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Anna Fournier’s book is a timely and ethnographically rich study of how 
young people in the Ukraine come to understand themselves as rights-bearing 
citizens in a newly democratic context. Fournier investigates the ways in 
which Ukrainian high school students negotiate the tensions that emerge when 
a rights discourse plays out within the institutional hierarchies and demands of 
secondary school. She draws from extensive fieldwork in both public and 
private secondary schools with students and teachers. Students were 
encouraged to see themselves as patriots and newly rights-bearing citizens, 
who would bring about a renewal of Ukraine in a time of moral and social 
chaos. At the same time, students were frustrated by what they felt to be 
random and unfair expressions of authority in the school. In examining how 
students and teachers articulated their desire for both order and freedom, 
Fournier suggests that the conflict between freedom and obligation speaks to 
larger tensions within democratic citizenship.  
 
After the introduction, in chapter 2, Fournier shows how the school becomes a 
crucible for fashioning Ukrainian personhood. The struggle over being a good 
citizen and moral subject was often expressed in the tensions between 
individual and society, and (good) patriotism and (dangerous) nationalism. 
Here, Fournier draws on several compelling ethnographic examples in which 
students perform the role of patriot while also resisting the compulsory nature 
of this performance. She also examines other forces at work that undermine 
both teachers’ and students’ sense of order and social relationships within and 
outside the school. Students and teachers struggled with what it meant to be a 
good citizen as social value became increasingly tied to wealth (which was 
also often associated with criminality and corruption). Each group had a 
different perspective. What teachers understood to be cynicism, a lack of 
order, or culturedness, students saw to be a sober assessment of the new values 
of what they termed the street. Students both wanted order (often couched in 
terms of a lost Soviet period), and saw appealing kinds of social prestige in 
hierarchies of wealth and power outside the school.  
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In chapter 3 Fournier shows how students are subject to hierarchies and rules 
that they felt circumscribed their new status as rights-bearing citizens. Here 
students understood rights in terms of pursuit of desires, while teachers 
defined rights in terms of duties and obligations (such as a right to education). 
In part the tension between freedom and obligations stemmed from the 
contradictory institutional mandate of the school to both discipline students 
and to inculcate them into a language of rights.  
 
Fournier goes on to show how students attempted to use the discourses of 
rights and new practices associated with free-market capitalism to upend the 
hierarchies and obligations that so frustrated them. Students used alternate 
hierarchies of the so-called streets to circumvent the authority of teachers. 
Such “bandit repertoires” (p. 84) drew from popular representations of prison 
and gangsters. These roles and repertoires could be powerful. For example, 
bandit repertoires might include the use of force, such as simply leaving 
school grounds because security guards and staff didn’t have the right to 
constrain them physically. Thus “bandit leaders deployed the notion of 
“rights” itself in order to gain the upper hand in their power struggle with 
authorities” (p. 97).  
 
Chapter 4 investigates how state and criminal forms were intertwined to create 
a kind of bandit state. Here the state is both all powerful, but also impossible 
to locate, so that people experience and narrate forms of disorder, chaos, and 
random violence as state effects. Thus, “the state becomes difficult to pin 
down (but equally difficult to evade” (p. 105). Fournier argues that the 
randomness of the violence of the bandit combines with the intentionality of 
the state to produce “state effects” and “fate effects” (p. 109). Such melding of 
state power and criminality produced a sense of chaotic order, as well as 
everyday and mass mediated attempts to find the putative truth of power (such 
as popular investigative journalism programs). She also links this interplay of 
chaos and order to tropes of Ukraine as a prison camp (reminiscent of Soviet 
prison camps) among young people. Students thus both valorized criminality 
as a way to challenge hierarchies in school, but feared the total capture of state 
offices by criminals or bandits. Fournier suggests this fear of the criminal state 
was an important factor in young people’s support of the opposition during the 
Orange Revolution.  
 
Chapter 5 is built around interviews and observations from the Orange 
Revolution and tent city at Maidan Square in central Kyiv in November and 
December of 2004. Fournier shows both the sense of powerlessness among 
participants and documents the small acts of agency and citizen-becoming that 
characterized the protests. She traces tropes such as a desire for stability and a 
better life. She links these tropes to western representations of democracy as 
well as intergenerational experiences of Soviet state power and citizen 
entitlements. She argues that the Revolution drew on models of citizenship, 
rights and modernity that were neither entirely Western nor entirely Soviet, 
but a combination that produced something new.  



November 2014 
	  

 

Page 433 

In chapter 6, Fournier documents the impact of revolutionary pedagogies of 
the street on relations among students and teachers in the school. She argues 
that the “pedagogies of nonviolent street protests had altered students’ quest 
for … freedoms, so that the new strategies they used in schools blurred the 
boundary between democracy and force, or conversation and confrontation” 
(p. 161). Regardless of whether they actually renegotiated power relations, she 
shows that the events of the Orange Revolution opened up new possibilities 
for students to imagine a change in power relations. 
 
Forging Rights would be ideal for courses on anthropology of the state, youth, 
social movements, democracy and postsocialism. It is a resource for those 
interested in scholarly conversations on the state, criminality, youth, 
postsocialism, and citizenship in Ukraine and beyond. At times I would have 
liked to see the author give more space to her own analysis and theoretical 
contributions, which were sometimes undercut by passages of literature 
review. But overall this account of how students are both shaped by and speak 
back to institutional hierarchies and disciplinary practices is ethnographically 
rich and engaging. 
 
 
 


