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Ideas, Issues, Insights 

ALEXANDER ZEMLIANICHENKO / THE ASSOCIATED PRESS

Russian lawyer Ivan Pavlov, centre, speaks to journalists at the Russia’s Investigative Committee building in Moscow on April 30. Russian authorities have launched a criminal 
probe against Pavlov, who is representing the organization of imprisoned opposition leader Alexei Navalny.

Russia just took a big step backward

L
AST week, for the first time since the Soviet 
era, the Kremlin officially classified op-
position to its rule as a criminal offence. In 

a decision harking back to the infamous Article 
70 of Soviet Russia’s criminal code that penalized 
“anti-Soviet agitation and propaganda” — and that 
landed prominent dissidents, from Vladimir Buko-
vsky to Yuri Orlov, in prisons and labour camps 
— Moscow prosecutors suspended the activities 
of the nationwide organization of Alexei Navalny, 
Vladimir Putin’s most prominent opponent.

Navalny is currently incarcerated in a prison 
camp after surviving a state-sponsored assassina-
tion attempt last year.

“Under the guise of liberal slogans these orga-
nizations are creating conditions for destabilizing 
the social and political situation,” read a state-
ment from the Moscow prosecutor’s office. “Their 
actual goal is to change the constitutional order, 
including through a ‘colour revolution’ scenario.” 
(“Colour revolutions” refer to popular uprisings 
that toppled authoritarian regimes in many post-
Soviet states, including Ukraine and Georgia.)

Prosecutors requested that the Moscow City 
Court designate three organizations linked to the 
opposition leader — the Navalny Headquarters, 
the Anti-Corruption Foundation and the Founda-
tion for the Protection of Citizens Rights — as 
“extremist.” The court hearing is scheduled for 
May 17, but everyone already knows the outcome.

The “extremist” label would place Navalny’s 
organization — a peaceful political movement 
whose methods include holding demonstrations, 
supporting opposition candidates in elections and 
conducting public investigations of government 
corruption (most notably of Putin’s US$1.3-billion 
palace on the Black Sea coast) — on par with ter-
rorist groups such as ISIS and al-Qaida.

Anyone working for the Navalny organiza-
tion — a network of nearly 40 regional affiliates 

across Russia — could face up to six years in 
prison. Anyone donating money could be jailed 
for up to eight years. Anyone leading or direct-
ing the groups’ activities could get up to 10 years 
behind bars.

“We have never encountered a case where the 
fight against corruption has been called a threat 
to state security,” said Ivan Pavlov, the lead law-
yer representing Navalny’s organization against 
the extremism charges. Last Friday, Pavlov 
himself was arrested. His offices were raided by 
the FSB, Russia’s domestic security service, and 
he was subjected to legal restrictions that will 
make it almost impossible for him to conduct a 
meaningful defence.

Pavlov is only the latest target in the ongoing 
crackdown against Navalny’s allies. In Tomsk, 
Andrei Fateyev, a member of the city council, was 
jailed over last month’s opposition rally (which 
he did not even attend). In Arkhangelsk, Andrei 
Borovikov, Navalny’s former campaign manager, 
received a 2 1/2-year prison sentence for a 2014 
social media post of a song by the German band 
Rammstein.

In Moscow, Sergei Davidis, who leads the politi-
cal prisoner support program at the Memorial 
Human Rights Center, is now himself a politi-
cal prisoner, serving an administrative arrest 
for tweeting about demonstrations in support of 
Navalny in April.

In addition to Davidis, other prominent partici-
pants of the April rallies — including poet Dmitry 
Bykov and political analyst Leonid Gozman — 
received visits from the police. It seems Russian 
authorities are changing their tactics: rather than 
letting world media broadcast violent dispersals 
of peaceful demonstrators under the Kremlin 
walls, they are indicting protesters after the fact, 
using photos from social networks and Chinese-
style video surveillance technology.

“It’s a new type of dictatorship, a dictatorship of 
the 21st century,” said Vladimir Milov, a former 

government minister and a close aide to Navalny. 
“It’s about high-tech totalitarian control over 
society.”

The devastating effects of this high-tech dicta-
torship have long been in evidence — but few as 
dire as one that came to light last month. Dur-
ing its annual meeting, the Russian Academy of 
Sciences announced that Russia’s brain drain has 
reached unparalleled proportions, with the num-
ber of scientists and highly skilled professionals 
who are leaving the country rising fivefold, from 
14,000 in 2012 to nearly 70,000 last year.

Russia is fast losing its most talented citizens, 
who are unwilling to put up with a corrupt and re-
pressive regime — a trend that will have a disas-
trous impact on its long-term competitiveness in 
the global economy. For its part, the Kremlin sees 
“nothing tragic in this situation,” as Putin’s press 
secretary Dmitry Peskov candidly admitted. The 
fewer intellectuals left in the country, the easier 
for any dictatorship.

