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Katarina Popović1, Ivan Nišavić2

University of Belgrade, Serbia

Navigating the Post-Covid Era: The Challenge
of Educating for Democratic Citizenship

The COVID-19 pandemic has had a profound impact on democratic 
governance in many countries around the world, with emergency meas-
ures taken to combat the spread of the virus often used as a pretext for 
authoritarian leaders to consolidate power and undermine democratic in-
stitutions. As a result, some governments have suspended constitutional 
rights, restricted freedom of expression and assembly, and cracked down 
on dissenting voices, exploiting the pandemic to limit democratic par-
ticipation and engagement. The closure of public spaces, limitations on 
freedom of speech, and the suspension of elections have also contributed 
significantly to the erosion of democratic values during the COVID-19 
pandemic.

Moreover, the conflict between efforts to fight the pandemic through 
lockdowns and limitations on movements and gathering, and the need for 
citizens to be active and critical, created a tension between public health 
and democratic values. While some restrictions may have been necessary 
to curb the spread of the virus and protect public health, these measures 
have also limited citizens’ ability to engage in critical dialogue about gov-
ernment policies, voice dissenting opinions, and participate in democratic 
processes. This tension highlights the need to strike a balance between di-
verse public values, and underscores the challenges posed by the pandem-
ic to democratic governance. Additionally, the public discourse in many 
countries has become increasingly polarized, with alternative opinions 
often shamed or silenced, preventing constructive criticism of governmen-
tal measures and limiting the ability of citizens to engage in democratic 
processes.

The paper will use the data from international organizations such as 
Amnesty International, Freedom House, and the Varieties of Democracy 
Project, to indicate the ways in which the pandemic has had a negative 
impact on democracy around the world. This data will be used to provide 

1 katarina.popovic@outlook.com
2 nisavic.ivan@gmail.com
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a broad overview of the challenges faced by democratic institutions and 
processes in the context of COVID-19.

Next, the paper will draw on the ideas of Noam Chomsky and Hah-
rie Han to analyze the specific challenges posed by COVID-19 for demo-
cratic citizenship. Chomsky’s critiques of authoritarianism and state power 
will be used to examine the ways in which emergency measures tyaken in 
response to the pandemic have been used as a pretext for consolidating 
power and undermining democratic institutions. Finally, Han’s work on 
civic engagement and collective action will be used will be used to explore 
the challenges and dilemmas facing citizens in the context of COVID-19, 
including limitations on expression and gathering, as well as the need for 
active and critical citizenship in the face of emergency measures taken to 
combat the spread of the virus.

In conclusion, the challenges posed by the COVID-19 pandemic 
have brought to light the complex and multifaceted nature of democratic 
governance. As the world continues to grapple with the ongoing effects 
of various crises, as well as those that may arise in the future, the tension 
between collective action and individual freedoms remains a crucial is-
sue that requires further exploration. Finding a balance between a harmo-
nized social response and the plurality of voices that a democracy needs 
is a complex and ongoing challenge. Furthermore, shaping education for 
democratic citizenship based on an active and critical approach without 
undermining social trust and legitimacy is another significant challenge 
that requires careful consideration.
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Active Democratic Citizenship and
Adult Learning Research Network

Aims and Themes of the Network

What, if anything,  is the role of adult learning and education in 
fostering active democratic citizenship and the making of a democratic 
society? The ADC network is dedicated to exploring these central and 
longstanding questions through research, debate and discussion of ac-
tive citizenship by studying and reflecting on these issues. We are cur-
rently particularly interested in adult learning in social movements; 
civic education for adults; the social and political construction of citi-
zenship in relation to various discourses on adult learning and educa-
tion and the historical and contemporary role of popular education.
The ADC network welcomes a variety of approaches dealing with the na-
ture, possibilities and limits of adult education in encouraging active citi-
zenship and promoting democracy as well as relations between and chang-
ing roles of

• adult education and active citizenship,
• adult education, democracy and democratization,
• popular education and social movement learning,
• adult learning and (active) citizenship, democracy and democrati-

zation,
• local, national and global citizenship.
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