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President's New Year's Reception 2025

Laudatory speech for Voltaire Prize winner Rosario Figari Layus
by Prof. Dr. Florian Schweigert

Member of the Voltaire Prize jury

Dear ladies,
dear gentlemen,
dear guests,

it is a great honor and pleasure for me to give the laudatory speech today for an outstanding
personality who embodies the spirit of Voltaire in our time in a special way. The Voltaire Prize is
awarded for commitment to fundamental human values, defense of freedom and promotion of
international understanding. Today, we are honoring a scientist whose courage, wisdom and
unwavering commitment to these values set an impressive example: Professor Dr. Rosario Figari Layus.
The prize, which was established by the University of Potsdam and is financed by the Friede Springer
Foundation, stands for the principles that its namesake defended: freedom of expression, tolerance
and the tireless search for truth. In the spirit of these values, we are honoring a woman who, with her
scientific work and personal commitment, builds a bridge between science and society, always putting
humanity at the center.
Why did the jury select Ms. Layus for the Voltaire Prize? The seven members of the jury base their
selection on the following three criteria:
¢ |sthe nominee committed to tolerance, freedom of expression, the fight against discrimination
and the promotion of international understanding?
e Does the person's work have a scientific — or, in Voltaire's words, “enlightening” — dimension
with a wide radius of influence that extends beyond the academic ivory tower?
¢ Does the person embody a role model function that is often accompanied by a great —
sometimes even dangerous — personal commitment, and does he or she inspire others to
stand up for social justice and human rights?
The answer to all these questions is a resounding yes when it comes to Prof. Dr. Rosario Figari Layus.
Her life's work is dedicated to defending human rights, scientific education and the promotion of
justice and peace. Particularly noteworthy is her work in the Global South, with a focus on Latin
America. There she has conducted research in contexts of extreme violence and discrimination, while
tirelessly working to make the voices of victims heard and to defend their rights.
Early in her career, she made a strong statement: for her research project on the crimes of the military
dictatorship in Argentina, she interviewed relatives of the disappeared and survivors of illegal
detention and torture. In her master's thesis, she dealt with paramilitary violence in Colombia and



worked closely with victims of the armed conflict. This work requires not only courage but also a high
degree of ethical responsibility. Ms. Layus always placed the protection and dignity of those affected at
the center of her research and ensured that they were able to benefit from the results as much as
possible.

The conditions under which she works are often extremely dangerous. In regions beset by violence,
academic freedom is constantly under threat. To counter this problem, she and colleagues founded the
network “Academicxs en Riesgo”, which now has 200 members from 15 countries. The aim of this
network is to raise awareness of the risks to which academics are exposed and to develop protection
protocols. In addition, Ms. Layus has been a member of the Advisory Board of the UNESCO Chair for
the Protection of Human Rights Defenders for two years. Here, too, she works tirelessly to establish
universities worldwide as stakeholders in the protection of human rights.

A current example of her commitment is the development of a “good practice” roadmap that aims to
provide universities with concrete tools to actively defend the values of Voltaire by 2026. These
include freedom of expression, tolerance and the creation of safe spaces for threatened scholars.
With her work, her persistence and her courage, Ms. Layus impressively embodies the ideals of
Voltaire. Research on sensitive topics such as human rights, political violence and social movements
not only entails personal risks, but also requires exceptional clarity and steadfastness. Her willingness
to stand up for freedom of expression, even when it becomes uncomfortable or even dangerous, is an
indispensable role model in today's world.

However, this evening is not just a tribute. It is also an appeal. An appeal to all of us to preserve the
values of the Enlightenment, to stand up for an open society and to seek dialogue across differences.
Professor Dr. Rosario Figari Layus shows us what is possible when you live these values. She has
created a role model that will shine far beyond this moment.

Professor Layus, we thank you for your courage, your passion and your tireless work from the bottom
of our hearts. You remind us that human rights and academic freedom cannot be taken for granted,
but must be fought for and defended again and again. On behalf of everyone here, | warmly
congratulate you on winning the 2025 Voltaire Prize.

Thank you.



