
T
his article is motivated by a narrative widely circulated 
among Russia experts: that following the outbreak of 
war and the escalation of political repression, Russian 
civil society has effectively “died.” Some commenta-

tors have gone so far as to describe the civic landscape as a bar-
ren desert.1 These assessments typically point to the political 
persecution and emigration of key opposition leaders, the disso-
lution of major civil society organizations, and the perceived loss 
of independence among those that remain, now seen as entirely 
subordinated to the state. In our view, such assessments are 
overly categorical and rest on a narrow conceptualization of civil 
society, overlooking its inherent heterogeneity and the diversity 
of civic activism.

The goal of this article is to analyze changes in the configura-
tion of Russian civil society and forms of civic activism since the 
onset of the full-scale invasion of Ukraine. To do so, I draw on a 
variety of data collected through recent studies on civic activism 
in wartime Russia. These include internet-based analysis as well 
as empirical research conducted at the Institute for European, 
Russian, and Eurasian Studies. The first study maps the diverse 
and often covert forms of Russian anti-war resistance.2 The sec-
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need to revise dominant conceptual frameworks of civil society 
in order to better analyze civic engagement under authoritarian 
regimes. 

Heterogeneity and diversity  
of civil societies
The concept of civil society is complex and often contradictory; 
it is better understood as an umbrella term that can be concep-
tualized in multiple ways, making it difficult to operationalize for 
specific analysis. This conceptual ambiguity leads to significant 
discrepancies in expert assessments of the state and effective-
ness of civil society, as analysts apply different frameworks. 
Nevertheless, despite the diversity of approaches and interpreta-
tions, a particular normative understanding of civil society has 
taken shape in the scholarly literature over recent decades — one 
that defines what civil society is supposed to be and what its 
principal function ought to entail.4 Although a growing body of 
work has emerged in recent years challenging these idealized 
view, this normative perspective continues to exert significant 
influence over perceptions of civil society, both within the aca-
demic community and among policymakers and journalists.

In this section, drawing on works that critique the dominant 
view of civil society, I argue that the normative conceptualiza-
tion of civil society exhibits at least three key biases. First, it 
presumes a direct and essential relationship between civil 
society and democracy, particularly the expectation that civil 
society should explicitly promote and defend democratic val-
ues. Second, it largely overlooks how civil society functions 
in authoritarian contexts, where interaction with the state 
is shaped by coercion, cooptation, and mutual dependency. 
Third, it overemphasizes formal, professionalized organizations 
while neglecting informal and grassroots initiatives, including 
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ond investigates informal volunteer networks assisting Ukraini-
an refugees stranded in Russia and attempting to reach Europe.3 
In addition, this article incorporates data from the interviews 
with four leaders of Russian NGOs, conducted at various points 
after the war began.

The paper begins with a brief review of the literature, high-
lighting critical biases embedded in the dominant normative 
approach to civil society. In particular, it critiques the prevailing 
“democracy bias” and emphasizes the need to account for both 
the diversity of civic engagement and the political conditions un-
der which civic initiatives operate. Building on these critiques, 
the next section proposes a segmentation model for analyzing 
Russian civil society, distinguishing four segments based on their 
levels of institutionalization and politicization, and tracing how 
each has evolved since the onset of the war.

THE FOLLOWING SECTION outlines the broader features of wartime 
Russian civil society, identifying three key characteristics: the ab-
sence of institutional political influence, the rising prominence 
of grassroots initiatives amid the decline of formal organizations, 
and the increasingly informal, digital, and often invisible nature 
of civic activism. I argue that these traits did not emerge solely 
as a reaction to the war but reflect a longer-term trajectory of 
authoritarian transformation that began with Vladimir Putin’s 
consolidation of power. The war has served primarily as an ac-
celerant of these preexisting trends.

In the discussion, I suggest that declarations of the “death” 
of Russian civil society reflect inflated expectations shaped by a 
normative, democracy-centric model — particularly the “dissi-
dent” model that equates civic legitimacy with open opposition 
to the state.

The conclusion summarizes the findings and reflects on the 
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emerging hybrid and semi-formal civic practices. These three 
dimensions are deeply interrelated and cannot be analyzed in 
isolation. Addressing them is critical for understanding how civil 
society is evaluated — particularly in non-democratic contexts 
such as Russia. This critique also facilitates the development of a 
more context-sensitive working definition of civil society, which 
guides our analysis of its transformation in Russia after 2022. As 
a starting point, I adopt the classic definition of civil society as 
the public sphere that exists between the state, market, and pri-
vate life, in which citizens organize collectively.

Civil society and democratic ideals
In political theory and empirical studies alike, civil society is 
often regarded as both a foundation for and a prerequisite of 
democracy. The idealized model of civil society rooted in liberal 
views of classical scholars is seen as providing spaces where citi-
zens can articulate interests, mobilize around common causes, 
hold the state accountable, and resist authoritarian tendencies. 
Through participation in civil associations, individuals develop 
civic skills and democratic norms, creating a vibrant “public 
sphere” necessary for democracy to flourish. This public sphere, 
mediated by civil society, acts as a bridge between the private 
lives of individuals and the formal 
institutions of the state, enabling the 
articulation of public opinion and the 
formation of collective will.5

This association is even more 
pronounced in policy discourse, 
where the concept of civil society is 
routinely equated to the democracy-
building process. In this framework, 
civil society is not merely seen as a 
space for public engagement but a 
key actor in resisting authoritarian-
ism, advancing human rights, and 
fostering democratic governance. 
Such assumptions, however, rest on a 
narrow understanding of civil society — one that casts it primar-
ily as an instrument for liberal reform and resistance.

