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Abstract
The West’s scientific sanctions against Russia have suspended EU-Russian 
cooperation in research and technology. This situation necessitates a look 
at how they impact science diplomacy.
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Science diplomacy “is about the interactions between science 
and international relations and how these can combine to 
most effectively achieve shared objectives” (Royal Society and 

AAAS, 2025, p. 9). Along with the West and the Global South (Ruffini 
and Krasnyak, 2023, p. 771), Russia has implemented the concept 
in specific regions and spheres (Krasnyak, 2020; Devyatkin, 2023; 
Zaika and Lagutina, 2023), such as the Arctic (Everett and Halašková, 
2022; Wood-Donnelly and Bartels, 2022; Argüello and Rafaly, 2023), 
outer space, the oceans, biodiversity, and nuclear non-proliferation. 
However, the ability of scientific exchange to ease international tensions 
is regarded skeptically by some (Rungius and Flink, 2020) and seen as 
varying from case to case by others (Mays, Laborie and Griset, 2022). 

The concept of science diplomacy appeared at a time of unipolarity. 
In line with the Obama administration’s foreign policy interests, it 
was promoted as a tool that could heal some of the wounds inflicted 
by U.S. foreign policy and ensure a constructive approach to global 
issues. But today’s world is characterized by fragmentation, a decline 
of multilateralism, contestation of the Western liberal order, and the 
rise of new centers of power. Science diplomacy is “affected by current 
geoeconomic rivalries” (Fägersten, 2022, p. 5), and “may include both 
soft and hard power elements at the same time” (European Commission, 
2025, p. 43). Scientific sanctions are a good illustration of the latter.

 Since the beginning of the 21st century, Russian-EU scientific 
relations have gone through three distinctive periods. During the 2000-
2014 “honeymoon,” marked by a scientific rapprochement between 
Russia and the EU, which was little affected by the 2008 Russo-
Georgian War, Russia was considered a candidate for associated partner 
in the EU’s Framework Research Programs.

The period of 2014-2022 saw the introduction of economic 
sanctions by Western countries, which indirectly harmed Russian-EU 
scientific cooperation (Makkonen and Mitze, 2021). 

RUSSIA IN GLOBAL AFFAIRS142



Science Diplomacy and Scientific Sanctions against Russia

The third, current period features an expansion of economic 
sanctions and their accompaniment by scientific sanctions. 

The European Commission terminated the Horizon 2020 
funding of Russian research and announced that there would be 
no further funding of contracts (Horizon Europe Funding, 2022). 
CERN, the European Organization for Nuclear Research, suspended 
Russia’s observer status. The European X-Ray Free-Electron Laser 
suspended existing agreements with Russian research institutions. 
The governments of Germany, France, the UK, the U.S., Canada, and 
other Western countries instructed their universities and research 
institutions to freeze ties with their Russian partners, curtail research 
and innovation programs in all areas of science and education, 
suspend dual-degree students programs and other cooperative efforts 
(Matthews, Naujokaitytė, and Zubașcu, 2022; Jonson, Adams, Grant, 
and Murphy, 2022). The Arctic 7 states refused to participate in the 
Arctic Council meetings during Russia’s chairmanship in 2021-2023, 
subsequently resuming participation without Russia (Joint Statement, 
2022; Chuffart et al., 2022, p. 205). There were also marginal discussions 
about suspending Russia from international research organizations 
and banning publications of Russian scientists in Western journals 
(Dezhina and Nefedova, 2023, p. 20). Academic mobility was 
largely curtailed. European universities stopped sending students on 
exchange to Russia but continued to accept students from Russia on 
an individual basis. However, the EU-Russian Science and Technology 
cooperation agreement signed in 2000 and renewed in 2019 was not 
denounced, and person-to-person academic interactions were not 
restricted. Publications continued to be co-authored with researchers 
from Russian institutions. Moreover, in such critical areas as nuclear 
security, space sciences, vaccine development, and climate monitoring 
at the poles, Russia’s role remains essential (Devyatkin, 2023; Zaika and 
Lagutina, 2023).

