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shock for the Russian science and higher education, and com-
pletely turned the situation upside down, even in comparison 
with the negative trends of the previous years.

The Russian academic community  
and their attitude to the war 
It is worth mentioning that the Russian academic community 
has never been politically monolithic. This is especially true for 
humanitarian and social studies. Russian sociologists M. Soko-
lov and K. Titayev believe that the Russian science is divided 
into “provincial” science, that is, the science, which is mainly 
engaged in the adaptation and rephrasing of the world science, 
without creating new theories and concepts, but included in 
international exchange and context, and the “native” one, which 
for various reasons is isolated from external sources of informa-
tion and focuses on the development of some autochthonous, 
often quite exotic and archaic topics for an outside observer.17 In 
Russia, these groups roughly coincide with the political division 
between the broadly understood democratic and conservative 
camps of Russian scientists. According to M. Sokolov and K. 
Titayev, there is a division “[...] between those who believe that 
reading Western books is more important than the Russian ones, 
and those who are sure of the opposite, more or less along the 
line separating Bolotnaya Square from Poklonnaya Gora”.18

This division was vividly reflected in the reaction to the Rus-
sian aggression against Ukraine. When the conservative camp, 

which generally agrees with the logic proposed by the Russian 
authorities, welcomes and supports the “special military opera-
tion”, as the official Russian authorities shamefully call the war, 
the democratic academic community reacted with protests, dis-
missals and fleeing from the country. At the same time, those few 
“systemic liberals” in the scientific community who were forced 
to sign pro-war statements, apparently tried in every possible 
way to soften the official aggressive rhetoric, describing situation 
as a “conflict”, with “equal responsibility of both sides”. 

AN EXAMPLE OF AN obviously pro-state position is a letter from 
teachers of the St. Petersburg University, which expressed sup-
port for “the difficult decision of President Putin”, and also stat-
ed that “it is unacceptable to take actions leading to division”.19 
It is significant that there are representatives of “native science”, 
in particular, working as experts in cases against representatives 
of the political opposition, among those who signed a letter in 
support of the war.20 The Academic Council of the Ural Federal 
University acted in a similar way.21 It states, inter alia, that: 

The university community cannot remain indifferent 
to the process of displacement of the Russian language 
and Russian culture from the territory associated with 
Russia by inseparable kinship, and the destruction of 
people, respecting their traditions, history, and time-
honored values.
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versities were also included in the subject ranking, and Russia 
was among the 10 countries in terms of the number of universi-
ties included in different QS rankings.

Those relative achievements of the Russian science and 
higher education were reached in “the time of prosperity”, 
the era of high oil prices, and were accompanied by serious 
restrictions of academic rights and freedoms. First of all, the 
autonomy of universities has sharply decreased, many demo-
cratic procedures in the field of university self-government 
have disappeared, and the level of authoritarian managerial-
ism has increased — all these factors were combined with rath-
er serious financing of higher education compared to previous 
periods.7 

At the same time, especially after 2011—2012, the situation in 
the sphere of academic rights and freedoms in Russia has deteri-

orated. This was primarily due to increased 
pressure on students and teachers who took 
part in the civil protests against the falsi-
fication of the elections of 2011—2012, and 
then against the annexation of Crimea. In 
general, this time can be described as a time 
of conservative turn, which dramatically 
increased authoritarian trends in Russian 
society and worsened the situation with ac-
ademic rights and freedoms in the country.8 

First of all, there were serious restrictions on academic freedom 
of speech9, serious problems in a number of studies, including 
history10 and gender studies, growing fear for espionage11 and 
securitization of the higher education and the science12.

