
Russian historian
in court for
grisly murder
SAINT PETERSBURG: A Russian historian
who confessed to murdering and dismember-
ing his ex-student lover was due in court yes-
terday as calls grew for an investigation into
his alleged abuse of women students. The
case of prominent Napoleon expert Oleg
Sokolov drew fresh attention to violence
against women in Russia, including in aca-
demic circles, which critics said authorities
were not taking seriously.

Sokolov, a 63-year-old who taught history
at Saint Petersburg University, confessed to
murdering his 24-year-old lover and former
student and dismembering her body. He was
detained after being hauled out of the icy
Moika River on Saturday as he tried to dis-
pose of the woman’s arms. A Saint Petersburg
court was to decide Monday whether to for-
mally arrest Sokolov, who lived with
Anastasia Yeshchenko for the past few years
and allegedly killed her last week.

News of the case — and allegations that
Sokolov had abused at least one other female
student — prompted widespread outrage
and demands for action.  “This case highlight-
ed the impunity of abusers in society,” Alyona
Sadikova, the head of the Moscow-based
Kitezh women’s crisis centre, told AFP. More
than 5,000 people signed an online petition
urging authorities to probe the management
of Saint Petersburg State University,
President Vladimir Putin’s alma mater.

The petition said Sokolov had treated stu-
dents “in a monstrous way” and cited another

female student who said the historian had
beaten her and threatened to burn her with a
hot iron and kill her in 2008. “For unknown
reasons, the abuser managed to escape any
punishment,” the petition said, adding that
police who had ignored the woman’s com-
plaint should also be probed. Russia has no
specific legislation on domestic violence or
sexual harassment in the workplace and femi-
nist movements like #MeToo have had little
impact in the country. Many in Russia see no
problem in romantic relations between supe-
riors and subordinates, including professors
and students, if they are consensual.

‘Rotten system’ 
Alyona Popova, a Moscow lawyer and

women’s rights activist, said Sokolov — who

also taught at the Sorbonne and was close to
Russian authorities — was “shielded by our
rotten system”. “This murder could have been
avoided,” she wrote on Facebook. Women’s
rights activist Anna Rivina told AFP that vio-
lence against women was frequently ignored
until “something terrible, irreversible happens”.

“Our society is absolutely not prepared for
work to prevent abuse,” said Rivina, who runs
a centre providing assistance for victims of
violence. Many also slammed the often toxic
culture in academia. Commenting on a social
media page dedicated to gender violence, one
woman said university lecturers often seek
sexual favors from “attractive female students”.
“I pity us if this harassment at universities does
not finally become a public issue,” wrote
another woman, Anastasia Khodyreva. —AFP 

MADRID: With his rallying cry of “Spaniards first”
and un-tempered rage against those betraying the uni-
ty of Spain, Santiago Abascal has managed to turn the
Catalan crisis into political capital that has fuelled the
rise of his far-right Vox.  Sporting an impeccably-
trimmed beard and with a piercing stare, Abascal has
become the poster boy for the resurgent far right which
in the past year has made significant political inroads
following decades on the margins after the death of
dictator Francisco Franco.

And on Sunday, he scored his biggest triumph yet as
Vox surged in the election to become Spain’s third-
largest party with 52 of the parliament’s 350 seats. It
was a stunning victory for a party that made its parlia-
mentary debut in April after winning 24 seats. “Eleven
months ago, we had no representation and today we
are the third political force in Spain,” he boomed at a
victorious celebration in the Spanish capital after Vox
more than doubled its parliamentary presence. 

Launched in 2014 by Abascal and a handful of others
from the hardline fringe of the rightwing Popular Party,
Vox struggled to gain traction at first, attracting only a
smattering of voters with its ultra-conservative stance
on immigration, gender violence and traditional family
values. A media-savvy operator who comes across as
courteous and affable while deftly parrying difficult
questions, it is Abascal’s tough line on the Catalan sep-
aratist crisis and his impassioned defense of Spain’s
unity that has drawn growing support.

“I’m not a xenophobe,” said Abascal, smiling and
joking as he appeared on a popular Spanish talk show
that was watched by 4.7 million viewers in which he
called for the expulsion of unaccompanied immigrant
minors. “I’m an open and tolerant person.”

‘Not a charismatic leader’ 
Banning separatist parties, taking direct control of

the semi-autonomous region of Catalonia to stop
secession, repealing a law that fights gender violence,
Abascal’s ultra-conservative proposals have sparked
outrage both online and off. Whether railing against
immigrants, Islam or the bias against men in Spain’s
gender violence laws, the tough-talking career politi-
cian has continued to pull in the crowds with often
exaggerated or even false populist claims. 

