to participate in professional or representative academic bodies.”1 
According the 2018 Report of the Scholars at Risk (SAR) “Free to Think,” the world is currently 
facing severe attacks on scholars, students, and stuff carried out by both state and non-state 
actors, which undermine the freedoms of the higher education system and put at risk the very 
idea of a save space for sharing various academic views and opinions.2 Europe is not exclusion. 
Right-wing authoritarian populist attacks in Hungary and Poland extend to the realm of 
conspiracy theories about universities being “breeding grounds for political correctness, the 
feminization of society, and Marxist thought police.”3 

Right-wing populism poses the greatest global threat to democracy. Universities are 
counter-majoritarian institutions and in the time of authoritarian populism counter-majoritarian 
institutions are more important then ever. The attacks on academic freedom are provoked by the 
power of knowledge that universities possess. As the Rector and President of Central European 
University, Professor Michael Ignatieff puts it, “Universities are a crucial counter balance to 
majority when majority gets something wrong.”4 Because when you have knowledge it makes it 
possible for the society to chart its political future on the basis of facts, information, and 
experience as opposed to fear and ignorance. A society that abandons its commitment to 
knowledge blindly follows its leaders. And that is exactly what right-wing populists long for. 

Universities are also there to protect right of minority and unpopular opinion that 
conflicts with the majority sentiment. They are there to credential public servants. Being an 
epistemological gatekeeper as a counter-majoritarian institution is exactly what puts universities 
at risk in the authoritarian right-wing populist regimes. 

In Hungary, the Central European University was gradually forced to move to Vienna 
due to the pressure form the authorities because CEU is at the opposite of Mr. Orbán’s 
nationalist and ultraconservative ideas. The legislation that’s been used to shut the university 
down is a perfect example of deliberate substitution of legalism for the rule of law. “Lex CEU” 
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is a carefully drafted piece of law introduced without any consultation or discussion by the 
Hungarian government establishing that any foreign university must have a campus in its 
country of origin. In addition to that, a founder and patron of the University, George Soros has 
been the target of numerous attacks against his Open Society Foundations. The anti-Soros 
posters hanging around Budapest have already become a meme in liberal circles. Even thought 
this situation seems completely absurd and hilarious, it however is absolutely wrong and 
terrifying in its core. 

“This is unprecedented. A U.S. institution has been driven out of a country that is a 
NATO ally. A European institution has been ousted from a member state of the EU,” lamented 
Michael Ignatieff, rector of the Central European University, before the student body.5 On 3 
December, 2018, he declared that the educational institution had been forced out of Budapest by 
the Hungarian government. The bold statement was not a result of a visceral feeling for the 
stalemate but rather a cri de coeur to the Western politicians. In early November, Michael 
Ignatieff still had a glimmer of hope that the European and American elites would take a firm 
stand on the fate of the university.6 Alas, David Cornstein, United States Ambassador to 
Hungary, has only underlined his friendship with Viktor Orbán7 while Manfred Weber, Leader 
of the European People's Party, simply distanced himself with an assertion about the urgent need 
in the ECJ ruling on the Hungarian education law.8 

While the people in power keep turning a blind eye on the problem with CEU, students 
keep fighting for academic freedom in Hungary. Kirill Shamiev, a Ph.D. student at the 
department for Political Science at CEU was eager to share his experience with me. Kirill and I 
were talking about his perception of the situation with CEU and how it makes him feel. 

 
The Interviewee: My own opinion is that the Orban’s decision to close CEU is very 

pragmatically driven. He found an easy but bright target that is not considered publicly as a 
Hungarian university but rather as a liberal American university in Hungary. And the decision 
to close CEU perfectly goes in line with his anti-liberal politics. But it feels nasty and bad 
anyway. 

 
The Interviewer: Do you connect this situation with the political atmosphere in 

Hungary? Does it have anything to do with the politics of the ruling party (in your opinion)? 
 
K.Sh.: I think yes, of course. Again, it is an easy target that cannot fight back strongly 

enough. Moreover, a few ordinary Hungarians told me that they didn’t believe that CEU would 
be closed completely. They were telling me that CEU decided to leave voluntarily. I am not an 
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expert in the Holocaust, but from what I know, it strikingly reminds me of the public opinion 
about it in pre-war Germany. The propaganda does its job in Hungary, creating a sense that 
CEU simply does not comply with some ordinary regulations, which is in fact not entirely true. 

 
A.R.: What are the attempts that the students make in order to protect their rights? 
 
K.Sh.: CEU is like an ancient Forum now, where students use every opportunity to 

influence the situation. Raising concerns at the community meetings, engaging in the Student 
Union concerning every detail of moving to Vienna process, organizing protests (see fig. 1) in 
front of the rector’s office when Manfred Weber was coming over, putting posters on the 
university’s walls and so on and so forth (see fig. 2 and 3). 