The active search and identification of “foreign agents” and 
“undesirable organizations” had a special effect on Russian 
science13 and education; among the latter, even before the war, 
Bard College (USA) was recognized undesirable.14 As a result, 
the state began to prosecute not only “pro-American influence 
groups in universities”,15 but also criminally prosecute teachers 
and activists; now the trial of the Doxa student magazine editors 
accused of “calling on minors to go to unauthorized rallies” is 
nearing its end.16 

THEREFORE, THE SITUATION with academic rights and freedoms 
has seriously deteriorated. This also affects the international 
assessments of the situation: for example, the V-DEM project 
shows a serious drop in indices related to academic rights and 
freedoms, especially after 2014. 

The outbreak of the war on February 24, 2022, was a real 
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H
igher education has traditionally been considered 
in Russia as an important factor of international 
prestige.1 In addition, the development of interna-
tional projects within the framework of the mod-

ern neoliberal approach has always been seen by Russia as a 
serious financial component related to international student 
exchanges, as well as the opportunity to use higher education 
as a “soft power”.2 Meanwhile, Russia traditionally continues 
to maintain a serious position in the field of higher education, 
mainly in the natural sciences.3 President Putin himself sees 
this work as very important, regularly convening meetings of 
the Presidential Council for Science and Education and takes 
an active part in it. In particular, the par-
ticipants of the meetings actively discuss 
the internationalization of science and 
higher education in Russia; at one of the 
last major meetings, information was dis-
seminated that in recent years, Russia has 
invested more than 2 billion Euros in joint 
international scientific projects.4 Neverthe-
less, real investments in education and sci-
ence, according to OECD, are such that real 
investments in research and development in Russia are three 
times less than such leaders as the United States, Japan and 
Israel and less than half average of the OECD.5 

IN THE FIELD of the higher education, joining the Bologna pro-
cess, the rapid development of many new human studies (hu-
man rights, gender studies), active cooperation in the traditional 
Russian fields, as well as the emergence of new educational in-
stitutions or innovative projects in the traditional universities as 
a result of international support and cooperation — all this taken 
together promised a serious breakthrough for Russian science 
and education.

Nevertheless, the position of Russian universities in the 
international ranking, which was actually the main goal of the 
5-100-2020 program, continues to be modest. By 2022, only Mos-
cow State University reached the top 100 (78th place) in the QS 
ranking, and the Higher School of Economics entered the top 50 
industry universities together with the Moscow State University; 
at the same time, the position of the rest of the program partici-
pants is in the middle of the third hundred.6 However, some uni-

“The situation  
in the sphere of 

academic rights and 
freedoms in Russia 
has deteriorated.”

Rectors signing the letter in support of the Russian invasion in Ukraine. From left: V. A. Sadovnichiy, Moscow State University; N. M. Kropachev, 
St. Petersburg State University, and M. A. Eskindarov, Financial University under the Government of the Russian Federation.
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Russian university. The university’s statement, titled “The main 
capital of the university is people”, instead of “special military 
operation” ambiguous words like “unprecedented threats”, “po-
litical turbulence” are used. In this text, former rector J. Kuzmi-
nov, current rector N. Anisimov and the Chairman of the Board 
of Trustees A. Shokhin, in particular, point out that “We will not 
stop international cooperation on our own initiative, and we 
thank those foreign partners who remain committed to academ-
ic values accepted all over the world.”26 It is obvious, however, 
that the number of such partners is constantly diminishing (see 
the reaction of foreign scientists below). 