“A dark time is coming for all freedom-loving 
people in Russia,” the managers of the Navalny 
organization said in a statement before formally 
disbanding the groups to shield their supporters 
from criminal prosecution. Russia has known 
many dark periods for its freedom-loving citi-
zens, ranging from the triumph of reaction in the 
late 19th century to mass purges under Soviet 
rule to the near-complete stifling of dissent under 
KGB chairman-turned-party chief Yuri Andropov 
in the early 1980s.

Ever the optimists, Soviet dissidents, whose 
movement was broken during Andropov’s rule by 
arrests, imprisonments and forced exiles, con-
tended that “night is always darkest before the 
dawn.” Amazingly, they turned out to be right.

Vladimir Kara-Murza is a Russian democracy activist, author, and 
filmmaker. He is the chairman of the Boris Nemtsov Foundation for 
Freedom and vice president of the Free Russia Foundation.

— The Washington Post

Populism pendulum swings back to the left

STEVE Bannon, former chief strategist for the 
Trump administration, once argued that globaliz-
ation’s fl aws meant it wasn’t a question of whether 
voters will continue to embrace populism, but 
rather which brand of populism — that of the 
right, driven by aggressive deregulation and in-
tense, all-encompassing nationalism, or populism 
of the left, favouring wealth redistribution and 
big-spending activist governments.

Viewed through this lens, the Trudeau govern-
ment’s new record-smashing budget – which proj-
ects a $155-billion deficit for this year and more 
than $101 billion in new spending over the next 
three years — is symbolic of how COVID-19 has 
induced populism’s swing from right to left, at 
least temporarily.

For years, Donald Trump’s presidency embold-
ened right-wing populist movements in dozens of 
nations across the democratic world – from Bra-
zil, Hungary and Turkey to India, the Philippines, 
the U.K. and elsewhere, Canada included. But a 
global public-health crisis seems tailor-made to 
bankrupt political agendas rooted in anti-scientif-
ic, nativist and anti-institutional thinking.

Governments worldwide have spent more than 
$16 trillion to soften the pandemic’s impacts, with 
G20 nations allowing deficit spending to balloon 
to almost 13 per cent of GDP on average. Unorth-
odox progressive policy ideas have gone main-
stream in the process, from new wealth levies 
and universal basic income to industrial policies, 
a global minimum corporate tax rate and musings 
over Modern Monetary Theory.

Progressives say the pandemic recovery pro-
vides an unmissable opportunity to reshape econ-
omies to address entrenched poverty, worsening 
inequality and smouldering racial injustice, while 

also taking overdue action on climate change. 
And voters appear to be coming on side.

Polls indicate 68 per cent of Americans ap-
proved of U.S. President Joe Biden’s US$1.9-
trillion coronavirus relief plan passed earlier this 
year, and more than half approve of his proposed 
US$2-trillion infrastructure plan.

Meanwhile, two in three Canadians now sup-
port a universal basic income up to $30,000, and 
three-quarters of British voters are in favour of a 
wealth tax on those with more than (approximately) 
$850,000 in assets (excluding their home mortgage).

However, many experts in Canada, Europe and 
the U.S. are increasingly skeptical of whether 
more stimulus is necessary, given how economies 
are rebooting even amid cresting third and fourth 
waves of the pandemic. Conservative opposition 
groups also argue that lofty plans to “reinvent” 
economic and social systems may not produce the 
advertised results: many governments in devel-
oped nations promising sweeping change are the 
same ones that have sidelined poor countries in 
vaccine procurement, botched vaccine rollouts 
(with the exception of Britain and the U.S.), failed 
to effectively co-ordinate and enforce public-
health measures, and have already lacked judg-
ment and oversight when doling out pandemic 
relief support money.

In other words, executing plans is not their strength.
Then there are other expensive challenges 

looming on the horizon, including rapidly aging 
populations. Central banks will also inevitably 
wind down their bond purchasing schemes and 
raise historically low interest rates to dampen 
inflation and reassure investors. The Bank of 
Canada’s governor recently signalled this could 
begin as early as the second half of 2022.

Unable to defy economic gravity forever, high-
spending but debt-laden governments will eventu-

ally have to cut back on services, raise taxes or 
risk political blowback by reversing course and 
adopting business-friendly pro-growth policies.

The International Monetary Fund is already 
warning of divergent recoveries from the pan-
demic — between rich and poor nations, and within 
nations themselves. Globally, an estimated 150 mil-
lion people have fallen out of the middle class, and 
many jobs may be lost forever to a decade’s worth 
of newly installed labour-replacing automation.

A parallel epidemic of long-haul COVID-19 is 
also silently putting countless additional people 
at risk of long-term disability in the near future, 
despite never having been hospitalized.

Continued massive outlays from governments 
notwithstanding, the pandemic’s legacy is bound 
to aggravate pre-existing polarization within 
edgy electorates. Millions of additional people 
will experience bouts of joblessness or underem-
ployment, isolation, heightened online activity, 
reduced health outcomes, and see their social 
mobility evaporate – all factors that helped grow 
right-wing populist movements in the wake of the 
2008 financial crisis.

