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A video shot just outside of Red Square on March 13, 
2022 shows policemen seizing a woman who holds a 
tiny sign reading “two words” in Russian. Her slogan 
alluded to a new law banning the use of the words 
“war” and “invasion” to describe Russia’s aggression 
against Ukraine. Police have also detained citizens who 
used asterisks to suggest the letters in the phrase 
“No War!” and who held up blank placards.1 A new 
law imposing huge fines and imprisonment up to 15 
years for spreading “fake” information about the war2 
has made the price of protest unbearably high for 
most of those in Russia who condemn Vladimir Putin’s 
decision to invade their neighboring country. The rapid 

formulation and implementation of severe penalties, 
outlawing of independent media outlets, and blockage 
of Facebook and Instagram, however, came too late 
to hide the fact that many Russians wanted their 
government to halt its attack on Ukraine. 

Besides individual anti-war statements and protests, 
the two weeks following the February 24 invasion were 
marked by a cascade of open letters and petitions. 
By March 3, human rights activist Lev Ponomarev’s 
Change.org petition against the war had amassed over 
a million signatures. Organized by representatives of 
professions ranging from IT workers to poets, joint 
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Moscow, Russia. A single demonstrator holds a "No war" sign in protest against Russia's invasion of Ukraine. (February 24, 2022).  
Source: NickolayV/Shutterstock.com
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letters condemning the invasion proliferated. Often 
shared via Google Docs, these texts garnered 
hundreds or even thousands of signatures before 
the new laws made the whole enterprise startlingly 
dangerous.3

While Putin is not known to be particularly 
responsive to public opinion, organizers of these 
letters clearly found merit in publicly opposing the 
war and doing so in groups. The content and style of 
their texts, now largely removed from the internet, 
reveal how well-informed Russians were processing 
the news of Putin’s fateful decision and why they 
were ready to risk taking a moral stand against the 
war.4 Moreover, the decision to write as members 
of various professions shows an attempt to array 
themselves as virtuous groups bound by common 
values against the narrow political elite. 

Letters to the Tsar
Writing letters to the authorities has a long tradition 
in Russia. Over the course of centuries of autocratic 
and authoritarian rule, direct pleas to the tsar, the 
general secretary, or the president were a common 
form of interacting with the state. Given that 
the top leader had the power to grant mercy or 
overturn decisions by subordinates, such appeals 
offered individuals in need a last hope for attracting 
sympathetic attention. 

The anti-war letters of 2022, however, align with a 
subset of the genre: the open appeals of the late 
Soviet period, when intellectuals and dissidents 
began to address fellow citizens and even 
“world opinion.” Starting in the 1960s, collective 
letters became a means for asking for mercy 
for individuals who had run afoul of the system, 
as when the writers Andrei Sinyavsky and Iulii 

Daniel were prosecuted for publishing their works 
abroad. Open letters by Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn 
and Andrei Sakharov as well as collective letters 
from writers, scientists, and human rights activists 
also increasingly broached complex ideas about 
censorship, universal rights, and peace.

As during Soviet times, the act of writing or signing 
anti-war letters is not necessarily motivated by an 
expectation that words will persuade the authorities 
to change their policies. In the face of unaccountable 
leaders who despise criticism, reasoned appeals 
convey a desire—whether from hope or despair—to 
stand on the side of deeply held values. As was 
the case when Soviet citizens reacted with shame 
at their country’s intervention in Czechoslovakia in 
1968, today’s anti-war missives represent a burst of 
conscience.5 For instance, people from the restaurant 
business admitted that they were apolitical and 
preferred to concentrate on bringing joy to diners, 
but said they could not stand by silently and begged 
those who were “responsible for taking the decisions 
to end the fratricidal war as soon as possible.” 

Yet most of the letters also strive to make a persuasive 
case. Hence, they should be read as political as well 
as symbolic documents. Moreover, the collective 
nature of the enterprise reflects not only a quest for 
authority in terms of numbers of signatures collected 
or the accrued status of the signatories but also a 
display of solidarity based on an invocation of shared 
ideals. Signing such letters simultaneously addresses 
a specific issue and defends a larger system of values 
in opposition to Putin’s.