This raises a critical question: Is the concept of civil society 
primarily a tool for democratic change, or can it serve as an ana-
lytical lens for understanding diverse forms of collective organi-
zation across political regimes? Scholars have long questioned 
the universal applicability of the liberal-democratic model, espe-
cially in authoritarian and non-Western contexts.6

ANOTHER IMPORTANT issue is whether any form of collective civic 
activism — regardless of their ideological orientation — fall in 
the scope of civil society, or only those aligned with progres-
sive, democratic ideals. Since the late 1990s, researchers have 
increasingly focused on types of public activism labeled as “un-
civil”, “anti-democratic”, “illiberal”, or simply as manifestations 
of “bad civil society.” The challenge of delineating and conceptu-
alizing what is truly “civil” often leads to a simplified dichotomy, 
where “good” civil society is associated with progressive values, 

and uncivil activism is attributed to right-wing, anti-immigrant 
groups that promote racist, sexist, homophobic, or other exclu-
sionary ideologies.7 

Political context and Interactions  
with the State
Another key blind spot in normative models is the failure to ac-
count for the political context in which civil society operates. 
The structure of political opportunity fundamentally shapes the 
forms, goals, and survival strategies of civic actors. While civil 
society in liberal democracies often maintains a degree of au-
tonomy from the state, this is rarely the case under authoritarian 
rule — a fact well documented in comparative research on civil 
society in hybrid and non-democratic regimes.8 

IN AUTHORITARIAN CONTEXTS, civic organizations often engage in 
complex relationships with the state, marked by simultaneous 
cooperation and constraint. Civil society actors may provide 
essential services or perform socially useful functions, even as 
they are co-opted, surveilled, or instrumentalized by the state. 
In such regimes, full independence is rarely possible; civic 
organizations must navigate a political environment in which 

state control is the default. Frolic9 
describes this dynamic as a “dual 
civil society,” distinguishing between 
state-sponsored and grassroots-driv-
en segments of civic activity. 

Research on civil societies in 
China, Vietnam, and Burma identi-
fies a typology that includes three 
main categories: (1) mass organiza-
tions created to support state policy, 
(2) GONGOs — government-organized 
NGOs with varying degrees of au-
tonomy, and (3) genuinely grassroots 
organizations formed by citizens to 
advance diverse interests.10 Civic or-

ganizations in Russia, as in other authoritarian contexts, survive 
and even develop because they perform essential functions that 
often align with the state’s objectives. Similarly to authoritarian 
regimes, such as China, Vietnam, or Burma, the relationship be-
tween civil society and the state in Russia resembles a “marriage 
of convenience”.11 Toepler et al.12 offer a parallel classification: 
advocacy NGOs promoting rights-based agendas; service-pro-
viding nonprofits; and loyalist organizations that contribute to 
regime legitimacy.13

These typologies reflect the diversity of civic activity observ-
able even in authoritarian settings — and challenge the liberal-
democratic model as a universal instrument for analyzing civil 
society. They suggest that civil society cannot be assessed solely 
through the lens of open dissent, institutional independence, or 
liberal values. Rather, civic initiatives in authoritarian contexts 
often operate within hybrid arrangements, simultaneously 
engaging with and adapting to state structures. Recognizing 
this complexity is essential for developing a more nuanced un-
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derstanding of how civil society functions beyond democratic 
regimes.

The diversity of forms and manifestations  
of civic activism
Civil society must also be understood in terms of its multiple 
forms, levels of formality, and evolving modes of operation. Un-
til recently, academic research and political analyses predomi-
nantly focused on the organizational perspective of civil society 
— emphasizing formally organized, professional advocacy non-
governmental organizations (NGOs), which were typically asso-
ciated with the idea of civil society. However, recent studies have 
highlighted the emergence of new types of civic activism that 
“seem to be very different from the familiar NGO model, being 
self-consciously shapeless, indeterminate, and even nebulous in 
form, deed, and vision”.14 

In authoritarian regimes, informal networks serve as critical 
spaces for collective action, as formal organizations are either 
suppressed or co-opted by the state. While overt social protest — 
especially in its institutionalized form — is not the primary mode 
of civic activism in an authoritarian setting, grassroots social 
movements, self-organization, and everyday local-level mobili-
zation play a far more significant role, even if they are least likely 
to be recognized by normative frameworks.15

Grassroots initiatives provide platforms for creating and 
disseminating alternative information that counters the state’s 
perspective, underscoring their role in fostering potential politi-
cal activism under authoritarian conditions. Digital platforms 
such as Telegram, Facebook, Twitter, and YouTube now play a 
central role in organizing and disseminating civic initiatives. As 
overt activism becomes more dangerous or suppressed, the digi-
tal realm increasingly serves as a primary venue for resistance 
and alternative public discourse — a phenomenon referred to as 
“virtual civil society”.16

CULTURAL AND REGIONAL differences also shape civic behavior. 
Studies of African civil societies17 or ethnic regions within Rus-
sia18 illustrate how civic life is rooted in local traditions and 
values, giving rise to distinct configurations of civil engagement. 
In Russia, the emergence of regionally defined “national civil 
societies”19 based on ethnic identity and local culture challenges 
assumptions about the universality of civil society’s structure 
and function.

