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Tobeornottobe?
Russian civil society
underrepression

his special issue contributes

to the ongoing analysis of

the transformations Russian

society has undergone since
the start of Russia’s full-scale invasion
of Ukraine. It follows in the footsteps
of several earlier special issues: Irina
Meyer-Olimpieva’s special issue in De-
mokratizatsiya: The Journal of Post-Soviet
Democratisation — Russians and the War
(2025)' focused on the negative effects of
the war on Russians both inside and out-
side of the country and the foundations of
pro-war sentiments; and Regina Smyth’s
and Veronica Kostenko’s special issue of
Communist and Post-Communist Studies
(2026)? on Russian women’s anti-war ac-

tivism after February 2022. It also comple-
ments Anastassia Obydenkova’s special is-
sue of essays analysing the conditions for
environmental activism and NGOs in the
period of 2022—2025 in Russian Analytical
Digest (2025).3 As well as adds on to the re-
cent special issue by Margarita Zavadska-
ya, Tsyplyma Darieva and Tatiana Golova
and in Post-Soviet Affairs on transnational
activism among exiled Russians.*

SIMILAR TO THE above-mentioned collec-
tions, this special issue brings together
analytical contributions founded in evi-
dence-based empirical research based on
qualitative interviews and participant ob-
servations conducted inside Russia both
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before and after the start of the full-scale
invasion. Given the growing difficulties
and risks associated with data collection
for both researchers and interlocutors, as
described by Elisa Marin and Oliver Skye
(pseudonyms) in their methodological
essay, such empirically rich publications,
especially those analysing in depth the
transformation of various civil society
initiatives will soon become a rarity, and
therefore make this special issue an im-
portant contribution to the study of the
rapidly changing field.

What is new in this issue? First, it
brings together a wide range of genres:
peer-reviewed articles, analytical and
methodological essays as well as an inter-



view with a Soviet dissident, all written
by both scholars and activists. Second,

it suggests a broader outlook on civil so-
ciety, focusing not only on political and
civic activism. As such, the contributions
examine acts of resistance within profes-
sional communities, as well as specific
identity-based and issue-based forms of
activism, including decolonial, feminist,
climate, and environmental initiatives.
Finally, the issue seeks to offer a bird’s

F

133
‘]
L‘ ’

|
¥
siananna

|

Wjigaenn

113

147 FdEd

A ol

" o
1
|
W

"1
gL

-
-

eye perspective on the transformation of

activist initiatives over the past four years.

It also traces changes in the landscape of
organizational structures and explores
how different initiatives have positioned
themselves in relation to the regime and
the war.

AUTHORS IN this issue agree that the
full-scale invasion of Ukraine and the
following political repression has not
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Anti-war graffitiin Vladimir, April 2022.
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completely destroyed Russian civil so-
ciety, but acting as a catalyst, sped up a
process of authoritarian transformation
and consolidation of Vladimir Putin’s
regime that started long time before. Irina
Meyer-Olimpieva writes that, as the result
of along term authoritarian state-building
and its sharp escalation and tightening

of public sphere after 2022, different seg-
ments of Russian civil society diverted

its trajectories: more institutionalized

“THEISSUE SEEKS TOOFFERABIRD’SEYE
PERSPECTIVEON THE TRANSFORMATION
OF ACTIVISTINITIATIVES.”
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and politicised organizations were dis-
mantled, while grassroots decentralised
initiatives expanded and intensified with
the use of social media technologies slip-
ping over national borders. Against this
background, Meyer-Olimpieva raises an
important analytical question: Instead of
centering research focus on formal orga-
nizations with explicit political agendas,
contemporary research should consider
studying less explicitly political and infor-
mal forms of civic engagement.

Responding to this call several articles
in this issue conceptualize civil society
broader than the dominant normative
models usually do. While some explore
organizations, which rely on the state,
others also include pre-political and
post-political initiatives into their re-
search lens.

