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The transformation of higher education and open society in the local/global nexus: 

experiences and perspectives (July 5, 2022, 5 – 7 p.m. CET) 

The workshop took place on July 5, 2022, in an online format. The list of speakers included Iveta 

Silova (Arizona State University), Sarfaroz Niyozov (University of Toronto), Claire Gordon (London 

School of Economics and Political Science), and Marijk van der Wende (Utrecht University). The 

event was moderated by Kata Orosz (Central European University). The workshop was comprised 

of two parts: a round of initial statements by the speakers and a roundtable discussion open to 

the audience. The event was organized by the Open Society Research Platform.  

The full video recording of the workshop is available on our website.  

General Summary  

The participants of the workshop noted that today the discussion about open society and 

higher education takes place amid what can be seen as a retreat from and backlash against many 

principles that have been associated with open society, such as democracy, internationalism, rule 

of law, and commitment to non-violence, as we are witnessing the resurgence of nationalism, 

isolationism, and warfare. Many things that used to be taken for granted after the end of the Cold 

War appear to be questioned and challenged currently across the globe. In particular, this is 

expressed in the ascendance of nationalist authoritarian leaders (e.g., in, the US or Hungary), 

Brexit, and other forms of reversing internationalization, enforcement of closed borders regimes, 

and re-nationalization of politics. All these tendencies have been shaping the developments in 

higher education.  

Higher education systems and institutions are reshaped by corresponding policies and 

subjected to pressure and sometimes explicit attacks from state and non-state actors, which seek 

to circumvent universities’ autonomy and freedom, with few effective protective mechanisms in 

place. Furthermore, the existing system of higher education appears to fall short of its promises of 

contributing to sustaining democracy with the active participation of citizens, ensuring social 

mobility, and bringing about a more equal, sustainable, and just society.  

Considering this state of affairs, it is important to think about how higher education should 

counter these developments and become able to respond to such new pressing challenges as 

climate change, the emergence of marginalized voices, and preparing students for embracing and 
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engaging with the plurality in today's world. This requires attention to both how higher education 

institutions function and on which principles they are embedded in the broader society, as well as 

an inquiry into how these interrelated aspects of education systems and open society evolved and 

transformed historically in different regional contexts. Participants of the workshop reiterated the 

necessity to rethink the purposes of higher education, which, in recent decades, have been 

instrumentalized and reduced to the means of achieving economic growth. Furthermore, it was 

noted that education practitioners and reformers should become more aware of the principles 

and values on which they operate, including their implicit positionalities, biases, and power 

hierarchies as well as become more reflexive on how their actions and methods correspond to the 

goals they declare.  

In this context, open society emerges as a contested concept (in terms of its meaning, value, 

and acceptance). This concept requires rethinking and reinvention in order to be relevant and 

useful in the view of the aforementioned challenges as its initial formulation and current prevalent 

interpretations may suffer from an overemphasis on unreflexive universalism, rationalist bias, and 

historically established association with an unconstrained free-market economy (reinforced by the 

imposition of neoliberal restructuring). In particular, open society needs to be expanded with 

regard to inclusiveness and pluralism. At the same time, there are aspects of the concept that 

suggest its potential currency and pertinence today, such as an outward-looking orientation, 

commitment to democracy, cooperative and open approach to knowledge, as well as the belief in 

a possibility of achieving mutual understanding and positive change. Furthermore, there is a need 

for recognizing the institutional dimension of openness, as it defines and enables the functioning 

of higher education institutions (such as an open international regime of cooperation, university 

autonomy, and academic freedom), which also requires developing necessary mechanisms for its 

protection.  

Summaries of the opening statements 

In their opening statements, the speakers highlighted different aspects of relations between higher 

education and open society.  

Iveta Silova has discussed the concept of open society in relation to the intersection of democracy 

and climate change as, according to her, there are interrelated emergency situations in both 

spheres, which need to be addressed simultaneously. Silova also argued that higher education in 

its current form may be complicit in and contribute to the crisis since its project is premised on the 

relation to nature which is defined by colonial domination, exploitative attitude, and fixation on 

the rationalities of infinite economic growth. She reflected on how the notion of open society can 

be revised and expanded in the light of the critique of anthropocentrism and calls to depart from 

the principle of human exceptionalism, intrinsic to the Enlightenment project. Silova further asked 
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whether the concept of open society can be open enough to incorporate non-human agents and 

foster relations of stewardship and cooperation.  

