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1. Introduction

Science is a �eld where international cooperation is likely to take place for many reasons: it is a
usually uncontroversial area in low politics, science is widely seen as a global good, a human
endeavor with an universalist character, there are long-established practices, pre-existent networks
and agreements, epistemic communities…

In the Cold War scienti�c cooperation spawned under tension and survived even the most serious
episodes of diplomatic crisis within a bipolar system based on competition for power: for
instance, as this paper will later see in detail, the Interacademy Exchange Program lasted well into
the late 1980s (Schweitzer, 2004, vi).

However, this idea of science as a diplomatic tool and a promoter of dialogue and peace clashes
with reality. First, a form of educational and technological protectionism quickly took over in the
US when reports of Chinese spies in�ltrating American universities arrived in the Pentagon in
2018. Later, and most importantly, the package of sanctions imposed on Russia for invading
Ukraine in 2022 included the suspension of all exchange agreements and joint research projects.

There is a clear anomaly: one would expect a �eld that resisted �erce great power competition and
the threat of nuclear war to survive episodes of normative confrontation, political disagreement
and diplomatic crisis… but it has not. Why?

We know which picture results from our puzzle, but not how to solve it. We have the proof, but
not the explanations. Therefore, it makes sense to use a backward-looking design which parts
from evidence to theorize (Zakrajsek, 2016). When applied to policy, a backward-looking
approach is impact-oriented (El-Jardali & Fadlallah, 2015).

This paper is structured as follows: �rst, it will look at the two study cases - how scienti�c
cooperation has crumbled down under tension between the US and China, and later between the
West and Russia. After we consider possible variables and explanations, followed by a discussion
on the morality of norms and sanctions.

A backward design is the best approach for this topic for two reasons: �rst, it follows the natural
chain of events. I came across this anomaly because the reaction of scienti�c and educational
institutions to diplomatic crisis did not match the understanding I had of international scienti�c
cooperation and science diplomacy, shining light on the inconsistency between theory and
practice. Second, because it is a recent a�air, there is little to no prior literature to establish a solid
and thorough theoretical framework. Consequently, as we tease out the possible variables, we will
mostly look at primary and journalistic sources.
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Up until February, my research had looked only into the case of Chinese scientists in American
universities, and the hypothesis was much more empirical: the resilience of scienti�c cooperation
will depend on characteristics of bilateral relations, such as economic competition and historical
dynamics. The swift reaction of educational and research institutions to the Russian invasion of
Ukraine on February 24 made it clear that there was a much bigger underlying phenomenon. I
had roughly two months to �gure it out.

The resulting hypothesis is that we are more keen to implement sanctions on those who attack
our ideals today than we were half a century ago. The increased need to condemn injustice is
seemingly a good thing from a moral perspective, but it harms other values - like the conception
of science as a borderless endeavor for the good of humanity. There is a normative change that
a�ects all �elds of cooperation, not just science.

2. Empirical evidence

2.1. What is science diplomacy?

Although the concept of science diplomacy is fairly new, there seems to be a consensus about its
three pillars: science in diplomacy, where scienti�c expertise is sought by policy makers; diplomacy
for science, where diplomatic e�orts secure international cooperation in scienti�c projects; and
the manifestation we will mostly look at throughout this paper, science for diplomacy, where
scienti�c cooperation strengthens diplomatic relations.

International agreements of research and development in science and technology aren’t only
fruitful as joint e�orts to advance knowledge, but they can also serve as a diplomatic tool to
promote goodwill, pursue common interests and establish communication channels between
countries (Dolan, 2012). As the United Nations’ World Academy of Sciences writes, “when
political relations between two nations are strained or broken, joint research e�orts can give them
a way to keep talking – and to build trust” (TWAS, 2022). In this sense, science diplomacy is a
form of soft power (Royal Society, 2010, 11): scienti�c and technological cooperation can be used
to �nd common interests, increase interdependence and build trust among actors.