NAVIGATION OF existing constraints and at-
tempts to use any means available for ex-
pressing dissent are well-documented in
two texts about professional communities
inside and outside the country: teachers
and health-care professionals. The au-
thors of the essay “We comply, but do not
obey” explain how professional activity
can become political when it challenges
both the national educational system and
the broader authoritarian order. Since
2022, opposition-minded teachers have
adopted two main principal strategies of
resistance: a collective and an individual
one, showing not only remarkable ways
of navigating power, risks and unex-
pected opening they provide, but also a
will to stay true to their own convictions.
The authors also draw an important con-
clusion: this quiet resistance should not
be read as a prelude to open opposition,
but rather as mere adaptation to existing
repressive conditions, which simultane-
ously undermines authoritarian power,
albeit very slowly.

After the start of the Russo-Ukrainian
war, according to the authors of the
article “Professional as Political” many

health-care providers, especially those
who have emigrated, realised a political
potential in their everyday professional
work, which in the times of crisis cannot
be separated from the political. Looking
back at their professional practice that
took place before the start of the full-scale
invasion, they understood that political
neutrality can be relinquished in pursuit
of systematic change. Hence, “profes-
sional is political” claim means challeng-
ing both the healthcare system and the
authoritarian political regime.

Doriana Althier, Maria Tysiachniouk,
and Juha Kotilainen, confirm that envi-
ronmental movement also has a potential
to survive amid repression, but also draw
attention to the rise of patriotic environ-
mentalism accelerated by the war. While
many grassroots initiatives distanced
themselves from overt political engage-
ment for the sake of survival, GONGOs em-
braced nationalist and sovereign ecology.
The authors argue that such polarization
of environmental initiatives is the result
of the state’s co-optation and instrumen-
talization of the environmental agenda on
the one hand, and repression and crimi-
nalization of independent initiatives, on
the other. While avoiding sensitive issues,
independent initiatives now focus more
on practical and more local activities,
such as recycling and garbage collection.

SVETLANA ERPYLEVA'S research shows that
even though climate movement demo-
bilized immediately after and as a result
of the start of the full-scale invasion,

the war was not the only reason for the
movement’s dissolution. The war served
as a catalyst for the tendencies that have
emerged long before: the lack of tangible
results, high risks of street protests, the
lack of alternative formats and the un-
equal engagement of different activists.
While the laws de-facto establishing war-
time censorship and political repressions,
proved street protest impossible, the war
itself polarized activists weighting wheth-

er climate change is the main agenda for
protest at the moment.

Vitaly Servetnik, however, has a more
optimistic outlook on the political po-
tential of environmental activism. He
believes that despite the repression, there
is a still room for maneuver for the cross-
border collaboration between domestic
and exiled activists. Given environmental
professionals ally with grassroots ac-
tors and adopt a broader intersectional
agenda linking it to the global one, such
collaboration is very much possible.

SO, WE OBSERVE a general trend: mobiliza-
tion of loyal supporters, is accompanied
by the systematic repression of dissent.
While citizens are pressured to demon-
strate compliance with the regime and the
war, anti-regime and anti-war initiatives
are stigmatized and silenced through fear.

As Ekaterina Kalinina describes in
the article documenting the dynamic
transformation of the Russian civil society
during 2022—-2025, authoritarian repres-
sion has forced civic and political activ-
ists to adopt low-visibility and outward
depoliticized informal forms of dissent
to stay afloat. Civic and political initia-
tives have not collapsed completely, even
though many of them had to emigrate or
dissolve out of fear of criminal charges.
Instead, they have gradually adapted to
the present conditions to maintain the
basic principle of solidarity trying to use
every possibility to train new activists and
preserve already existing networks. This
transformation, however, is hardly linear
and rather dynamic corresponding to the
political openings and resources civil so-
ciety has at the moment.