Symbolically, the arc of EU-Russian scientific relations can be 
traced from 2006, when the European Council directed the start 
of (ultimately unsuccessful) negotiations on Russia’s “associated 
country” status in EU research programs, to March 2022, when the 

VOL. 23 • No.3 • JULY – SEPTEMBER • 2025 143



Olga A. Krasnyak,  Pierre-Bruno Ruffini

European Commission decided “not to engage in further cooperation 
projects with Russian entities” and “to suspend any payment to 
Russian entities under existing contracts” (Gabriel, 2022).

Scientific sanctions and their enforcement raise several questions. 
Firstly, they  are scarcely engaged and poorly defined in the literature, 
likely due to their rarity in the past (Gordin, 2022). Secondly, there 
is no common understanding in the West regarding the extent of 
scientific sanctions or the conditions under which they could be 
lifted. Unlike economic sanctions, the implementation of scientific 
sanctions is not systematically controlled. While the motives behind 
economic sanctions have been openly stated (isolate and weaken 
Russia economically, deprive it of resources for the military, etc.), 
the objectives of scientific sanctions, and their expected effects in the 
short or longer term, have not been explained (although the British 
Minister for Science, Research & Innovation, did state that “Our aim 
is to introduce measures that will negatively impact the Russian state” 
by “diminishing and isolating its influence” (Research and Innovation 
Sanctions, 2022)). Public announcements of scientific cooperation’s 
freezing have not clearly explained its logic. Weakening Russia, by 
detaching its scientific community from Western partners or by 
stimulating an exodus of talented scholars, may be contemplated but 
as objectives have not been openly stated.

So, what was the real reason for sanctioning Russia? 
It appears that scientific sanctions were perhaps enacted simply 

as a symbolic (Flink, Müller, and Dall, 2022) expression of moral 
indignation with Russia’s use of military force against Ukraine, in 
the face of which doing “business as usual” was  deemed impossible 
(Science Business, 2022; Ruffini, 2023). 

Since science diplomacy is seen in Europe as a natural extension 
of European values (Moedas, 2016), it should come as no surprise 
that the war in Ukraine was described by EU officials as “an attack 
on elementary values of freedom, democracy and self-determination, 
on which cultural expression, academic and scientific freedom and 
scientific cooperation are based” (Gabriel, 2022). In this context the 
use of scientific sanctions has made science diplomacy subordinated to 
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the current ideological confrontation between ‘liberal democracies’ and 
‘authoritarian regimes’ like Russia (but also China) that are perceived 
by the EU as systemic rivals. 

Notably, countries that have imposed scientific sanctions on Russia 
are generally those that have enforced economic sanctions, which 
is yet another proof of a political  reading. The freezing of scientific 
cooperation by Western academic and scientific institutions with 
Russia is remarkably aligned with the West’s hostile foreign policy 
towards Russia. Thus, EU political priorities have taken precedence of 
the scientific agenda. 

This raises the question of scientific sanctions’ impact on science 
diplomacy.

Since its inception, the dominant narrative of science diplomacy 
has been about “using scientific cooperation to improve international 
relations” (Royal Society and AAAS 2010, p. vi.). Disruption of 
international scientific exchange and cooperation is being used by the 
EU as a diplomatic coercive tool in “instances when science diplomacy 
needs to be used as a hard power, i.e., for shutting doors rather than 
keeping them open by applying restrictive measures, as happened 
in the wake of the Russian aggression against Ukraine” (European 
Commission, 2025, p. 43). 

This transforms the essence of science diplomacy. Traditionally 
associated with soft power, today, amidst scientific sanctions driven by 
the logic of constraint, not persuasion, science diplomacy is becoming 
“a formidable political and strategic tool that serves as an element of 
coercive hard power. In the case of the current war in Ukraine, science 
diplomacy, exercised through scientific sanctions, has proved to be a 
punitive strategy” (Rentetzi, 2022).  Indeed, science for diplomacy is 
being replaced by science to condemn and punish.

It is too early to speculate on the reversibility of scientific sanctions 
and a return to constructive and peaceful science diplomacy. There 
are no signs that broken international scientific cooperation will be 
restored any time soon. But science knows no borders, and scientists 
and academia have always been uniquely placed to contribute to 
dialogue and peaceful relations between nations. 
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