NOTEWORTHY IS THAT some pro-war statements appeared as a 
result of anti-war statements, and vice versa. Thus, one of the 
first anti-war petitions was a petition of the Russian anthropolo-
gists and ethnologists, who, protesting against the war, pointed 
out, in particular, that this “[...] is a path leading Russia to in-
ternational isolation, the destruction of its economy, culture 
and science and condemns it to hopeless lagging behind.”27 
Immediately after that, there was a kind of refutation of this 
statement on behalf of the official Association of Ethnographers 
and Anthropologists of Russia, in which the leadership of the 
Association stated that ”In the current situation of tough geopo-
litical confrontation and Russia’s armed actions to protect the 
population of Donbas, our association is ready to make every 
possible effort for the sake of peace and mutual understanding 
between the peoples of Russia and Ukraine, for the sake of sav-
ing the lives and well-being of our compatriots” and resolutely, 
in a completely Soviet spirit, disowned the authors of the anti-
war petitions, pointing out that “[...] there are many signatories 
who do not represent our profession and are not members of 
the association, are not citizens of the Russian Federation or 
are working abroad”. It is interesting to note that it was signed, 
among others, by Valery Tishkov, Director of the Institute of An-
thropology and Ethnology of the Russian Academy of Sciences 
Dmitry Funk, Director of the Museum of Anthropology and Eth-
nology of RAS Andrey Golovnev.28 The latter, 
as the chairman of the organizing committee 
of the International Association of Anthro-
pologists and Ethnologists IUAES, explaining 
the reasons for the cancellation of the inter-
national congress of this organization in St. 
Petersburg at the end of May 2022, pointed 
to “current geopolitical tensions” and was 
afraid of “[...] losing collaboration with our 
international colleges”.29 

Therefore, the general message of such 
cautious statements is the belief that science and education should 
not be “politicized”, but, on the contrary, should serve the “cause 
of peace”. These formulas clearly echoed the Cold War narrative, 
when scientific and educational exchanges between the antagonis-
tic parties were understood as a way to reduce military tension.30 
Nevertheless, it seems that these hopes are completely unrealistic: 
we are not talking about a new Cold War, where Russia takes the 
role of the USSR, but the idea of the aggressor as Nazi Germany, 

and the cooperation with the aggressor country condemned by 
most UN countries, of course, has nothing to do with the coopera-
tion between the antagonistic countries in the second half of the 
20th century. 

Anti-war statements are silenced  
and punished in Russia
A part of the academic community, which has always been fo-
cused on the international cooperation, and is more democrati-
cally oriented, has spoken most sharply and radically. A number 
of anti-war petitions and letters from Russian students, teachers, 
representatives of various scientific studies expressed their dis-
agreement with the war. One of the most striking letters of pro-
test was a publication in the Troitsky Variant newspaper,31 which 
is currently supported by more than 8,000 Russian scientists, 
scientific journalists, students, and teachers. This text states that 
the war unleashed by Russia is a gross violation of the interna-
tional law, and the war itself was unleashed “for the geopolitical 
ambitions of the leadership of the Russian Federation, driven 
by dubious historiosophical fantasies”. Under these conditions, 
one of the obvious consequences of the war is “further cultural 
and technological degradation of the country”. 

The newspaper itself was immediately recognized as a “for-
eign agent”, the page with the letter disappeared from the news-
paper’s website and even from the cache of Yandex, the Russian 
search engine. 

The reason for this is the hastily adopted amendments to a 
number of laws. In particular, a new article 20.3.3 of the Admin-
istrative Code has been introduced, “Public actions aimed at dis-
crediting the use of the Armed Forces of the Russian Federation 
in order to protect the interests of the Russian Federation and its 
citizens, maintain international peace and security”. 

IN THE REAL practice of modern Russia, in fact, any anti-war state-
ment is qualified as “discrediting the actions of the armed forces 
of the Russian Federation”, and a public call for peace can cost 

a fine of 50,000 rubles (approximately 600 
euros). A much more serious sanction is 
contained in another law, a criminal one, 
envisaging prosecution for “fakes”, 207.3: 
“Public dissemination of knowingly false 
information about the use of the Armed 
Forces of the Russian Federation”.32 This 
law envisages the punishment for “spread-
ing knowingly false allegations” about the 
actions of the Russian army in form of a fine 
of 5 million Russian rubles (60 thousand 

euros) or up to 15 years of imprisonment. 
This threat has led to the fact that public protests and anti-

war protests of students and teachers begin to be punished by 
the dismissal of teachers who signed anti-war letters and the 
expulsion of or threats of expulsion of students.33 At the same 
time, the university administration is monitoring the content of 
social pages of students and teachers, apparently the most politi-
cally active ones. Thus, the author of this text, until March 31, a 
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On February 25, immediately after the invasion began, the rep-
resentatives of the pro-state Russian Military Historical Society 
spoke most vividly, having expressed to the President Putin 
support and confidence that “[...] very soon a special operation 
to expel from Ukraine the armed bases created by NATO and 
American advisers and the ideological heirs of Bandera and 
Shukhevich, finally, will be completed”.22

