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Editorial: Authoritarian Threats 
to Higher Education Require  
a Response
Philip G. Altbach and Gerardo Blanco

Universities everywhere are in crisis. Fiscal difficulties, the challenges of artificial 
intelligence, declines (or unanticipated spikes) in enrollment, and the problems 

of recovering from the COVID-19 pandemic are among these crises. There is a new set of 
serious challenges that, with some exceptions, university leaders worldwide have been 
largely silent about. Our argument is that this new set of challenges requires the atten-
tion and courage of university leaders.  Of course, speaking out comes with, in some 
places and circumstances, considerable risk—losing one’s job or perhaps worse. 

	Examples, unfortunately, abound. In the United States, populist right-wing Florida 
governor Ron DeSantis is literally reshaping the public higher education system in the 
country’s third largest state by appointing politically connected presidents, firing boards 
of trustees, and signing legislation that blocked courses and programs that cover sys-
temic racism and privilege. None of the presidents of Florida’s 40 public colleges and 
universities have spoken out against these actions. Similarly, almost all of the rectors 
of Russia’s universities signed a letter of support for the Ukraine war—none protested. 
In that case, opposition would have meant immediate loss of job and perhaps much 
worse. 

For the past decade, Hungary’s universities have been stripped of autonomy and ac-
ademic freedom by Victor Orbán, and in Turkey, 15 universities have been shut down 
for alleged ties to a failed coup against Recep Tayyip Erdoğan. In India, prime minis-
ter Modi’s government has curbed academic freedom and appointed leaders who are 
supportive of his populist-nationalist agenda. In 2021, the state government in Puebla, 
Mexico, ruled by the left-leaning MORENA party, the same as the country’s president, 
seized a private university called the Universidad de las Americas. Many Mexican public 
universities have also seen their budgets slashed by state and federal governments. The 
Jesuit-run Central American University (UCA) in Nicaragua was considered one of the top 
universities in Central America but had been critical of the authoritarian government of 
president Daniel Ortega. Ortega accused the university of being a “center of terrorism,”  
and the government confiscated its property, buildings, and bank accounts. Since 2018, 
over 26 universities have been closed in Nicaragua in a similar manner. 

	Academic leadership concerning these existential threats is crucial, but how to ex-
ercise such leadership is much more complicated. As these and many other examples 
illustrate, attacks against universities are not exclusive of any ideological or political 
doctrine. Conservative and populist regimes on both the left and the right have targeted 
universities, accusing them of elitism, terrorism, or indoctrination. Thus far, reactions 
have been measured and oriented to appeasing these regimes to avoid further escala-
tion. While the potential for personal and institutional reprisals is real, academic leaders 
need to account for the risk of silence or inaction. Academic leaders will need courage 
and coordination, and will need to act in solidarity with other institutions—or they will 
risk their universities becoming the next victim when it might be too late to take action.
�  


	Dear IHE Reader,
	International Themes
	The 2023 Nobels: What They Mean for Higher Education
	Philip G. Altbach and Tessa DeLaquil


	In Praise of Incremental Innovation in Higher Education
	Carlos Iván Moreno

	Rethinking International Flows of Aid to Higher Education
	Lee Rensimer and Tristan McCowan

	A Publisher, a Citation Index, 
and an Unequal Global 
Research Economy
	David Mills

	Affirmative Action: Controversies and Developments
	The Use of Race in US Admissions is Not Over, 
Unless We Let It
	Raquel Muñiz and Andrés Castro Samayoa


	France: Equal Opportunity Vs. Selectivity
	Andrée Sursock

	The Complexities of 
Race-Based Admissions 
in South African Universities
	Chika Sehoole, Kolawole Samuel Adeyemo and Rakgadi Phatlane

	Affirmative Action in 
Indian Higher Education
	Emon Nandi and Binay K. Pathak

	Affirmative Actions in 
Brazilian Higher Education
	Fernanda Leal

	Internationalization Issues
	Can We Still Stop the 
End of Internationalization?
	Paulina Latorre, Uwe Brandenburg and Hans de Wit


	Global Student Mobility at a Crossroads: Why Data Matters
	Mirka Martel

	Vocational Post-Secondary Education: The Forgotten Key
	What Problem 
Should Skills Solve?
	Stephanie Allais and Carmel Marock


	Rethinking Vocational Education and Training Across Europe
	Ellen Hazelkorn

	Higher Education Research
	Connection and 
Collaboration in Global 
Higher Education Research
	Rebecca Schendel and Marcelo Knobel


	Higher Education Research
	Higher Education Research 
and Reality: They Need 
to Be Better Aligned
	Qiang Zha


	Countries and Regions
	Bleak but Not Hopeless: 
Higher Education in Lebanon 
in Times of Multiple Crises
	Benjamin Schmäling


	Countries and Regions
	Japan’s Challenges in Addressing Demographic Decline
	Akiyoshi Yonezawa


	Countries and Regions
	Higher Education in East Asia: Challenges for the Present 
and the Future
	Hugo Horta


	CIHE Publications, Updates and News
	Our Global Reach

	Published since 1995 by the Boston College Center for International 
Higher Education (CIHE), International Higher Education (IHE) is the world’s oldest continuously published source of news and analysis of global higher education. Our mission is to provi
	As such, since our establishment, IHE has aimed to be globally representative, both in terms of the topics covered and the authors represented. Our contributors are drawn from a broad network of distinguished international scholars, policymakers, and lead
	The IHE editorial team is also committed to the principle of linguistic diversity. As a result, content from IHE is translated into Arabic, Portuguese, Spanish and Vietnamese by partners in Brazil, Chile, Qatar and Vietnam. 
	IHE is distributed all over the world to individual subscribers based in over 100 countries and via partnerships with the International Association of Universities (IAU), the Association of
Indian Universities (AIU), the Association of African Universitie
	CIHE and IHE partner with international publications, including Taleem: The Arabic and English Higher Education Journal, published by the Qatar Foundation; the Journal of International Higher Education, published by the School of Education at Shanghai Jia


