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Smolny Beyond Borders is a liberal arts initiative that continues and builds upon the legacy of 
Smolny College (formerly a joint program of St. Petersburg State University and Bard College), the 
longest-running dual degree program between any Russian and American institution. It was 
established in November 2022 by a group of former Smolny College faculty with the support of Bard 
College in Annandale-on-Hudson, NY, and Bard College Berlin (BCB). For nearly a quarter of a 
century, Smolny College was unprecedented in its support of the liberal arts community in Russia. 
With Putin’s authoritarian regime targeting progressive educational institutions, many Russian 
intellectuals, including former Smolny faculty members and students, have been forced to leave 
Russia.  The Gagarin Center for the Study of Civil Society and Human Rights at Bard College 
allows Russian scholars to continue to pursue research and educational activities focused on 
contemporary social, economic, and human rights issues. The Center was formerly part of Smolny 
College. The Center now partners with Smolny Beyond Borders, an educational initiative for faculty 
and students who left Russia and the surrounding region due to the ongoing invasion of Ukraine and 
risk of political persecution. Supported by the Andrew Gagarin Trust, the Center continues to 
support Smolny BB faculty research on vital issues and public programming. For more information 
visit: https://www.smolny.org ​
​
The Center for Civic Engagement realizes Bard’s vision—to act as a private institution in the 
public interest. CCE initiates programs, fosters sustained partnerships, and supports and connects 
student, faculty, and staff of Bard’s local, national, and international networks as they work to make a 
difference in the civic life of their communities. For more information please visit: 
https://cce.bard.edu/ 
 
Bard College Berlin is an accredited German-American university that offers intensive, 
transdisciplinary education in the humanities and social sciences. The student body is highly 
international and diverse in terms of geography, culture, class, and economic background and meets 
with faculty in small seminars taught in English. An emphasis on critical thinking, intellectual 
ambition, creativity, and the connection between life in and outside the classroom is a fundamental 
feature. Qualifying students can earn both an American and a German BA degree.  For more 
information visit: https://www.berlin.bard.edu 
 
The Center for Comparative Research on Democracy (CCRD) is a research center at the 
Department of Social Sciences, Humboldt-Universität zu Berlin. The Center is dedicated to 
promoting a deeper and more nuanced understanding of democracy by bringing together scholars 
from a wide range of disciplines, including political science, sociology, philosophy, and law, to study 
the complex and multifaceted nature of democracy. The Center's research activities include 
organizing workshops and conferences, fostering international collaborations, and supporting 
graduate students and postdoctoral scholars. CCRD also engages policy makers and the broader 
public through its outreach activities, such as public lectures, book events, and roundtable 
discussions. It provides opportunities and platforms for scholars at risk and facilitates the exchange 
of ideas on academic freedom. It also creates a hub for comparative research on issues of 
(de-)democratization in Europe and beyond. For more information visit: https://ccrd-berlin.de/ 
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About the Conference​ ​
This conference takes as its starting point the spectacular consolidation of illiberal, autocratic power 
over the past decade through attacks on civil society institutions. Higher education, journalism, and 
human rights-related NGOs have all come under threat. Putin’s regime in Russia provides one model 
for such consolidation, which has impacted and in turn been influenced by right-wing governments 
in Hungary, Turkey, the United States, and beyond. 
 
We explore how such regimes have focused on universities and academic freedom in general – 
transforming or forcing into exile institutions deemed critical of the state and narrowing the space 
for research, teaching, and learning. Why has this happened? With what tactics and with what effects? 
What do these attacks say about the fundamental relationship between academic freedom and the 
possibility and practice of democracy?  
 
Attacks on higher education have proceeded in parallel with attempts to constrain media freedom 
and pro-democracy and human rights grassroots and non-governmental organizations. They also 
take place within a changing media and activism ecosystem more generally. In this situation, 
traditional methods of reporting on and protesting against such violations have proven difficult.  
 
We also track this landscape and the creative responses being shaped and tested within it. How can 
human rights work remain relevant as it is delegitimized as a field and as critical voices are excluded 
from mainstream media outlets? What options are there for exposing attacks and impacting public 
opinion? What new approaches within or alignments between human rights, journalism and higher 
education are needed, and how might these protect or rebuild capacities for critical thinking and 
other basic democratic competencies in the current moment? 
 