However, the most significant as far as the content and the 
consequences are concerned was the letter of the Russian Union 
of Rectors. In it, more than three hundred rectors of Russian 
universities expressed their unconditional support for the war, 
which was called the actions to “denazify” and “demilitarize” 
Ukraine. The key point of this appeal seems to be the state-
ment that “the universities have always been the support of the 
state”23: the complete rejection of autonomy and the affirmation 
of the state nature of the Russian higher education. It should be 
noted that this letter made the greatest contribution to the Eu-
ropean position regarding the need to fully boycott the Russian 
higher education and science. No less active were the members 

of the Russian academic community who actively supported 
the hostilities on their social pages, not only approving them, 
but also calling for expansion of “denazification” in Russia itself. 
Thus, Andrey Mamonov, deputy editor-in-chief of the magazine 
Rossiyskaya Istoriya and an employee of the Institute of Rus-
sian History of the Russian Academy of Sciences, wrote on his 
Facebook page, decorated with the Z symbol of the Russian 
invasion24: “in addition to the external Ukraine, there is also the 
internal Ukraine, which must be identified and cleaned up with 
no less rigidity than the external Ukraine”. 

It should also be noted that not all representatives of the 
Russian science and education supported the war so straightfor-
wardly. Some texts give the impression that the letters of formal 
support were written under external pressure and contain much 
less harsh wording than those quoted above.

INDICATIVE IN THIS SENSE is the statement of the “members of the 
Presidium” of the Russian Academy of Sciences in which acade-
micians diligently avoid definitions of Russian propaganda, and 
the beginning of the Russian invasion of Ukraine is described 
as “the escalation of many years of confrontation into an acute 
military conflict”. The academicians appeal to the interna-
tional community to “[...] continue and develop cooperation, 
strengthen international scientific and educational ties, prevent 
any attempts to restrict access to international scientific infra-
structure, publishing opportunities, as well as open databases.”25 
Hope for maintaining international contacts and, in general, 
continuing research and education is also voiced in the state-
ment of the Higher School of Economy, once the most liberal 

“The university 
administration  

is monitoring the 
content of social 

pages of students  
and teachers.”

DOXA editors Armen Aramyan, Natasha Tyshkevich, Alla Gutnikova and Volodya 
Metelkin. PHOTO: SHUTTERSTOCK
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teacher at the Higher School of Economics, af-
ter publishing an anti-war post on Facebook in 
the evening of the same day, received a warning 
from the management of the Higher School of 
Economics about ”the inadmissibility of violat-
ing the principle of political neutrality” pre-
scribed by the Code of Ethics for the employees 
of the Higher School of Economics.

Nevertheless, the protest activity of students 
is growing. The students of Moscow State Uni-
versity and St. Petersburg State University filed 
petitions demanding their rectors to withdraw 
their signatures under the letter of the Union 
of Rectors. Separate petitions were drawn up 
and signed by students of St. Petersburg State 
University, M. Bauman Moscow State Technical 
University, Russian State University of the Hu-
man Studies, Kazan Federal University, Petroza-
vodsk State University and others.34 At the same 
time, students and teachers defend the rights of 
expelled students, conduct flash mobs against the war, partici-
pate in anti-war demonstrations and pickets. They are doing all 
this at the risk of detentions and fines, as well as expulsions and 
dismissals, and even the initiation of criminal cases.