Taking into account the limitations and biases of the nor-
mative conceptualization of civil society discussed above, our 
analysis adopts a more pluralistic framework for assessing civil 
society in Russia that aims to capture the diversity of the Russian 
civic activism landscape, while taking into consideration the 
authoritarian political context. The analytical approach adopted 
in this study rests on the premise that the diversity of forms, ac-
tors, and criteria associated with civil society makes any general-
ized evaluation of this complex phenomenon insufficient. In the 
following sections, I introduce a segmentation model of Russian 
civil society and examine how its various segments have evolved 
since the full-scale invasion of Ukraine in 2022.

Contradictory dynamics of Russian 
civil society after the onset of war
To assess the impact of the war on Russian civil society, I employ 
a two-dimensional framework based on institutionalization/for-
malization and politicization of civic activities.

 Institutionalization refers to the extent to which civic initia-
tives are organized, formalized, and integrated into the institu-
tional fabric of Russian society. At one end of this spectrum are 
large, well-established NGOs, while at the other end lie informal 
or semi-formal grassroots initiatives that function more as net-
works or temporary associations than as formal organizations. 

Politicization addresses the agenda of civic initiatives, spe-
cifically the extent to which they engage in regime criticism, 
promote democratic values, or defend human rights. At one 
end of this dimension are advocacy organizations and initiatives 
that openly oppose the political regime and work to protect the 
rights of marginalized groups. In this regard, the politicization 
axis closely resembles the classification proposed by Toepler et 
al., which distinguishes “claim-making or advocacy NGOs that 
promote liberal, rights-based agendas.” At the opposite end are 
depoliticized nonprofit service providers — both formal and 
informal — that primarily focus on addressing immediate social 
or economic needs, without engaging in political critique or 
advocacy.

AT THE INTERSECTION of these two dimensions, four distinct 
segments of Russian civil society emerge, as shown in Figure 1. 
Clearly, the boundaries between these segments are not rigid, 
and many organizations combine, for instance, advocacy and 
service functions. Similarly, some operate in a semi-formal 
mode — carrying out part of their work through formal struc-
tures and the rest through informal, grassroots formations. In 
the following section, I examine how different sectors of Rus-
sian civil society have evolved since the beginning of the war in 
Ukraine, with each of the identified segments demonstrating 
differing — and at times even opposing — dynamics in response 
to the invasion.

Figure 1. Civil Society: Analytical Perspective.
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Institutionalized civil society
The first segment comprises the most prominent politicized 
advocacy organizations — such as Memorial, Civic Watch, the 
Anti-Corruption Foundation (FBK), the independent liberal 
press, and others dedicated to promoting democratic values, de-
fending human rights, and upholding freedom of speech. This is 
the most visible segment of civil society which receives primary 
attention from Western experts, who see it as a potential lever 
and catalyst for democratic change in Russia.

All these organizations have openly criticized Putin’s regime 
and, following the outbreak of the war in Ukraine, adopted a 
clear anti-war stance. Consequently, they have faced some of the 
most severe repressions since the beginning of the full-scale in-
vasion. Many have been liquidated or forced to relocate abroad, 
and their leaders have either been imprisoned, compelled into 
exile, or killed — as in the case of FBK leader Alexey Navalny. 
When experts claim that civil society in Russia is dead, they are 
referring primarily to this sector.

Another institutionalized segment encompasses numer-
ous nonprofit organizations that are less politically active and 
primarily focus on addressing societal needs. This includes 
service-providing organizations involved in healthcare, social 
assistance, support for children and the elderly, orphanages, 
migration, HIV, and many other areas. A significant portion of 
this segment is represented by environmental NGOs, which are 
among the oldest and most established organizations in Rus-
sian civil society. These organizations are well integrated into 
global networks and include branches of major international 
entities such as WWF and Greenpeace. Another distinctive fea-
ture of this sector is its heavy reliance on international funding. 
Notably, this segment comprises both independent NGOs and 
so-called GONGOs (government-organized non-governmental 
organizations), which are established by the state and remain 
state-dependent.

After 2022, the sector declined dramatically. Many interna-
tional organizations operating in Russia were labeled “foreign 
agents” or “undesirable organizations” and were forced to leave 
the country. With international funding nearly eliminated and 
state resources diverted to military needs, the financing of this 
sector has been significantly reduced. At the same time, state 
control over the sector has intensified, and the number of GON-
GOs has increased.20

The profound changes occurring in this segment of civil so-
ciety remain unfortunately understudied, as most attention has 
focused on the repression and persecution of politically oriented 
organizations. Nevertheless, individual studies and interviews 
reveal significant transformations within the sector.

SURVIVING INDEPENDENT organizations are employing various 
adaptive strategies to cope with the new conditions. Research on 
changes in the environmental sector since the war’s outbreak, 
for example, has identified several strategies:21

  Re-registration (Renaming): Organizations labeled as foreign 
agents or those working with “undesirable organizations” 
have re-registered under new names. Although some organi-
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zations had already adopted this strategy following the intro-
duction of the foreign agents law, its use became widespread 
after February 2022.

     Distancing from Politics: NGOs are avoiding any political state-
ments or criticism of the state.

     Self-Censorship: Both internal discussions and public commu-
nications have become more self-censored.

     Informalization: Activities are shifting to the grassroots level, 
with many preferring to operate as non-registered groups 
rather than as formal organizations. This shift is accompanied 
by an increase in informal (person-to-person) mechanisms for 
interacting with state agencies and international partners.

     Working from Exile: Although many organization members 
have emigrated since the war began, they continue to collabo-
rate with their colleagues in Russia. They maintain informal 
contacts with partners abroad, relying on social connections 
and the social capital cultivated over the years of previous col-
laboration.