Today’s anti-war missives represent a 
burst of conscience.
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Finding a Format
A fundamental choice for letter writers is to 
whom to address one’s missive and what to call 
it. Human rights activists labeled their recent 
missive a “declaration.” Aiming their words at a 
broad audience, they averred that: “Having attacked 
Ukraine, the Russian authorities have committed 
a crime not just against the Ukrainian people but 
against all of humankind. They violated the right of 
each of us to live in peace, not afraid for our future.” 
They also promised to “do everything possible so 
that this crime is not forgotten.”6 Their text invited 
readers to think about whether they would be on 
the side of the victims or the aggressors and to 
weigh how their moral choice might be viewed in 
the future. 

A second petition that explicitly addressed “fellow 
citizens” came from elected city officials, a level 
of politics where some individual voices have 
managed to persist despite “filters” designed 
to block their candidacies. Municipal deputies 
invoked their authority as elected representatives 
while impugning Putin’s rule as arbitrary and 
unaccountable. They wrote: “The decision to 
invade was taken personally by the President of the 
Russian Federation Vladimir Putin. We are convinced 
that the citizens of Russia did not give him such a 
mandate.”

The far more common choice—one taken by NGO 
leaders, comedians, psychologists, and university 
students, among others—was to address their 
appeal directly to the Russian president. Such letters 
identified Putin as the person who had the power to 
grant their requests. Typically, petitioners beseeched 
to him to halt the fighting, to withdraw Russian 
forces from Ukrainian territory, and to commit to 
resolve all conflicts by peaceful negotiation. 

Other letter writers made similar requests, but 
delicately avoided addressing any person or 
institution directly. Orthodox clergymen appealed 
to “all those on whom depends the end of this 
fratricidal war.” Representatives of the fashion and 
beauty industry wrote: “We call on all those on 
whom this nightmare depends, to quickly stop the 
military conflict and to return to peaceful regulation 
of the issue. No to war.” Such formulas avoided an 
accusatory tone while conforming to the reality that 
decision-making power lies with a select elite few.

Calling Out the War
Obviously, the point of anti-war letters was to 
criticize the invasion but doing so in the Russian 
context involved certain choices. Even before the 
March law threatened anyone who spoke negatively 
about the “special military operation” in Ukraine, 
media outlets had been warned by Russian state 
communications watchdog Roskomnadzor not to 
use the terms “assault, invasion, or declaration 
of war.”7 Russian poets pushed back, asserting, 
“We have dedicated ourselves to the service of 
the Russian word, and the Russian armed forces’ 
special operation cannot be called anything other 
than a war.” Taking a different tack, screenwriters 
observed: “We’re forbidden to use the word ‘war.’ 
But we can use the word ‘peace.’ Peace in Ukraine 
is being destroyed.” 

Numerous letters insisted on calling out obfuscation 
and deceptive arguments by the government and 
state media. Music journalists wrote: “On February 
24, 2022, the troops of the Russian Federation 
invaded Ukraine.” They cited as confirmation 
reports from “living people, our friends, relatives 
and colleagues throughout Ukraine with whom 
we communicate, and who are now being 
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shelled.”8 Describing the destruction of residential 
buildings, they went on to assert that “this is no 
‘peacekeeping special operation’ but war in the 
realest sense. A war against our closest neighbors. 
Death, grief and destruction.”

Many letter writers chose emotional language 
both in the adverbs applied to their requests—
they demanded “decisively” and condemned 
“categorically”—and in the intense descriptive 
words selected to convey the horror of war. 
Numerous texts dubbed the conflict a “catastrophe” 
and focused on the pain and loss inevitable in war. 
A letter from Russian doctors and nurses vividly 
evoked human suffering. It bemoaned that “any 
projectile or bullet, even if it does not reach its 
target and does not take someone’s life, still brings 
with it fear, panic and pain. Pain with which the 
heart contracts.” Citing the heartache of peaceful 
civilians, soldiers and their families, and children, 
the medical professionals averred that “Nobody 
deserves this fear. Nobody deserves to be killed or 
maimed. Accidentally or intentionally.”