FACULTY MEMBERS AND SCHOLARS are less active in this regard: for 
example, according to Konstantin Morozov, Professor at the Free 
University, out of 150 employees of the Institute of Russian His-
tory of the Russian Academy of Sciences, only 5 people signed a 
letter protesting against the war. Obviously, teachers are more 
affected by the pressure of the university management, and in 
general, there is a greater dependence of university teachers and 
employees.

Still, some teachers in this situation 
either leave the country or publicly re-
sign from institutions that supported the 
war. Thus, Andrei Lavrukhin, a teacher 
at the Higher School of Economics, a 
citizen of Belarus, resigned and wrote in 
a statement “in connection with the war 
in Ukraine” and they did not want to sign 
his resignation due to his use of the word 
”war”.35 Such examples of voluntary res-
ignation, however, are rare: exit power remains very expensive, 
given not only the political, but also the economic consequenc-
es of such a step.

Already at the beginning of the war, the tendency to put pres-
sure on social scientists increased. The previously used mecha-
nism for recognizing journalists and direct political opponents 
as “foreign agents” began to be actively used against scientists 
and researchers. It should be noted that earlier a number of 
research and scientific organizations have already become 
“foreign agents”36 and even, like Bard College, were declared 
“undesirable organizations”.37 However, before the war, there 
were only three people on the list of “foreign agents” being 

private individuals who were somehow connected with science 
and higher education, and, apparently, their inclusion in this 
discriminatory list was due to their active position towards both 
observers and independent analysts present during elections. 
With the outbreak of the war, both the author of this text and 
such well-known Russian scientists and teachers as Ekaterina 
Shulman and Viktor Vakhshtein were included in the list of “for-
eign agents”. Moreover, despite repeated allegations that the 
very status of a “foreign agent” is allegedly non-discriminatory 
and does not entail a loss of rights, the Russian authorities, 
according to recent information, plan to prohibit the “foreign 
agents” who are private individuals from teaching and educa-

tional activities (this measure is already 
being used against organizations recog-
nized as “foreign agents”). In addition, a 
simple and effective step to “cleanse” the 
universities from critics and opponents 
is simply not to renew the contract, ex-
plaining it by some administrative, not 
political reasons.38

In sum, teachers and students are 
persecuted for anti-war posts, both by 
university authorities and by law enforce-

ment agencies. Thus, in Blagoveshchensk, historian and local 
history expert Vladimir Pushkarev was fined under a new article 
on “discrediting the armed forces”.39 It is to be expected that the 
list of teachers and students punished for “discrediting” (i. e., 
their anti-war position) will grow with time. 

Of course, the outbreak of the war was actually the beginning 
of an academic boycott of the Russian higher education and sci-
ence. All European countries have terminated their cooperation 
with Russian universities and research organizations.40

Many foreign scientists who have worked at Russian universi-
ties are also quitting and leaving the country, although not all 
are equally radical. For example, some foreign teachers left 

Skolkovo, which broke off relations with MIT in connection with 
the war, but some remained. 

Nevertheless, many teachers, scientists and students are leav-
ing Russia, mainly to Armenia, Georgia, Turkey (visa-free coun-
tries for Russian citizens), but also to Europe. In a number of Eu-
ropean countries, scientists and students, being in fact in exile, 
face a total academic boycott of Russian scientists and students, 
a refusal to cooperate even at a personal level and to accept Rus-
sian students was declared by many countries. 

ALL ACADEMIC EXCHANGES were canceled, and many of the stu-
dents and postgraduates from Russia and Belarus who applied 
for various internships and projects were rejected. At the same 
time, many scientific associations have decided that an official 
affiliation with the Russian institutions is no longer possible, in 
particular, at the conferences or other scientific events. 