If governments signalling high-minded aspira-
tions can achieve their agendas, however, the 
pandemic’s fallout could be greatly mitigated. 
History will likely even view COVID-19 as the 
watershed trauma necessary to harness states’ 
powers to address systemic inequalities.

If not, waiting to pounce will be opportunistic 
political actors and hostile foreign states look-
ing to gain power and influence by exploiting 
increased inequality, broken promises and unmet 
voter expectations to swing the populist pendu-
lum the other way. That would effectively turn 
the clock back to 2016.

Kyle Hiebert is a Winnipeg-based researcher and analyst, and the 
former deputy editor of the Africa Conflict Monitor.

Bill 64 abandons 
racialized 
communities

SIMPLY stated, racism is built into Canada’s 
education system. What is “new” about the 
government of Manitoba’s Bill 64, however, 
is that if it is passed into law, it will further 
entrench systemic racism.

Bill 64 fails to explicitly focus on systemic 
or equity issues, and proposes changes that 
actively undermine voices from equity-
seeking groups. At a time when communities 
of colour continue to articulate the need for 
advancing racial equity through education 
and justice, the unveiling of Bill 64 demands 
attention and outrage.

Racism starts with the very name of Bill 64 
— the Education Modernization Act. Using the 
language of “modernization” assumes that the 
proposed policy is designed for “progress”; in 
this way, language is used by the government 
to obscure the reality that what is being of-
fered is actually having a negative impact on 
equity-seeking groups.

It also assumes that our colonial institutions 
and racial capitalistic relations are something 
to be reformed, rather than abolished and 
rebuilt. However, the main issue with Bill 64 
is more than semantics or epistemology.

Bill 64 does not adopt an explicit anti-racist 
approach to address inequities in education, 
and thus fails to address the systemic issues 
facing families who self-identify as Black, In-
digenous or members of other equity-seeking 
groups. The Bill is related to the K-12 Educa-
tion Commission Report, within which there is 
no mention of racism, equity or poverty in the 
entire 309-page document.

However, there is one mention of “anti-
racism,” along with “gender equity,” but 
these are discussed as liability issues to be 
“accommodated” as part of “respect for hu-
man diversity.” This contradicts the empty 
acknowledgement made in the beginning of 
the document, that “the philosophy of inclu-
sion is a foundational principle of the educa-
tion system in Manitoba.”

In 2020, the Newcomer Education Coalition 
released The State of Equity in Education 
Report to advocate for more representation of 
racialized newcomers among school staff and 
boards in Manitoba. As the report states, “In 
2018, of the 54 school trustees on the school 
boards of the six school divisions in the city of 
Winnipeg, only three are trustees who are per-
sons from racialized communities.” The report 
also emphasizes on the important role that 
school boards can play in leading and influenc-
ing decisions on equity policies and practices.

For these reasons, community advocates 
want school divisions to be more “intentional 
and accountable” about addressing equity in 
schools. This will ensure that curriculum, 
programs and activities are more appropri-
ate and responsive to the education needs of 
racialized families. Bill 64 does the very op-
posite by ignoring the needs of students based 
on their race or any other equity issue.

Racialized students, especially those who 
identify as Indigenous or Black, continue to 
face racism in schools. They are dispropor-
tionately represented in school discipline and 
suspensions. Racialized students also are 
often streamlined into lower-track education 
programs, if not pushed to criminalization — 
often referred to as the school-to-prison 
pipeline. Racialized students must cope with 
negative educational outcomes and their 
impact on mental health and well-being with 
limited to no supports.

In a push to further undermine racialized 
communities, Bill 64 plans to shirk public 
accountability by excluding the voices of 
racialized communities. Most racialized 
communities live in Winnipeg. The proposed 
changes will reduce the 37 school divisions to 
15 catchment areas, each with one representa-
tive, not proportional to student population.

In doing so, the Winnipeg catchment area 
will be given one voice to represent 55 per 
cent of Manitoba’s student-of-colour popula-
tion. The voices of equity-seeking groups in 
Winnipeg will be muffled.

The decrease in public accountability is ac-
companied by increased government control 
of schools. Communities Not Cuts Manitoba 
has highlighted, under its #StopBill64 hashtag, 
that the government plans to “eliminate 
elected school boards and replace them with 
an appointed — unaccountable — panel to 
oversee education for the entire province.”

The appointed panel will be politically in-
fluenced and, most likely, not reflective of the 
various racialized communities in Winnipeg.

By pushing for more government control 
along with equity-blind policies, the proposed 
bill, if passed into law, will be very damaging 
in a province that is designed and maintained 
through conditions of inequities. This will 
further privilege white middle-class lives and 
provide a school culture that is more accom-
modating of white supremacy.

We need to work toward dismantling racist 
policies and institutions to create conditions of 
care. Bill 64 will make it more difficult than 
it already is to advocate for opportunities and 
supports for racialized communities.

Fadi Ennab is an instructor at the University of Winnipeg, a 
researcher with the Manitoba Research Alliance and a research 
associate with the Canadian Centre for Policy Alternative — 
Manitoba.
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