Other letters called out the illogic of the invasion 
and placed the blame squarely on the Russian 
state. As a collective letter of scientists put it: 
“Responsibility for unleashing a new war in Europe 
lies entirely on Russia.” They went on to dispute 
efforts to use conflict in the Donbas as an excuse, 
writing that “There are no reasonable justifications 
for this war. It is completely obvious that Ukraine 
presents no threat to the security of our country.”9 
Another group of well-known intellectuals, including 
recent Nobel Prize winning editor Dmitrii Muratov, 
added that they did not believe Putin’s claim that 
Nazis controlled the Ukrainian government or that 
Ukrainians therefore needed to be “liberated.”10

Laying out the Consequences

Part of the rhetoric of persuasion rests on moral 
precepts, but part draws on an analysis of 
consequences. Anti-war collective letters repeatedly 
cited the negative effects that the war was bound to 
bring to Ukraine and Russia. 

Academic economists deployed their training to 
“predict with complete certainty the most serious 
negative consequences for the Russian economy—
rising prices, falling incomes and investments, 
depreciation of savings, further cuts in social 
spending, and the accelerating loss of human 
capital due to emigration.”11 Scientists envisioned 
that the country would become a “pariah” and 
warned policymakers that Russia’s isolation would 
lead to its economic and intellectual decline. 
Historians anticipated the destruction of historical 
sites and monuments. Academics lamented the 
loss of international cooperation that would set 
back research and undermine education.12 Music 
journalists predicted “long years of cultural, 
economic and political isolation” as well as a 
deepening of the processes of “degradation of 
branches of the economy, impoverishment of the 
population and a tightening of the political regime.” 

Describing the destruction of 
residential buildings, they went on to 
assert that “this is no ‘peacekeeping 
special operation’ but war in the 
realest sense. A war against our 
closest neighbors. Death, grief and 
destruction.”
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A single appeal addressed to “all reasonable 
countrymen and responsible citizens of Russia” 
called on the Russian president to resign. In 
unusually scathing language, a group of “Russian 
artists, architects, designers, art historians, 
historians, workers of museums, archives and 
libraries, and art collectors” blamed the war on 
Putin’s “geopolitical delirium and excessive pride.” 
Arguing that while other political figures who 
supported the war should also be considered legally 
responsible, they had acted out of “cowardice, 
servility, timidity or indifference” whereas Putin 
initiated the war of his own free will. The solution 
then was for him to resign and they urged their 
fellow citizens to join them in this demand.16

Overall, however, the anti-war letters written in 
the moment of shock generated by the war’s 
sudden start did not threaten Putin, but tried to 
impress upon him the national costs for Russian 

But most importantly, they insisted that “ordinary 
Ukrainians will never forgive us for or forget this 
war.”13 Other cultural figures echoed the idea that 
shame for having initiated war would not only 
haunt today’s Russians but pass down to future 
generations as well.14

A few petition writers tried to foretell the 
consequences for the ruling regime. Ponomarev’s 
Change.org petition took Putin to task for initiating 
war “despite the terrible price, which undoubtedly 
Ukraine and Russia will pay for this war, despite 
all the voices of reason that sounded inside and 
outside of Russia.” Repudiating the claim that 
Russia acted in “self-defense,” Ponomarev declared: 
“You cannot deceive history. The burning of the 
Reichstag was unmasked, and today unmasking 
isn’t even necessary—it’s all been evident from the 
start.”15 

Thousands of residents of Irpin have to abandon their homes and evacuate as russian troops are bombing a peaceful city. 
Source: Drop of Light/shutterstock.com
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development. The disruption of social media 
services and rising legal stakes for frank speech 
about the war prevent us from seeing how the 
rising civilian and military death tolls might be 
influencing public opinion toward Putin’s viability as 
Russia’s leader, but, notably, none of the anti-war 
letters tried to curry favor by citing the President’s 
wisdom or patriotism.