One of the most successful bodies to incarnate the values of science diplomacy is CERN, the
European Organization for Nuclear Research: the proud home of the World Wide Web was
founded in 1954, built across the Swiss-French border and de�nes its mission as ‘bringing nations
together through science’ (CERN, 2022a). As the largest research facility in particle physics,
CERN is an opportunity for states to engage with Western science by establishing association or
observer agreements (CERN, 2022b).
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Turkey used a strategy based on science diplomacy to get closer to the EU (Buyuktanir, 2021); as
did Georgia, Israel, Tunisia and many others by joining Horizon Europe through association
agreements (European Commission, 2021), for instance. Agreements between universities for the
exchange of students and sta� are also common means of institutional engagement.

Although states and their representatives are the main actors in science diplomacy, nonstate actors
such as scienti�c epistemic communities and educational institutions can also initiate and engage
in science diplomacy action. For example, universities generally have the power to establish
exchange and research agreements with institutions in other countries.

2.2. Scienti�c cooperation during the Cold War

The 1958 Agreement Between the United States of America and the Union of Soviet Socialist
Republics on Exchanges in Cultural, Technical and Educational Fields, more commonly known as
Lacy-Zarubin Agreement for the negotiators' names, led to a series of bilateral agreements in
di�erent �elds (industry, agriculture, medicine, telecommunications…) (Graham, 1978, 383)1

mainly consisting in exchanges or visits of delegations and individuals. They were signed between
scienti�c and non-governmental institutions, often the National Academy of Sciences in the US
and the Russian Academy of Sciences for the USSR, and o�cially administered by governmental
agencies. Data on the number of participants is scarce and unclear, but a source at AAAS
estimated that between 1972 and 1977 a total of 8411 scientists took part in the main exchange
agreements, out of which 4417 were Americans and 3994 were Soviets (Graham, 1978, 384).

The framework was renegotiated every two years, three during détente (Richmond, 2003), with
the �rst agreement being signed in 1959 and the last in 1988 by Reagan and Gorbachev
(International Legal Materials, 1988). In other words, scienti�c cooperation survived the Cuban
missile crisis, the Prague Spring, the Space race, the Euromissiles crisis and the Soviet invasion of
Afghanistan - all serious crisis of diplomacy and reportedly the closest humanity has been to
nuclear war. In moments of high political tension, governmental agencies were more strict in
managing agreements by allowing a smaller number of participants and increasing surveillance
(Graham, 1978, 383) but programs were never suspended and cooperation didn’t stop.

In the �eld of particle physics, the Soviet Union was �rst associated with CERN in 1964 through
individual contacts with scientists and signed its �rst o�cial Association Agreement in 1967.
Russia was later very active in LHC projects, and cooperation ties with CERN were rea�rmed in
1996, 2002, 2006 and 2019, and Russian institutes were also involved with many other European
projects (CERN, 2022c).

1 The Agreement also included provisions on the cultural exchange of youth groups, cinematology experts, artistic
performers and athletes. However, exchanges in science and technology were the most common agreements.
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Another key moment was the creation of the International Thermonuclear Experimental
Reactor, ITER, the global megaproject currently leading research on nuclear fusion. The
collaboration was proposed by Gorbachev in 1985 after almost a decade of pushes from the
scienti�c community (Degitz, 2015). In 1986 an agreement was signed by the four founding
members: US, USSR, EU (Euratom) and Japan. Since then, China, South Korea and India have
also joined the project (ITER, 2022).

ITER is important because it is a true international e�ort, a referent in technological
development with the potential of bringing net energy to all of Europe; but it is also the clearest
proof that political and ideological challenges can be overcome for the sake of science.

2.3. The US, China, and spies

The US and China have been cooperating in science and technology since 1979, through a series
of agreements, protocols, joint research centers and collaboration programs for individuals,
academic institutions and national administrations, and in a wide range of �elds, from agriculture
and �sheries to chemistry and energy physics (White House, 2011). In 2009, President Obama
and President Hu Jintao formally celebrated 30 years of collaboration in science and technology
and “agreed to further upgrade the level of exchanges and cooperation” (O�ce of the Press
Secretary, 2009).