THESE STRATEGIES are not unique to the environmental sector. 
For instance, interviews with founders of NGOs that provide le-
gal and psychological support to women experiencing domestic 
violence or labor-related issues reveal similar adaptations.22 To 
avoid the stigma of being labeled a “foreign agent,” one organiza-
tion rebranded twice since the onset of the war. Its organizers 
have ceased participating in public debates, stopped issuing 
public statements, and avoided press engagements. Although 
this organization previously received government and presi-
dential grants — and still does so on a reduced scale — its old 
international partnerships are now maintained through newly 
established friendly contacts in Central Asia, where it conducts 
its main activities, such as trainings, seminars, and workshops. 

Another example is an organization working in HIV preven-
tion that was heavily dependent on foreign funding. Despite 
being designated a foreign agent, the organization successfully 
contested this decision in court and continues to operate, receiv-
ing financial support from abroad, albeit on a smaller scale. It 
deliberately distances itself from any political statements and 
functions under a constant state of uncertainty, with the ever-
present risk of closure.23   

Grassroots civic activism
While organized civil society has been largely destroyed or has 
experienced a significant decline, grassroots activism has fol-
lowed a strikingly different trajectory. The invasion of Ukraine 
triggered a surge of diverse forms of grassroots anti-war activ-
ism, manifesting in both overt and covert ways. Whereas public 
anti-war street protests were relatively limited in scale and were 
effectively suppressed by security forces, numerous forms of 
hidden or covert resistance emerged across the country.

Grassroots anti-war activism has taken many forms. On one 
end, radical leftist groups have engaged in guerrilla-style provo-
cations along railway lines and even set fire to military recruit-
ment centers. On the other, a wide range of anti-war street art 
has appeared — featuring symbols and messages opposing the 

war that are scratched, pasted, or stenciled onto houses, poles, 
buses, and even rendered as full-scale, professionally executed 
graffiti.24

ANOTHER RAPIDLY GROWING form of anti-war activism — often 
described as anti-propaganda or informational activism — has 
surged since the war’s onset. This form includes the creation 
of multiple alternative information channels and blogs on plat-
forms such as YouTube and Telegram, as well as new discussion 
forums and podcasts dedicated to “telling the truth” about the 
war and countering its escalating propaganda.

Following the announcement of partial mobilization in Sep-
tember 2022, numerous volunteer groups emerged to help po-
tential conscripts avoid mobilization. These groups provide legal 
consultations about the rights of conscripts and the legal avenues 
available for refusing military service. They assist in obtaining 
necessary documentation, organize collective transport to the 
border, and supply food, water, and other essential items to 
young people enduring multi-day queues at border checkpoints.

New communities of women and mothers have also emerged 
in various localities, uniting in efforts to protect young people 
from being sent to the front. Mothers whose sons have already 
been deployed record video messages addressed to the presi-
dent and regional authorities, urging them not to break the 
law by sending unprepared conscripts to the front lines and 
demanding that soldiers receive proper medical care, food, and 
clothing. Although these video messages might appear peculiar 
to Western observers, the “kneeling riot” (протест на коленях) 
has become a popular form of protest in Putin’s Russia.25 

A notable example of women’s activism is the movement 
of the Wives of Mobilized Persons — the “Bring Them Home” 
campaign — fighting for the demobilization of their husbands 
and loved ones after their service on the front lines. Initially, the 
primary methods involved appeals and complaints directed at 
military leadership and even President Putin. However, over 
time, as these appeals proved ineffective, the women began or-
ganizing protest marches — such as “The March of Empty Pots,” 

Wives of Mobilized Persons in Moscow, November 7, 2023.
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during which they gathered at war memorials, rattling pots and 
pans to demand an end to the ongoing mobilization campaign 
and to bring their husbands home. Consequently, some mem-
bers of the movement even campaigned against Putin during the 
presidential elections.

Ethnic grassroots protests have also emerged in response to 
the disproportionately high numbers of conscripts drafted from 
ethnic regions. Anti-war movements are particularly active in 
Buryatia and Tuva, which lead Russian regions in the number of 
deaths per 100,000 inhabitants.

LESS VISIBLE, yet equally significant, are forms of anti-war activism 
that resemble James Scott’s concept of “silent resistance.” These 
activities do not explicitly articulate 
an anti-war message but imply op-
position to the war and the state’s 
newly adopted militaristic policies. 
Examples include acts of sabotage 
against propagandistic changes in 
the education system — most nota-
bly, the introduction of compulsory 
propagandist lessons on “important” 
teaching “the truth” about so-called 
special operation. Teachers who 
are unwilling to participate in such 
propaganda have taken matters into 
their own hands by replacing the pre-
scribed lesson topics with alternative narratives — often discussing 
existing international conflicts. They have organized social media 
groups to exchange potential topics and materials for these alterna-
tive lessons. 26 This trend is paralleled by women’s activist groups 
such as Soft Power, which has initiated an alternative educational 
program for children titled “Tales for Peace,” teaching essential 

war stance. This assistance includes legal, financial, and other 
forms of support for individuals arrested during protests. In ad-
dition to well-known human rights organizations like OVD Info 
and Agora — which largely rely on charitable donations — various 
grassroots fundraising initiatives have been established during 
the war. For example, RosShtraf was created to help pay fines in-
curred from politically motivated legal charges (such as those for 
expressing an anti-war stance or participating in protests), while 
Antifond supports individuals who have suffered professional 
setbacks due to their anti-war positions. 