But it has been his uncompromising attack on the
“criminal separatism” in Catalonia that led to a failed
independence bid two years ago that has been the cor-
nerstone of Abascal’s success. “He’s very popular
amongst his voters... but it’s not his charisma that is
driving voters,” said Ignacio Jurado, a politics expert at
Madrid’s Carlos III University. “What has made the
party successful is the crisis with Catalonia and the fact
that the mainstream parties were unable to address it.”

ETA and the Smith & Wesson 
Born on April 14, 1976 in the northern port city of

Bilbao, Abascal was raised in Amurrio, a village where
his grandfather served as mayor during the Franco
years. Growing up in a region where politicians from
both the left and the right were regularly targeted by
the ETA separatist movement, Abascal said his father, a
local PP councilor, was also in the firing line and
escaped three attempts on his life.

But it didn’t put off the young Abascal, who joined
the party as soon as he turned 18 although he was
forced to go everywhere with two bodyguards at his
side. “His political experience in the Basque Country,
years of threats, must have influenced his ideas,” says

Beatriz Acha, a political scientist at the Public
University of Navarra.

Today, he openly acknowledges owning a Smith &
Wesson firearm, which is rare in a country where the
law severely restricts gun ownership — a law he plans
to relax. Married to a stylish Instagram influencer
called Lidia Bedman, who in recent months has been
much more in the public eye, Abascal has four children,
two from a previous marriage. 

Party rallies often feature footage of him scaling
mountains or striding manfully through forests and
fields. Last year, another controversial video emerged
of him riding a horse, cowboy-style, through Spain’s
arid south, entitled “The Reconquista begins in
Andalusia” — a reference to a series of centuries-
long wars to recapture territory from the Muslims
who occupied most of the Iberian Peninsula in the
early 8th century. — AFP 
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MADRID: Spanish far-right party Vox candidate for Prime Minister, Santiago Abascal (C) celebrates the
polls during the election night. — AFP 

The Vox party has made significant inroads into the country’s political landscape 

Abascal ascendant as Catalan
crisis inspires Spain’s far right

MALOYAROSLAVETS: In this file photo taken on October 23, 2005 members of a historical
club, dressed as French soldiers and Oleg Sokolov (C), one of Russia’s foremost specialists
on the 19th-century European history, take part in the re-enactment of the 1812 battle
between Napoleon’s army and Russian troops in the town of Maloyaroslavets, some 140
kms from Moscow.

Latin America’s 
longest-serving
leader collapses 
LA PAZ: Evo Morales was Latin
America’s longest-serving president until
he resigned in ignominy Sunday, after
weeks of opposition protests over an
election ultimately said to have been rid-
dled with irregularities. A member of the
Aymara people, he grew up in poverty on
Bolivia’s high plains and was a llama
herder, coca farmer and leftist union
leader before rising to take office as his
country’s first indigenous president in
January 2006.

His victory in October 20 elections —
verified by the heavily-criticized
Supreme Electoral Tribunal — had been
set to extend his mandate until 2025 and
give him 19 consecutive years in power.
But election monitors from the
Organization of American States who
carried out an audit of the controversial
polls said they had found many irregular-
ities in their analysis of the election.
Morales called new elections, but
resigned within hours of that announce-
ment after army and police chiefs joined
calls for him to quit. 

Landmark gains 
Recently turned 60, Morales was one

of the last of the wave of leftist leaders
who swept to power in the region in the
early 2000s. Those leftist governments
have since fallen away, torn down by a
conservative backlash in Brazil,
Argentina, Chile and Ecuador — though
Argentina’s Peronist left bucked the trend
to win last month’s elections amid an

economic crisis there.
Under Morales’ leadership, Bolivia

made landmark gains against hunger and
poverty. Sitting on the region’s second-
largest gas reserves, after Venezuela, and
the world’s largest reserves of lithium,
Bolivia’s economy has more than tripled
in size during his 13 years in office.
However, long before the social unrest of
recent weeks that heralded his resigna-
tion, opponents accused him of tolerating
corruption and investing in flashy infra-
structure projects at the expense of
health and education.

A case in point is his decision last year
to move the government headquarters
into a luxurious skyscraper in La Paz.
While still among the poorest countries
in Latin America, Bolivia’s poverty rate
has decreased from 45 percent of the
population in 2010 to 35 percent in 2018,
according to the World Bank.

But environmentalists blame him for
raging wildfires that destroyed more than
four million hectares (10 million acres) of
forest and grassland, saying legislation
enacted under Morales encouraged
wholesale deforestation in order to
expand agricultural production. It’s all a
long way from his childhood herding lla-
mas and helping his parents in the fields
in a small, arid village in western Bolivia’s
Oruro department.