Eeva Kuikka’s article stresses that
gender and sexuality became prominent
among decolonial activists in 2023 and
2024, focusing on gender-specific in-
equalities and promoting LGBTQ rights,
hence indicating a broader expansion
of decolinial initiatives’ agendas than
before. She also shows that emigrated

“MOBILIZATION OF LOYAL SUPPORTERS,
ISACCOMPANIED BY THESYSTEMATIC
REPRESSION OF DISSENT.”
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“SEVERAL SCHOLARS POINTED OUT THE
CENTRALITY OF DIGITALMEDIAFORSOCIAL
MOBILIZATION AND THE SURVIVAL OF RUSSIAN
CIVILSOCIETY ACTORS.”

decolonial initiatives in order to stay
relevant for their home communities,
have to navigate between forced imposi-
tion of so-called traditional values in the
national republics by the state and the
imperialist hierarchies inherent in West-
ern discourses. As she writes, the activists
in precarious life situations in their host
countries face a difficult dilemma: any
criticism of Western imperialism can be
misinterpreted as propaganda of Russian
neo-conservative values, while the use of
decolonial vocabulary can easily alienate
them from their domestic audiences as it
could be perceived as a call for territorial
disintegration.

Several scholars pointed out the cen-
trality of digital media for social mobiliza-
tion and the survival of Russian civil soci-
ety actors. However, very few addressed
the issue of contradictory affordances
of digital media ecosystems that both
enable oppositional political expression
and practices and impose structural con-
straints. Daniil Zhaivoronok, using media
realism as a conceptual framework, de-
scribes how fem-activists recognise the
problematic neo-liberal structure of pop-
ular ICTs, but continue to rely on them for
visibility to gather supporters, adopting
their tactical repertoire and negotiating
their ethics in authoritarian conditions.

THUS, THE ARTICLES collected in this is-
sue point to a broader trend. On the one
hand, the Russian state has intensified its
efforts to mobilize citizens in support of
the regime, the war, and its ideological
project. On the other hand, it has worked
hard to demobilize alternative political,
moral, and civic positions by making dis-
sent risky, organizationally fragile, and of-
ten publicly invisible. Civil society, in this
context, survives not primarily through
open confrontation, but through low-risk
practices that preserve solidarity and
trust. This is precisely why the question

“to be or not to be?” cannot be answered
simply by asking whether mass protest
exists or whether formal organizations
remain active. The more analytically pro-
ductive question is how civil society con-
tinues to exist under conditions that are
explicitly designed to make oppositional
collective action impossible.

THIS BRINGS US to a broader historical and
conceptual discussion. The contempo-
rary situation in Russia is often compared
to the Soviet period, usually in ways that
suggest that late Soviet authoritarianism
was, in some respects, less intrusive than
the present regime. In such comparisons,
the late Soviet state appears as a system
that primarily demanded public confor-
mity: citizens were expected to perform
loyalty, reproduce official language, and
maintain the required ideological facade,
while their private opinions and everyday
practices could remain relatively autono-
mous. This is the social world famously
captured by Alexei Yurchak’s argument
that late Soviet ideology functioned
through ritualized reproduction rather
than through sincere beliefs.

However, this comparison is ana-
lytically limited if “the Soviet period” is
implicitly equated with late socialism.
The contemporary Russian state appears
more coercive and ideologically demand-
ing precisely because it does not merely
require public compliance, but increas-
ingly seeks active emotional, moral, and
ideological identification with the regime,
the war, as well as the state’s geopoliti-
cal project. Yet this dynamic looks less
exceptional when compared not with late
socialism, but with earlier Soviet periods,
when the state also sought to discipline
speech and behavior, and produce loyal
ideological subjects. The difference, of
course, is that contemporary Russia has
not reproduced the scale of mass ter-
ror characteristic of Stalinism. Still, the

comparison with earlier Soviet practices
allows us to see that today’s Russian au-
thoritarianism is not only performative,
but increasingly mobilizational: it aims

to transform passive conformity into de-
monstrative commitment in hearts and in
minds, as described in the interview with
the Soviet dissident interviewed in this is-
sue by Elisa Marin and Oliver Skye. E

Ekaterina Kalinina is an Associate
Professor in Media Studies at Stockholm
University and project researcher at
Sddertérn University.

Note: This issue is prepared within the
frames of the research project Sustainable
Urban Development: Agency, Networks and
Communication in uncertain times, financed
by The Foundation for Baltic and Eastern
European Studies.
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