Sarfaroz Niyozov has focused on how open society can be understood and strengthened in the 

context of post-socialist transformations, development strategies, global pressures, and nation-

building projects in post-Soviet countries in Central Asia, especially in Tajikistan, amid the changing 

geopolitical constellation in the region. Niyozov noted that, while the concept of open society, 

including the ideas of its proponent Karl Popper, appears to retain appeal in the local academic, 

civic, and political discourses until today (and recently a translation of Open Society and Its Enemies 

in Tajik was published), the meaning and the implications of this concept and associated ideas in 

the context of post-Soviet transformation appear to be rather ambiguous, especially due to its 

association with the neoliberal project and Eurocentric epistemology. Education reforms, in 

addition to many innovations and achievements in terms of joining the global education landscape, 

have also fallen short of achieving many of the initially declared goals, which were often formulated 

with reference to open society, and their actual outcomes appear to be mixed. In particular, higher 

education in the region has been experiencing challenges with the quality of instruction, the 

relevance of diplomas to the market and graduates’ aspirations, workload and employment 

conditions of teaching staff, research and knowledge production capacities, and the content of 

curricula, which is accompanied by the re-ideologization of education.  Niyozov has also pointed 

out that the reforms in higher education were often informed by the view of education as a vehicle 

of neoliberally-defined economic growth. He has further called for acknowledging education as a 

public good that should be responsive to the actual needs of the local population and consider 

challenges that go beyond economy and competitive individualism. While arguing against treating 

open society as a zero-sum game, Niyozov has emphasized the need to rethink the concept of 

open society, its meaning, assumptions,  and manifestations in the context of the Central Asia 

region and individual countries.  He also emphasized the need to rethink the relations between 

higher education and open society in light of decolonial, indigenous approaches, and the plurality 

of epistemologies while also retaining grounds for comparing different perspectives.  

Claire Gordon has reflected on her professional experiences as an academic and education 

practitioner involved in diverse so-called capacity-building initiatives in post-socialist countries and 

drawn attention to “the intersection between ideas, institutions, and interests,” especially, in 

connection to the topic of open society. Gordon pointed to the tensions that emerge between 

aspirations to foster a more democratic and open society (including through higher education) 

and, on the other hand, the actual reform projects, policies, and practices implemented to these 

ends. Such contradictions became especially apparent in the context of the post-communist 

transition. At their best, these projects had clear strengths - seeking to develop capacity from below 
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through supporting the building of networks and providing funding from scholars to build HE and 

research in the region. But other projects and models tended to be disconnected from local 

“cultural, social, and political contexts” and carried out in a top-down manner, which contradicted 

the very principles of open society that these initiatives were aiming to bring about thus risking 

replacing one hegemony with another.  In particular, she suggested that certain efforts launched 

by Western-based actors were characterized by “unidirectional zeal” and hierarchical relations.  

According to Gordon, such tendencies could also contribute to the current authoritarian and 

nationalist backlash. She called for a rebalancing of the principles and practices of reform projects 

in education to ensure they align with the ideals and values that they are promoting in order to 

create “truly open education spaces.” This requires education practitioners to be reflexive about 

their positionalities, epistemologies, and existing power structures. In addition, Gordon spoke 

about the need to rethink the purposes of higher education as well as to review traditional 

disciplinary boundaries and the epistemologies that underpin them.  

Marijk van der Wende has discussed a shift away from the principles of openness, which has 

been occurring in higher education in Europe and other regions in recent years in the context of 

the general resurgence of nationalist and isolationist politics embodied, for instance, in Brexit and 

Donald Trump’s election. In Europe, this shift has been articulated as a retreat from “openness” in 

favor of so-called "strategic autonomy.” Van der Wende also briefly introduced the interdisciplinary 

research project dedicated to exploring the implications of these tendencies for higher education 

systems and institutions, which is launched at Utrecht University within one of its strategic research 

themes - Institutions for Open Societies. In particular, it was noted that the condition of openness 

in Europe that includes open borders and spaces of cooperation, which was so beneficial for 

research and education, can no more be taken for granted. At the same time, despite pledging 

commitment to openness as a value in the official discourse, there is an evident lack of institutional 

and legal frameworks which would be able to effectively protect such rights and values as academic 

freedom and university autonomy. Meanwhile, attempts to curtail them by states became 

increasingly frequent. Such infringements range from the expulsion of CEU from Budapest by the 

Hungarian government to attempts to prohibit collaboration between education and research 

institutions as part of the sanctions regime against Russia. According to van der Wende, the inquiry 

into the threats to the openness of universities from outside should also be complemented with 

attention to the threats originating from inside, especially, as we are witnessing increasingly 

illiberal trends within universities, such as cancel culture. She also argued that the understanding 

of the current trends requires a historical perspective on the developments in higher education. It 

is especially important to reflect on these issues in the face of another major challenge of higher 

education which is related to preparing students to live in a world in which universalism and the 
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ideals of open society are questioned and cannot be treated as embraced globally. Instead, 

students have to face and learn to live in a world defined by the diversity of values, perspectives, 

and cultural standards.   

The Roundtable Discussion touched on the following range of topics: alternative approaches to 

governance and reform in higher education; knowledge production and exchange under the 

condition of plurality of epistemologies and values; the prospects of further incorporation of de-

colonial and inclusive approaches in education; the possibilities for institutional protection of 

“openness” in higher education (including academic freedom) at national and international levels; 

the possibilities for academic cooperation in the context of resurging closedness and 

authoritarianism and the necessity to continue international engagement; the implications of 

association with the activities of Open Society Foundations for the perception and understanding 

of the idea of open society; the possibilities of translating the ideals of open society into principles 

and values on which universities operate and the ways of revising this concept in order to make it 

more relevant; the consequences and outcomes of a move towards the post-humanist paradigm 

in higher education for pedagogical practices.  