“Until I was 14, I had no idea there was
such a thing as underwear. I slept in my
clothes... (which) my mother only removed
for two reasons: to look for lice or to patch
an elbow or a knee,” he wrote in a candid
autobiography. Four of his six brothers
and sisters died of malnutrition and dis-
ease before the age of two. Morales never
went to college and has considerable diffi-
culty reading speeches in public, instead
preferring to improvise by repeating
phrases about the economic strides made
under his government. — AFP Chile to amend

constitution, 
a key demand
of protesters
SANTIAGO: Chile has announced it will
move to draft a new constitution and replace
one dating back to the Augusto Pinochet
dictatorship — a key demand of protesters
who have rocked the country for three
weeks. The new constitution will be drafted
by a body called a constituent assembly and
then put to a referendum for ratification,
Interior Minister Gonzalo Blumel said
Sunday. Blumel made the announcement
after meeting a coalition of center-right and
right-wing parties, which until now had been
the most reluctant to change the constitution
inherited from the era of the US-backed
general Pinochet, from 1973 to 1990.

The government was in the process of
preparing “a draft amendment of the consti-
tution”, President Sebastian Pinera said in an
interview published Saturday by the daily El
Mercurio. Among the proposed changes are
“a better definition of human rights” and
their means of enforcement, plus clarifica-
tion on “the obligations of the state” and
“better mechanisms of participation” for cit-
izens, added the president.

The current constitution, in force since
1980, has already undergone more than 200

changes in more than 40 articles, Pinera
said. But it does not establish the state’s
responsibility to provide education and
healthcare — two demands made by mil-
lions of Chileans who have taken to the
streets. A general public sector strike has
been called on Monday, in the midst of the
biggest crisis since Chile’s return to democ-
racy in 1990, which has left 20 dead — five
at the hands of state forces — and more
than 1,000 injured.

The unrest that began on October 18 with

protests against a rise in rush-hour metro
fares has mushroomed into a broader outcry
against the status quo, with burning, looting
and daily clashes between demonstrators and
police. Protesters cite low wages, high costs
for education and healthcare and a yawning
gap between rich and poor in a country
dominated politically and economically by a
few old, elite families. After weeks of some-
times violent and deadly demonstrations,
most polls show the protest movement is
supported by 75 percent of Chileans. — AFP 

RENACA: Demonstrators clash with riot police during a protest against the government of
Chilean President Sebastian Pinera in Renaca, Vina del Mar, some 120 km west of
Santiago. — AFP 

Swedish police
set up task
force to combat
gang violence
STOCKHOLM: Swedish police said
yesterday they would set up a special
task force to deal with a wave of shoot-
ings and bombings linked to criminal
gangs following the fatal shooting of a
15-year old in the city of Malmo at the
weekend. Sweden has long held a repu-
tation as being one of the safest coun-
tries in the world and while overall crime
and murder rates remain low, gang wars
in major cities have claimed an increas-
ing number of victims in recent years.

On Saturday, two 15-year-olds were
shot outside a pizza restaurant in Malmo
in what police said appeared to be a
gang conflict over control of the drug
trade in the area. One died immediately
and the other is in critical condition.
“The weekend was a black weekend for
Malmo and for the Malmo police,”
Malmo police chief Stefan Sinteus told
reporters. The attack was preceded by a
large car bomb about a mile away which

police believe was intended to divert
their attention.

Following the attack, the police’s
Department of National Operations said
they had set up a special task force with
a nationwide mandate to fight gang
activities, to be called Operation
Hoarfrost. Sweden has been hit by a
surge in gang violence in recent years
with police saying last week that there
had been 187 bomb attacks so far this
year, up from 152 in the whole of 2018.
In June, about 20 people were wounded
when a bomb exploded on a residential
street in Linkoping in southern Sweden.

By the end of August, about 26 peo-
ple had been shot dead in Sweden
against 45 last year as a whole and pres-
sure on the government to act has been
mounting. The ruling coalition of the
Social Democrats and Greens has sharp-
ened sentences for gun crimes and
promised extra resources for the police.
But opposition parties claim the effort is
too little, too late.

Yesterday, the far-right Sweden
Democrats, who have been gaining sup-
port among voters worried about violent
crime, called a motion of no confidence
in Justice Minister Morgan Johansson.
“He has done too little,” Sweden
Democrat leader Jimmie Akesson told
Swedish radio. “There is a lot of talk
where they send signals, but in practice
nothing happens.” — AFP 