There is also evidence of growing financial support for organiza-
tions aiding migrants and refugees. According to the leader of the 
Civic Assistance Committee (CAC), which has been helping refugees 

and migrants for 33 years, donations 
have increased nearly eightfold since 
the war began — even in the face of 
the organization being stigmatized as 
a “foreign agent.”28

One striking example of hu-
manitarian grassroots activism in 
response to the war is seen in the 
volunteer groups assisting Ukrai-
nian refugees who found them-
selves on Russian soil after fleeing 
conflict zones and who are seek-
ing to reach Europe. In just five 
months, one such group, which 

was the subject of a case study, expanded from several dozen 
participants to over 10,000. Similar groups have since emerged 
in Moscow and other cities. 

A DEFINING FEATURE of these volunteer networks is that they 
operate as informal networks using Telegram chats. Unlike 

38 peer-reviewed article

“A DISTINCT CLUSTER OF 
GRASSROOTS INITIATIVES, 

WHICH CAN BE TERMED 
HUMANITARIAN 

RESISTANCE, HAS ARISEN 
OUT OF EMPATHY FOR 

THOSE MOST SEVERELY 
AFFECTED BY THE WAR.”

RosShtraf is a crowdfunding project that helps to raise money directly for Russians who have 
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values of peace, humanism, and freedom. 
Concerned parents, determined to counter 
the growing militarization of grade-school 
education, also use VKontakte chat groups 
to protest against military training in 
schools and colleges.

A distinct cluster of grassroots initia-
tives, which can be termed humanitarian 
resistance, has arisen out of empathy 
for those most severely affected by the 
war. Examples include compassionate 
actions toward Ukrainians — such as the 
creation of folk memorials adorned with 
flowers, candles, and toys at monuments 
associated with Ukraine or with victims 
of political repression. Anthropologist 
Aleksandra Arkhipova has labeled these 
memorials as “flower protests” or “com-
passionate protests”.27 

Another form of humanitarian activ-
ism focuses on providing assistance to 
those repressed for expressing their anti-
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traditional nonprofit organizations within the Russian civil activ-
ism sector, these groups deliberately refrain from establishing 
any formal organization or undergoing state registration — even 
though their internal organizational efficiency and functional 
division rival that of formal organizations. Although their as-
sistance to Ukrainian refugees may outwardly resemble conven-
tional humanitarian activism — and even align with the state’s 
call to help Ukrainian refugees — interviews with volunteers 
reveal that for them, providing such aid represents a covert form 
of protest against the war. It serves both as an expression of their 
outrage and as a means to cope with the shock of the conflict and 
the sense of powerlessness in a context where open protest is 
either impossible or ineffective.

Wartime civil society
Drawing on the analysis of sectoral shifts presented in the previ-
ous section, I outline the key features that have come to define 
Russian civil society in the wartime period.

Loss of institutional political influence
With the disintegration of the advocacy and politicized sectors 
— and the destruction of the flagship organizations that once 
formed the core of politically engaged civil society — civil society 
can no longer exert direct institutional influence on the political 
regime or state policy. Open protest or any overt expression of 
dissent against state policies has become virtually unsustainable. 
Consequently, the primary survival strategy now is to distance 
oneself from overt politics and comply with the new rules im-
posed by the state.

A “state over civil society” model  
in the institutional sector
Within the institutionalized segment, a model has emerged in 
which civil organizations are effectively subordinated to state 
structures. These organizations now serve as “drive belts” execut-
ing state policy. The service sector is heavily dependent on state 
funding, and obtaining foreign grants has become the exception 
— often only possible through informal channels and intermedi-
ary organizations in third countries. Access to state grants now 
depends largely on an organization’s loyalty, while any potential 
influence on shaping state policy is severely constrained by an 
increasing intolerance for any criticism of the state.

Shift toward grassroots initiatives
As formal, organized civil society has shrunk dramatically, the 
balance has shifted in favor of grassroots initiatives. The invis-
ibility and informalization of civic activism are evident in the 
growing reliance on interpersonal contacts and local solidarity 
over formalized organizational relationships. This trend affects 
not only grassroots movements but also the transformation of 
once-prominent NGOs that are now operating underground. 
Even well-organized grassroots initiatives — such as the Telegram 
group aiding Ukrainian refugees — prefer to remain unregistered 
to avoid attracting state attention. When faced with the choice 
between visibility and safety, the latter invariably prevails.

Localized, atomized activity
Much of the civic activity now occurs at the local level and is 
highly localized, often rendering it invisible to outsiders. Civil 
society has become atomized, lacking open, formal mechanisms 
for interregional interaction. Researchers of wartime civic ac-
tivism frequently compare its current form not to traditional 
networks but to a mycelium29 or rhizome30 — horizontal, fluid, 
temporal, and emerging suddenly in isolated pockets.

Strengthening trans-border solidarity
Grassroots civil society is marked by a significant increase in 
trans-border solidarity and enhanced collaboration with in-
ternational partners. This heightened cross-border solidarity 
is driven, in the first place by the mass and rapid emigration of 
many activists and entire projects immediately after the war’s 
onset.31 Although this exodus has weakened domestic civil soci-
ety, many activists continue to implement their projects in col-
laboration with colleagues who remain in Russia, acting as vital 
links in emerging transnational partnerships. In some cases, it 
is difficult to determine whether an initiative originates from 
within Russia or from abroad.