In February 2018, the FBI Director warned that Chinese spies were in�ltrating US universities,
mainly through research projects in science and mathematics (Wray, 2018). His testimony before
the Senate contributed to a rising concern amid American politicians that open scienti�c and
technological cooperation could pose a national security threat to the US. President Trump, who
had already been using China as a bogeyman for years, took action on these concerns by cracking
down on Chinese scientists. Speci�cally, he monitored Chinese students and academia personnel
including professors and researchers, canceled the visas of Chinese graduate students and banned
investments in companies with ties to the Chinese military (in both cases with questionable
criteria), infamously blacklisted Chinese technological giants like Huawei, pushed for the Federal
Communications Commission to ban Chinese telecommunications companies from providing
their services in the US… (Barnes & Wong, 2020).

These policies have remained in force (so far) through the Biden administration, with
technological giants China Telecom and China Unicom having their authorisation revoked in
2021 and 2022 respectively. Moreover, Biden has kept the visa bans and increased the number of
companies on Trump’s list of banned investments (Jacobs, 2021). In other words, this turning
back on technological and scienti�c cooperation is not a personal crusade by the late 45th
president. Instead, it can be considered US (security) policy.

5



This does not only a�ect Chinese students who bring diversity and hefty checks to the table, but
also top scientists and researchers whose work environment turned hostile, being investigated and
some even �red, resulting in the �eeing of intellectual �repower. As a ProPublica investigation
put it, “in the name of safeguarding American science, federal agencies are driving out innovators,
who will make their discoveries and insights in China instead of the US” (Armstrong et al., 2020).
At a time where discrimination and racism against Asians was growing due to the pandemic,
restrictive policies and hostile investigations on Chinese students and academia doubled down on
their increasing perception of social insecurity.

2.4. Russia invades Ukraine

On February 24th, 2022, Russia launched an attack on Ukraine.

Germany was one of the �rst to respond by compromising science cooperation. After Ukrainian
university professors asked for the academic community to “stand up with Ukraine”, Germany’s
Foreign O�ce instructed universities to “freeze academic relations and scienti�c projects with
Russia” (O'Malley, 2022). On February 25th, the German Federal Ministry of Education and
Research publicly announced that the “long-standing cooperation in science and research is being
halted immediately” (Havergal, 2022), and they called on the EU to follow suit (Ehler, 2022).
Many others, like Denmark, the Netherlands and Italy followed Germany’s example. The EU
o�cially put an end to cooperation with Russia in research and innovation on March 4th by
terminating the Agreement on Cooperation in Science and Technology, stopping payments of
Horizon projects and reviewing Russian participation in the program, as well as backing
Ukrainian scientists and researchers further (European Commission, 2022a).

In the US, many colleges also cut ties with Russian universities by suspending exchange
agreements, programs and funding, led by MIT (Ridgley, 2022). Meanwhile, Congress considered
restrictions on Russian students, while Democrat Rep. Eric Swalwell endorsed “kicking every
Russian student out of the United States” (Grossman, 2022). Similar sanctions have been seen in
other Western countries, with the Australian National University suspending all ties with
Russian institutions (ANU, 2022), and the Canadian Ministry of Innovation, Science and
Industry instructing science agencies to “refrain” from starting collaborations with Russia and to
stop funding (Government of Canada, 2022).

Overall, European institutions have been harshest in restricting science. The European Space
Agency suspended most cooperation agreements with Roscosmos, the Russian space agency
(ESA, 2022). This includes ExoMars, a mission that cost around one billion dollars and 15 years
to develop (McKie, 2022). In the same line, CERN suspended Russia’s observer status and
announced they would not start new collaborations with Russian institutions while promoting
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Ukrainian scienti�c activities. In its press release, the organization states that Russia’s aggression
“runs against everything for which the Organization stands. CERN will continue to uphold its
core values of scienti�c collaboration across borders as a driver for peace” (CERN, 2022d).