 
 
 
 

Wednesday, May 13, 2026​​ ​       Humboldt-Universität zu Berlin 
Jacob-und-Wilhelm-Grimm-Zentrum 

Geschwister-Scholl-Straße 1/3 
10117 Berlin  

 
 
 
10:00​ ​ ​ ​ Registration and Coffee   
 
10:30 – 11:00​ ​ ​ Welcome 
 

●​ Florian Becker, Bard College Berlin 
●​ Jonathan Becker, Bard College 
●​ Silvia von Steinsdorff, CCRD/Humboldt-Universität zu Berlin  
●​ Ertuğ Tombuş,  CCRD/ Humboldt-Universität zu Berlin 

 



 
 

 
 
 
11:00 – 12:30​ Panel 1: Learning with and from Institutions in Exile 

 
Moderator: Kerry Bystrom, Bard College Berlin 
 

●​ Tuba Inal Cekic, Off University/ Humboldt-Universität zu Berlin 
●​ Margee Ensign, AltLiberalArts 
●​ Philip Fedchin, Smolny Beyond Borders/ Gagarin Center 
●​ Oleksandr Shtokvych,  Central European University 

           
 
12:30 – 13:30 ​  ​ ​ Lunch 
 
13:30 – 15:00 ​ Roundtable: Navigating Constraints of Media and Preserving 

Memory  
 
Moderator: Thomas Keenan, Bard College 
 
 

●​ Marija Ristic, Amnesty International/ Bard College Berlin  
●​ Ilya Venyavkin, Kronika 
●​ Joshua Yaffa, New Yorker/ Bard College Berlin 

 
 
15:00 – 15:30 ​ ​ ​ Coffee 
 
15:30 – 17:00 ​ ​ ​ Panel 2: Mapping Threats to Academic Freedom  
 
​ ​ ​ ​ Moderator: Ertuğ Tombuş,  CCRD/ Humboldt-Universität zu Berlin 
 
 

●​ Dmitry Dubrovskiy, Charles University 
●​ Aysuda Kölemen, Bard College Berlin 
●​ Liviu Matei, King’s College London 
●​ Amy Reid, PEN America 

 
17:00 – 17:30 ​  ​ ​ Coffee 
 
17:30 – 19:00  ​ Roundtable: Contemporary Human Rights Dilemmas  

 
Moderator: Fred Abrahams, Neier Center at Bard College Berlin 
 
 

●​ Jennifer Gaspar, Araminta 
●​ Mariana Katzarova, UN Special Rapporteur for Human Rights in Russia 
●​ Mary Lawlor, former UN Special Rapporteur on Human Rights Defenders 
●​ Ken Roth, former Executive Director Human Rights Watch 

 
 

 
 

 



 

 
Thursday, May 14, 2026​ ​ ​ ​ ​     Bard College Berlin 

Julie Johnson Kidd Hall 
Waldstraße 15 

13156 Berlin 

 
 
 
10:00​ ​ ​ ​ Coffee   
 
10:30 – 12:30 ​ ​ ​ Roundtable: The Gagarin Center: Liberal  
                                                Education, Civil Society, and Human Rights 
 
 

Moderator: Vincent McGee, Gagarin Trust 
 

●​ Daria Bocharnikova, Academy of Fine Arts Vienna/ Bozar Brussels 
●​ Karine Clement, Smolny Beyond Borders/ Gagarin Center 
●​ Susan Gillespie, Bard College/ Bard College Berlin 
●​ Ilya Kalinin, Smolny Beyond Borders/ Gagarin Center/ Humboldt-Universität zu Berlin 
●​ Danila Raskov, Smolny Beyond Borders/ Gagarin Center/ Uppsala University  
●​ Denis Skopin,  Smolny Beyond Borders/ Gagarin Center/ Bard College Berlin​  

 
 

12:30 – 13:30 ​ ​ ​ Lunch 
 
13:30 – 15:30​  ​ ​ Roundtable: Practicing Democracy Under Pressure: Gagarin 

Center Alumni in Civil Society, Journalism, and Human Rights 
 

Moderator: Pavel Kononenko, Smolny Beyond Borders/  
Gagarin Center/ Faculty of Liberal Arts and Sciences 
 

●​ Ilya Lobanov, University of Applied Arts Vienna 
●​ Sviatoslav Naumov, Tilburg University 
●​ Anna Novoselova, German Institute of Development and Sustainability (IDOS) 
●​ Elina Zorina, Springer Nature 

 
 
15:30 – 16:30​ ​ ​ Presentation of Denis Skopin’s Photobook “The Year Twenty 
                                                Twenty-Two: Photographs from St. Petersburg, Russia” 
 
 
16:30 – 18:00​ Wine Reception 
 
 
 
 
 

For more information, please visit smolny.org. 
If you have any questions, please email gagarincenter@smolny.org. 

 

https://www.smolny.org/2022/10/11/life-in-the-face-of-war-political-challenges-social-responses-cultural-shifts/