Digitalization of civic activism
As state repression intensifies, physical public spaces in cities 
have become increasingly risky for collective action. Conse-
quently, civic activism has shifted to the digital sphere. Since 
the war began, the role of platforms like Telegram, Instagram, 
You-Tube and other messaging apps for networking across the 
country — and especially for communication and coordination 
with colleagues abroad — has grown dramatically.

Emergence of “illiberal” activism  
alongside liberal movements
Alongside what might be termed “good” liberal civic activism, 
the war has also triggered a surge in “bad” or illiberal activism.32 
Pro-war patriotic and nationalist groups have proliferated — 
groups that, unlike anti-war initiatives, do not need to hide from 
political persecution. Examples include Telegram channels that 
disseminate information about the situation in the military and 
on the front lines, collect donations to support the Russian army, 
purchase drones. Local volunteer groups weave camouflage nets 
and facilitate the production of military ammunition by women 
volunteers. In universities, while anti-war student groups con-
tinue to assist students prosecuted for protesting or evading mo-
bilization, new youth patriotic and pro-war groups are emerg-
ing. Initiatives such as “Podhоhlyata MGIIMO,” compiling lists of 
students noted for anti-war or pro-Ukrainian statements, and the 
“Bely Voron” movement — a patriotic youth group now active 
even at HSE, once considered a bastion of liberalism — illustrate 
this trend.33

Blurring of boundaries and criteria of politicization
A distinctive feature of wartime civil society is the blurring of 
boundaries and criteria for what constitutes politicization. In 
this context, politicization cannot be reduced merely to partici-
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pation in political demonstrations or overt political activism, as 
it might be in democratic societies. Evaluating grassroots activ-
ism in terms of politicization is challenging. On the one hand, 
grassroots activists have traditionally distanced themselves from 
politics, viewing it as a “dirty business” — a sentiment common 
among such activists everywhere. With the onset of the war, 
however, distinguishing between political participation and 
everyday politicization has become even more difficult. One 
might speak of “suppressed” or “covert” politicization — as in 
the case of certain volunteer groups — or of deliberate depoliti-
cization, where civil society organizations intentionally distance 
themselves from any political engagement. The war has, without 
a doubt, introduced specific characteristics into civil society; 
attitudes toward the war now serve as a litmus test for politiciza-
tion and for attitudes toward the Putin regime. Historically, it has 
always been challenging to separate politicized protests from 
non-political ones in Russian civic activism, and under wartime 
conditions, this distinction becomes even more problematic. 
Here, politicization does not refer simply to participation in po-
litical actions or adherence to anti-regime slogans, but rather to 
an awareness of how politics influences everyday life — a subject 
that warrants further discussion.

Acceleration of authoritarian  
transformation of Russian civil society 
with the outbreak of war 
It is important to note that the defining characteristics of Russian 
wartime civil society did not emerge solely in response to the 
war. Scholars had already identified significant shifts in the civic 
activism landscape well before February 2022, including the loss 
of political influence, growing depen-
dence of civil society organizations on 
the state, and the increasing divergence 
between institutionalized and grass-
roots forms of civic engagement.

Politicized advocacy organizations 
began to experience political pressure 
and lose influence as early as Putin’s sec-
ond presidential term. At that time, hu-
man rights groups were openly accused 
of being a “fifth column” of radicals 
intent on destroying Putin’s Russia, and 
the first attacks on human rights offices 
already took place.34 

The dependency of civil society orga-
nizations on the state did not originate with the war. The process 
of subordination of non-political NGOs to state interests began 
alongside the pressure on politically oriented organizations. 
The Russian Public Chamber that was established in 2004 with 
the declared aim of representing diverse public interests in fact 
functioned rather as a supervisory body intended to substitute 
for genuine civil society.35 In 2006, Russian Federation Law #18-
FZ expanded the government’s authority to audit and require re-
porting from non-profit organizations36 — a move some research-
ers consider the “first bell” signaling the curtailment of foreign 

influence on civil society and a precursor to the subsequent for-
eign agents law. That same year, the Presidential Grants program 
was launched, eventually becoming the largest — and nearly the 
only — domestic source of funding for civil society organizations 
in Russia, significantly reinforcing the financial dependence of 
service-oriented civic organizations on the state.37 

BY THE MID-2010S, a consensus emerged among researchers re-
garding the inherent weakness of civil society and its growing 
dependence on the state.38 Some even identified the emergence 
of a distinct “Russian-style civil society” as a result of the state’s 
recapture of key civil society actors.39 A substantial body of work 
has examined the nature of relationship between the state and 
civil society organizations in Russia. This literature describes a 
dual approach toward civil society40 wherein the state divides 
non-governmental actors into those loyal to the status quo and 
those in opposition, employing various methods to support or 
restrict them. Consequently, the influence of NGOs on social 
policy has become increasingly constrained and directly linked 
to their political loyalty. 

The adoption of the law on foreign agents in 2012 marked the 
beginning of an outright purge of independent civil society. Or-
ganizations stigmatized as “foreign agents” became “toxic” part-
ners; it became nearly impossible for them to continue operating 
in Russia, forcing many either to dissolve or to go underground. 
At the same time, state funding for civil society organizations 
increased substantially — for instance, the Presidential Grants 
nearly doubled.41 

Political repression intensified further after the annexation of 
Crimea. Starting in 2014, the number of organizations, associa-

tions, media outlets, and later individu-
als designated as foreign agents grew 
exponentially42 forcing NGOs to close, 
leave Russia, or operate clandestinely. 
Thus, by the time the war began, the 
segment of institutionalized civil so-
ciety had already shrunk significantly 
and wielded very limited influence 
over state policy.