In general, this position was expressed in the direct demand 
of a number of Ukrainian scientists for a complete academic 
boycott of the Russian science and education.41 The initial posi-
tion of the Ukrainian scientists is the statement that “the Russian 
universities are an instrument of war”, in particular, because 
they spread toxic propaganda. Taking into account the official 
letters of support quoted above, it is hard to disagree with this. 
It is more difficult to agree with the demand of the Ukrainian 
scientists in order to protect from the Russian aggression, to 
lock all scientometric databases for the scientists from Russia 
and Belarus, to make it impossible to cooperate with scientists 
affiliated with the state educational and scientific institutions of 
Russia and Belarus, to prohibit Russian and Belarusian citizens 
from participating in any way in international publications and 
scientific projects. According to the authors of the appeal, this 
academic boycott should not apply to those who can document 
their participation in anti-war protests. The authors believe that 
this will push the scientific community to more active anti-war 
actions. This meaning that for a representative of the scientific 
and educational community in Russia, in order to be excluded 
from the academic boycott, they should publicly declare their 
anti-war position, with the prospect of a dismissal or the pros-
ecution by the Russian state. 

A similar position on the issue of publications by Russian 
authors was taken by some publishing companies, in particular, 
Clarivate closed their office in Russia. However, another major 
publishing campaign, Elsevier, said that it would not allow a boy-
cott of Russian researchers.42 The position of the journal Nature 
regarding this boycott is the condemnation of the war and the 
continuation of personal contacts with Russian scientists. It is 
significant that Nature, among other things, draws attention to 
the serious support of the anti-war movement in Russia, includ-
ing that among scientists and teachers.43 

It seems that various statements by scientific associations from 
different countries show that there is a desire to separate official 
Russian institutions, which are mostly represented by directors 
or rectors who have supported the war, and individual scientists, 
researchers, and students. Thus, the President of Harvard said 
that maintaining scientific contacts is becoming an even more 

important task during global crises. At the same time, it is obvi-
ous that different countries and institutions clearly have different 
understanding of the decisions of their governments regarding 
the cessation of cooperation, and prohibiting either institutional 
cooperation or any cooperation with Russian researchers, teach-
ers or students. For example, Finland has effectively banned 
cooperation not only at the institutional but also at the personal 
level. The University of Tartu in Estonia has announced that it 
will not accept students from Russia and Belarus in 2022.

However, at the moment, it is not clear what will be the gener-
al policy towards Russian and Belarusian researchers who work 
abroad, as well as towards students from these countries. 

It is obvious, however, that the pro-war statements make the 
situation worse. 

The appeal of the Russian Union of Rectors, quoted above, 
provoked an immediate reaction: for instance, ASEEES noted 
in the special statement44 that “these representatives of Russian 
higher education have betrayed their responsibility to their edu-
cational purpose and to ethnic leadership and brought shame 
upon their institutions”.

Meanwhile, it is obvious that the Russian scientific commu-
nity has yet to face large-scale isolation, and its principles and 
duration depend not only on the development of the military 
and political situation, but also generally on the position of the 
international academic community.

 International conferences that were planned in Russia are 
canceled or relocated to other countries. Thus, the above-men-
tioned International Congress of Anthropologists and Ethnolo-
gists in St. Petersburg was canceled. At the same time, due to 
the difficulty of obtaining visas and paying for participation in 
conferences, Russian scientists are unable to get to venues which 
they could attend in their personal capacity. 

Therefore, we are facing a strong and increasing unprec-
edented isolation of Russian science and higher education, 
perhaps exceeding the scale of the Cold War and more compa-
rable to the USSR of the late Stalin’s time. Repressions against 
students, teachers, and researchers who protest against the war 
expanding in Russia only reinforce this analogy. ≈

Dmitry Dubrovsky was an Associated Professor in the Faculty of 
Social Sciences at the Higher School of Economics (HSE) in Moscow 

since 2008, but was declined to renew the contract February 25, 
2022, apparently on political grounds, as he is seen as a  

“foreign agent”.
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