 

 



 
Fig. 1. Mass Protest in Budapest Against Law Targeting CEU 
 

 
Fig. 2. The Student Union Activism 

 



 
 

 
Fig. 3. Protest Posters 

 



A.R.: Do you feel that academic freedom is being unlawfully violated by the right-wing 
populist party’s policy based on fear of anything that is foreign?   

 
K.Sh.: No, I think it’s been violated by the inability and unwillingness of other parties to 

be coherent and strong in their politics and political messages. Orban and FIDESZ had found an 
easy way to strengthen their power and stay forever, while both his political opponents and EPP 
allies showed impotence and were basically deadlocked in restraining their Hungarian 
companions. Orban exhibited his ideological views long before the crisis, even in the 90s he had 
already been known as a right-wing politician, but he was anti-Russian, pro-EU, pro-NATO and 
economically neoliberal – a warm and fresh pastry for Western Europe. Now they face the 
consequences. 

 
A.R.: I find it quite interesting that you mentioned the other parties that are also 

responsible for what is going on right now in Hungary. I absolutely agree that the absence of 
reaction to right-wing populists actions can lead to rather sad consequences. 

But what do you think: do these policies affect only particular institutions or the whole 
educational system in general? 

 
K.Sh.: To be honest, there are many foreign educational institutions in Hungary that will 

be expelled too but no one talks about them. The Hungarian Academy of Sciences has also fallen 
victim, but I am not very much familiar with their issues. As far as I know, the government cut its 
autonomy by shifting its financing control towards the Ministry for Innovations and Technology 
that consequently would reduce the Academy’s capacity to do independent research. 

 
A.R.: On August 10, 2018, Prime Minister Viktor Orbán’s government also issued a 

decree aiming at a total elimination gender studies from every Hungarian university, private or 
public because of the ideological idiosyncrasies. In addition to that the Hungarian government 
has launched a 25% “anti-immigrant” tax on the income of organizations supporting migrants, 
including universities with EU-funded programs that assist refugee students and researchers.9 
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Fig. 4. Jokes about CEU’s Values (In reality, CEU is very supportive of LGBTG) 
 

K.Sh.: CEU was also forced to suspend the Open Learning Initiative (OLIve), which is 
basically an education program for refugees, as well as Horizon 2020 research project on 
migration policy. 

A.R.: How do you think the problem of violation of academic freedom in Hungary can be 
solved? 

K.Sh.: Politically – only radical measures. Kick FIDESZ out of EPP, impose sanctions 
for the violation of democratic principles (look at Hungary’s electoral system, it’s insane and 
completely unrepresentative!). I believe that the membership in the European Union is not a 
right but a privilege. 

 
The second person I have talked to was Viktoria Poltoratskaya, a PhD student of the 

department of Public Policy and International Relations at CEU. She believes that the CEU issue 
seems to be highly politicized. In the interview, Viktoria mentioned that in her opinion “Lex 
CEU” is an important part of anti-immigration rhetoric, which goes in line with Orban’s 
ideological camp. She believes that institutions, which have additional “mission” behind their 
educational activities, are at risk in Hungary. “Either liberal ideology, or democratic values 
might be annoying for authoritarian government.” Considering the fact that Viktoria took part in 
mass protests against the law targeting CEU, I have asked her a couple of related questions.  

 



The Interviewer: How does the university administration react to the problem?  
 
The Interviewee: Administration started an active pro-CEU campaign “I stand with 

CEU” which became a logo for any café, restaurant, bar or book shop in Budapest supporting 
CEU. Their presence in the media became much more visible, but mostly on the Internet because 
TV-stations and influential newspapers are pro-governmental. 

 
A.R.: Are there any memorable mottos or maybe posters around the university against 

the injustice of the government? What do they say? 
 
V.P.: “Orban is fascist” in Hungarian, and that’s it. As far as I understand the university 

preferred peaceful and positive manner of communication with the government, and has never 
allowed any aggressive discourses.  

 
A.R.: Have you spoken to any student of the other Hungarian universities? What do they 

think about this problem? Do they support the actions of their government? 
 
V.P.: No, but what I heard about this issue from my Hungarian classmates – they are 

definitely against governmental actions. And have never supported Fidezs or Orban, neither did 
their parents. 

 
A.R.: What can ordinary people do in order to make a positive change in this sphere?  
 
V.P.: I do not think ordinary people have any influence on that. Mass protests of 100,000 

people are something extraordinary for Hungary, and nobody cared. I assume that only regime 
change might push positive changes, but nowadays it’s unrealistic in case of Hungary. 

 
Having talked to the real people who have experienced all the hardships connected with 

attacks on their university, I realized how important it is for us not to be indifferent towards these 
problems. First and foremost, it is necessary to understand that the roots of the problem with 
CEU are in the corrupted regime in the country. The fear of knowledge coming from universities 
drives right-wing authoritarian populist politicians to purge one of the most important centers of 
reason in the contemporary society. The only way to preserve academic freedom is to make 
ordinary people understand that politicians who propagate obscurantism are not their friends. 
Only then there could be some positive shifts towards the development of independent research 
in the fields that people themselves decide to be relevant.   

 