IN STARK CONTRAST, while organized 
civil society has experienced a decline 
since the mid-2000s — particularly after 
the 2010s — grassroots activism has 
evolved in a markedly different direc-

tion over the same period. Renowned civil society researcher 
and founder of the Institute of Collective Action, Karin Kleman, 
argues in her work that new “social movements” emerged and 
proliferated after 2000 as a unique form of grassroots activism. 
These movements were not predicated on direct confrontation 
with the system but rather on finding new avenues for self-
assertion and resistance. Largely invisible due to their localized, 
targeted nature and non-political agenda, they nonetheless 
signaled a significant bottom-up mobilization43 Kleman and her 
colleagues note that Putin’s second presidential term “became 
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a period of bottom-up civic mobilization” beginning with wide-
spread protests against the monetization of benefits in various 
regions in 2005, continuing with collective actions in cities op-
posing changes in housing and urban planning policies, and 
even including a surge of labor protests.44 Some urban studies 
scholars determine a trend in Russia during the 2010s where 
local protests evolved from fragmented, short-term “not in my 
backyard” (NIMBY) initiatives to more politicized movements.45 

FOLLOWING THE SUPPRESSION of political protests in 2011—2012 
and the subsequent intensification of repression, all databases 
monitoring grassroots social activism (such as, e.g., LaRuPed 
(Russian Protest Event Database), CPR (Contentious Politics in 
Russia), or Monitoring of Labor Protests) recorded a decline 
in open protests nationwide. However, after the annexation of 
Crimea, a new wave of civic activism emerged across Russia’s 
regions. Among the most striking examples are the “March 
on Moscow” by long-haul truck drivers protesting a new tariff 
collection system “Platon” (2016), a wave of protests against 
“renovation” (i.e., the demolition of five-story apartment build-
ings) that spread through Moscow and several other cities 
(2017), the “garbage protests” in the Moscow region and beyond 
(2017—2018), protests against the construction of a landfill in Shi-
yes (2019), and demonstrations in defense of the sacred Kushtau 
mountain in Bashkortostan (2020), among others. Notably, all 
these protests originated spontaneously as bottom-up initiatives 
before gradually scaling up and adopting a more organized for-
mat (if any). Some evolved into political activism that included 
direct demands to federal authorities for broader political 
change. For example, spontaneous mass protests following the 
deadly fire at the Zimnyaya Vishnya shopping center in Kemero-
vo in 2018 — caused by corruption and governmental negligence 
— escalated into calls for the resignation of the governor of Kem-
erovo Oblast. In parallel, researchers have observed a surge in 
local civic initiatives and social movements that, while not taking 
on a broader political meaning, have effectively addressed local 

problems — for instance, local protests against the construction 
of a temple in a park in Yekaterinburg (2019) and many others. 
Scholars of environmental activism have noted that the rise in 
grassroots ecological mobilization in Russian regions in the years 
leading up to the war correlated less with actual environmental 
risks and more with ethnic and social characteristics.46

A RECENTLY PUBLISHED book, Varieties of Russian Activism, ed-
ited by Jeremy Morris, Andrei Semenov, and Regina Smyth,47 
focuses on the increase in grassroots activism across various 
spheres and localities during the Putin’s era and specifically, in 
the years preceding the war. The book calls for a reassessment of 
the importance of bottom-up local activism and challenges the 
conventional portrayal of Russian society as “largely passive.” 
This resonates with the concept of “pockets of activism” devel-
oped by Debra Javeline and Sara Lindemann-Komarova, who as 
early as 2010 criticized researchers of Russian civil society for 
overlooking civic initiatives occurring outside Moscow and Saint 
Petersburg.48 Similarly, Sundstrom at al49 in their recent study 
of Russian activism challenge existing stereotypes of Russians 
as apathetic and/or fearful of participating in civic activism and 
argue about a shift from professionalization and formalization of 
NGOs in the 1990s and early 2000s, to informal organizing, often 
assisted by social media platforms. 

In sum, the divergence between organized and grassroots civil 
society began long before the war, and many of the characteristics 
that became fully visible after the full-scale invasion had already 
been taking shape over an extended period. While the war in 
Ukraine did provoke significant shifts in the scale and configura-
tion of civic activism, the direction and content of these changes 
did not introduce fundamentally new features. Rather, they inten-
sified pre-existing trends of authoritarian transformation within 
Russian civil society. Undoubtedly, the escalation of state repres-
sion following the outbreak of the war played a major role in accel-
erating these shifts, accompanying the broader process of authori-
tarian state-building — similar to developments observed in other 

Russian truckers’ protest against Platon tax system. St. Petersburg, 
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A protest against the construction of a landfill in Shies, February 2019.
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authoritarian regimes.50 In this sense, the war functioned as an 
accelerator of both the Putin regime’s authoritarian consolidation 
and the authoritarian transformation of Russian civil society.

Discussion
Returning to the question that originally motivated this article — 
why Russian civil society is frequently perceived as “dead” — it 
seems that the issue lies less in its actual condition and more in 
the analytical lens through which it is evaluated. This perception 
appears to be largely the result of a mismatch between the au-
thoritarian reality of civil society in Russia and the expectations 
of experts, which are shaped by the normative models of civil 
society rooted in democratic contexts.

