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It was the Cold War era. In my youth in Casablanca, I once attended an Armenian ballet. With fellow 
scouts, we wanted to congratulate the performers backstage. To our surprise, we learned they were 
forbidden from speaking to foreigners or even leaving their hotel rooms. In the Soviet sphere, such 
restrictions were the norm. I thought to myself then: a bird born in a cage does not even know the 
sky exists. 

The collapse of the Soviet bloc once carried the promise of a new era. A wind of freedom swept 
through Russia. But that breeze has long since died out. Today, the iron curtain has fallen once 
again. 

Russia in 2025 tragically resembles the dystopia George Orwell envisioned in 1984. An authoritarian 
regime has taken root—where dissent is a crime, independent speech a threat, and critical thought 
a punishable offense. 

Since the invasion of Ukraine, this authoritarian drift has accelerated. The state has locked down 
public space, criminalized opposition, and policed private conscience. Its vocabulary tells the 
story: foreign agent, extremist, traitor—terms deliberately vague and arbitrarily applied. Even 
visiting the wrong website can be deemed “unpatriotic.” 

Access to Western social media has been blocked or heavily restricted. Yet Russia itself actively 
wages disinformation campaigns across those very platforms. In turn, Facebook, YouTube, and 
Twitter have limited or banned Russian propaganda outlets such as Russia Today (RT) and Sputnik, 
particularly within Europe. 

Since 2022, high schools have been required to conduct “guided discussions.” Independent media 
outlets have vanished. Artists have been gagged. Stage director Evgenia Berkovich and playwright 
Svetlana Petriichuk received six-year prison sentences for a play deemed subversive, despite the 
awards it had won. According to the journal Teatr, dozens of directors have fled Russia and more 
than sixty productions have been canceled. 

Private life is now little more than a memory. Citizens must declare their income in detail every 
three months or face sanctions. The state reserves the right to inspect phones, computers, and 
homes. On screens appear chilling warnings: “This text was written by a person identified as a 
foreign agent.” 

Accusations of treason, sabotage, espionage, or “discrediting the army” are proliferating. 
Thousands have been arrested for opposing the war. Repression now reaches beyond borders: 
Russian citizens living abroad are being targeted for sedition. 

Official discourse thrives on open hostility toward the West. True to the anti-Western rhetoric of the 
Soviet era, Vladimir Putin regularly delivers anti-American tirades, notably at the Munich Security 
Conferences. Propaganda even dares to compare Russia’s repressive measures with certain 
Western regulations—ignoring that the latter are rooted in prevention, not political persecution. 



A new frontier is looming: artificial intelligence. A bill before the Duma would restrict AI use to 
promoting so-called “traditional Russian values.” Will citizens soon risk punishment for asking a 
machine the wrong question? 

Russia is not merely isolating itself from the world—it is locking itself into a system of total control, 
enforced conformity, and ideological rigidity. History is repeating itself. The shadow of Stalinism, 
thought to have been consigned to the past, has returned. 

When democracy itself is treated as suspect, freedom becomes a crime. 

 