A letter from employees of Putin’s alma mater, St. 
Petersburg University, however, expressed “sincere 
support” and empathized with his “difficult and 
fateful decision.”17 It represents a different genre—
letters in support of the government’s actions. Few 
in number, these tended to be rejoinders to texts 
by members of the same field. Members of the 
Executive Committee of the Russian Association 
of Anthropologists and Ethnographers responded 
to a Change.org petition from anthropologists by 
calling out signatories who lived outside of Russia. 
They put a loyal spin on views toward the conflict, 
writing, “We are resolute champions of peace and 
cooperation, against the revival of Nazism and all 
types of discrimination and violence, including 
informational and economic.”18 A small group of 
scientists who acted to show that not all scientists 
opposed the “special operation” similarly positioned 
itself as against war, but against “the war of the 
Ukrainian Nazis with the people of Donbas.” This 
war, they asserted, “was unleashed not by Russia, 
but by the leadership of Ukraine under the auspices 
of Western countries, by Ukrainian Nazis and their 
accomplices.”19 

Finding Grounds for Solidarity
Nearly all the collective anti-war letters were 
composed on the basis of professional affiliation.20 
Even among university alumni, graduates tended to 

organize around their fields of study. Scholars and 
experts, including city planners, psychologists, and 
environmentalists, as well as creative professions—
animators, podcasters, and game designers—
figured heavily. These were not general appeals 
shared via convenient  professional networks, but 
letters specifically composed in the name of people 
of the same field, sometimes with signatories’ 
credentials vetted. 

Many authors invoked the nature of their 
professional activities as providing a defining 
ethical foundation incompatible with the invasion. 
Legal professionals, for example, connected their 
norms and their daily work with a rejection of 
arbitrariness and violence. They wrote, “As part 
of our professional activities, we apply the law 
every day and protect the interests of citizens 
and legal entities so that justice prevails. But we 
defend these rights, guided by written rules and 
procedures; we protect them in a civilized manner, 
based on the law.” Rejecting the vision of a society 
governed by the principle might makes right, they 
argued that the same held true for international 
relations. “You cannot demand that the population 
follow one model and the state another.” 

Moscow State University students, teachers, 
employees, and alumni rallied around their training, 
writing, “Russia and our parents gave us a strong 
education, the true value of which lies in being 
able to critically evaluate what is going on around 
us, to weigh arguments, to listen to each other, 
and be dedicated to the truth—both scientific 
and humanistic. We know how to call things by 
their proper names, and we cannot stand aside.”21 
Chess players similarly drew on the skills gained 
through their common activity: “Chess teaches 
responsibility for one’s actions; every step counts, 
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and a mistake can lead to a fatal point of no return. 
And if this has always been about sports, now 
people’s lives, basic rights and freedoms, human 
dignity, the present and future of our countries are 
at stake.”22

Overall, letter writers cited core values, including 
honesty and a commitment to peace. They also 
constructed dichotomies based on their professional 
identities: creation (not destruction), saving lives 
(not taking them), communication (not isolation), 
uniting people (not dividing them). Comedians could 
not find humor in the war. Instead, they asserted 
that “man learned to speak so as to converse and to 
come to agreements.” Creators of computer games 
admitted that they sometimes made games about 
combat, but protested that they did not support 
real-life conflicts. And clergymen cited the gospels: 
“Blessed are the peacemakers.”

Conclusion
Even before Putin’s March 16 speech about need 
to cleanse the nation of its Westward leaning fifth 
column, an atmosphere of fear had gripped liberal 
Russians. With the new law against disseminating 
false or degrading information about Russian 
military operations, individuals scrambled to 
remove their anti-war texts from the internet.23 
In recognition of the danger facing any Russian 
critics of the war, even Change.org recently made 
signatures on petitions from Russia confidential.24 
But the erasure of evidence of dissent is not the 
same as a retraction of heartfelt sentiments. As 
Russian writers put it, “Our main words today are 
“no to war.” No to shelling, killing, and destruction. 
No to the invasion of the territory of Ukraine.”

In the brief window when a fragment of free speech 
remained in Russia, 1,000 writers, 7,500 alumni of 
Moscow State University, 11,000 designers and 
illustrators, 14,000 scientists, and 33,000 IT workers 
signed collective letters. Hundreds of teachers 
attested, “this is not our war.” 

The appeals for peace have not influenced Putin. 
His army has increased its attacks on Ukrainian 
civilians while his repressive machine punishes 
protesters at home. Words have not been enough. 
But they represent a fierce longing for peace and an 
assertion of values counter to those embodied in 
the invasion. We should think about the conclusions 
of the cinematographers who expressed their 
shame, accepted global reproach, and who tried to 
explain that “we did not do enough to prevent this 
war, but we don’t want it.”25 

The opinions expressed in this article are those solely of the author.
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