The features described above clearly position Russian war-
time civil society within the broader framework of an authoritar-
ian model. Importantly, these features are not unique to Russia 
but are commonly observed in civil societies under other non-
democratic regimes. For example, the rise of grassroots mobili-
zation amid intensified repression of formal political structures 
mirrors patterns seen in authoritarian contexts such as China 
and Vietnam.51 The growing reliance on digital platforms for civic 
engagement52 resulting in the formation of a “virtual civil soci-
ety” — is likewise a typical trait of authoritarian environments.53 
Moreover, key developments in Russia — such as increasing state 
control, loss of financial autonomy, erosion of political influ-
ence, the shrinking space for institutionalized protest, and the 
expansion of grassroots, localized self-organization — are consis-
tent with characteristics of civil society in authoritarian settings.

Despite these structural changes, expectations of Russian civil 
society often remain rooted in liberal-democratic models. This 
dissonance may be partly sustained by longstanding discursive 
strategies that label Russia as a form of democracy — whether 
“managed,” “sovereign,” or “virtual.” As a result, the perceived 
failure of civil society in Russia reflects not its actual absence, 
but rather a mismatch between normative expectations and the 
political realities of an increasingly authoritarian regime.

RUSSIA IS NOT the only case in which a divergence between nor-
mative models and reality has led to expert disappointment and 
unfulfilled expectations regarding civil society. For instance, 
Kasfir — commenting on Western disappointment with the role of 
civil society in supporting democracy in African countries — high-
lights the inadequacy of the “conventional notion” of civil society, 
which includes only those organizations that can maintain inde-
pendence and actively oppose the state.54 He raises the question, 
“whether civil society disappears when its actors engage in non-
confrontational activities”,55 a question that is entirely applicable 
to the evaluation of Russian civil society since the war began. 

Similarly, post-communist civil societies in Eastern European 
countries were declared “in decline, if not dead”56 following the 
triumph of democratic elections. The disappointment with — 
and the perceived insufficient role of — civil society in building 
democratic systems in Eastern Europe stemmed partly from 
expectations shaped by the “dissident image” of civil society, 
whose value was primarily seen in its opposition to totalitarian 
regimes.57 Another contributing factor was the tendency to in-
clude only “pro-democratic” organizations within the definition 
of civil society, while categorizing others as part of the “non-
civil” sphere. This “normative trap,” inherent in much research 
on Eastern European civil society, predisposes the relationship 
between the state and civil society to be confrontational. Similar 
normative perspective ultimately leads to the expert assess-
ments I observe today regarding wartime Russian civil society, 
which is deemed to have effectively ceased to exist.

Conclusions
The war in Ukraine has not eradicated Russian civil society; 
rather, it has acted as a catalyst, accelerating and completing a 
process of authoritarian transformation that began long before 
the full-scale invasion. This transformation unfolded gradually 
in parallel with the consolidation of Vladimir Putin’s regime, the 
tightening of state control over independent organizations, and 
the increasing repression of dissenting voices.

The analysis presented in this article highlights divergent tra-
jectories across different segments of Russian civil society. Highly 
institutionalized and politicized organizations have been subject 
to acute repression, leading to their decline or dismantlement. 
In contrast, grassroots civic activism has expanded, assuming in-
creasingly informal, decentralized, and often digital forms. These 
bottom-up initiatives rarely develop into formalized associations, 
but they reflect the persistence — and in many cases the intensifica-
tion — of civic engagement in new and less visible configurations.

This divergence between institutional and grassroots civil 
society is not a new phenomenon. It has been developing since 
the mid-2000s, as state pressure on NGOs increased and the 
public sphere contracted. The outbreak of war triggered a sharp 
escalation in authoritarian state-building, bringing with it a wave 
of repression that has further fragmented and reconfigured the 
civic landscape.

In light of these developments, it is imperative to reconsider 
the analytical focus of civil society research in the Russian con-
text. Instead of centering on formal organizations — especially 
those with explicit political agendas, whether operating domes-
tically or in exile — future studies should attend more closely to 
informal, grassroots, and everyday forms of civic engagement. 
As Russia becomes an increasingly closed and repressive envi-

“THE PERCEIVED FAILURE OF CIVIL SOCIETY IN RUSSIA 
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ronment, this shift will require innovative methodologies and 
new conceptual tools capable of capturing the evolving nature of 
civic life under authoritarian rule.

This analysis also raises a broader methodological question 
about the conceptualization of civil society. The issue is not 
merely whether civil society in Russia has survived but whether 
dominant normative models are adequate for analyzing civic 
formations in authoritarian contexts. A central challenge is the 
question of state dependence: to what extent can organizations 
be reliant on the state — financially, institutionally, or politi-
cally — and still be considered part of civil society? Where is the 
threshold beyond which civic initiatives cease to be autonomous 
and thus lose their civil character?

GIVEN THE DIVERSITY of authoritarian regimes — varying in de-
grees of openness, repression, electoral manipulation, and insti-
tutional control — it follows that different types of civil societies 
may emerge under different authoritarian conditions. These 
variations include differences in the level of autonomy, degrees 
and forms of institutionalization, the scale of informal versus for-
mal activity, and the nature of civic-state relations.

Consequently, just as scholars have developed typologies of 
authoritarian regimes, there is a compelling need to elaborate 
typologies of civil society that correspond to those regimes. Such 
typologies would allow for more context-sensitive and theoreti-
cally grounded analyses of civic life across political systems.

In sum, the Russian case underscores the inadequacy of ap-
plying a singular, liberal-democratic model of civil society to all 
contexts. Understanding civil society in authoritarian settings 
requires both empirical attentiveness to its evolving forms and 
conceptual flexibility to accommodate variation beyond norma-
tive expectations.≈
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