The case of ITER is a bit more complicated. While the EU domestic agency that manages
contributions to ITER has publicly condemned the invasion (Fusion for Energy, 2022), there is
not a lot more that can be done. Russia is both a founder and active member of the project, and
Moscow won't allow any public condemn against itself. There is no way to exclude Russia from
the project: it is neither logistically possible nor legal, given that the ITER agreement has no
provisions on expulsion mechanisms (Naujokaitytė, 2022).

Other projects that have publicly condemned Russia and sanctioned cooperation include the
European X-Ray Free-Electron Laser (XFEL, 2020), the Event Horizon Telescope (EHT, 2022)
and the Laser Interferometer Gravitational-Wave Observatory (LIGO, 2022).

3. Science for diplomacy in the Cold War

The exchange and cooperation programs between the United States and the Soviet Union were
pioneers of science diplomacy. ITER and CERN are landmarks of multilateral science diplomacy,
and the Lacy-Zarubin Agreement is a portrayal of science’s resilience to political confrontation.

In particular, the 1958 Lacy-Zarubin Agreement was established with the core ideals of science
diplomacy. According to the original text, the Agreement is made “in the belief that these
exchanges will contribute signi�cantly to the betterment of relations between the two countries,
thereby contributing to a lessening of international tensions” (NY Times, 1958).

An important factor to note is that there was a pre-existent demand from the scienti�c
community to engage in international exchanges and projects, and policy was an answer at the
same time that it was a means of peaceful dialogue. In the same sense, the project of ITER and
Soviet engagement with CERN were born out of American and Soviet scientists’ wishes and
insistence to pursue knowledge across international borders (Degitz, 2015).

The lesson learnt about scienti�c cooperation in great power competition is that science drives
diplomacy, and generally not the other way around. On an overwhelming majority of the
occasions, it has been scientists who pushed for the establishment of agreements and international
joint projects - not diplomats or policymakers.
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Medium powers might have an interest in getting closer to other countries, and scienti�c
cooperation can be yet another way to strengthen international relations. This would be the case
of Turkey and Israel, as mentioned earlier: diplomacy for science generates science for diplomacy.
Cooperation responds to a top-down approach, where the state may �nd it convenient to engage
in international scienti�c and technological ventures and institutes policy accordingly. Per contra,
in the case of great power competition there is no political will to engage and get closer, however
convenient it might be to decrease tension. In these cases, cooperation has mainly followed a
bottom-up approach, where scientists and researchers start the process by engaging with their
equals across the globe and later pressuring policymakers to allow further cooperation by
establishing agreements.

Therefore, as long as there is a wish from the scienti�c community to keep cooperating despite
normative di�erences, political confrontation and diplomatic crisis, in theory, scienti�c
cooperation should survive.

4. American protectionism from China in science and technology

There is more than one factor that explains why active cooperation between the US and China in
science and technology has adopted a shield of mistrust, with most of the answer being the rapid
development of technology. Three interconnected reasons stand out.

First, cooperation is based on a historical relationship dynamic which was mostly a unilateral
exercise: the US, a provider of capital and knowledge, helps China, a developing country. It used
to make sense for American policy-makers to give up some of their technological advantage for a
diplomatic bene�t. In this framework, it was government institutions (agencies and research
centers) who cooperated with China, allowing the state to fully control the out�ow of knowledge
(Jin, 2020). Nowadays, however, there has been a massive shift in dynamics: China is a leading
exporter of technology, capital and talent. Chinese enterprises provide services to American
citizens, Chinese businesses are investing in American companies, Chinese talent contributes to
the development of American technology… It is no longer government institutions who control
cooperation, but private actors. This makes it very di�cult, not to say impossible, for the
government to control exactly where and to what degree China has access. The change in
relationship dynamics, the loss of US hegemony and the disappearance of an altruist narrative
means it does not make sense for Washington to sacri�ce its comparative advantage anymore.
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This leads to number two: economic competition. Whereas the US and the USSR competed on a
normative level, seeking in�uence based on ideology, the US and China compete for economic
power. They also have ideologically di�erent systems, but it is not at the core of the con�ict as it
was in the Cold War. Most attention is centered around the ‘trade war’ (Liu & Woo, 2018), and
often clashes between the two are explained through an economic interest perspective.

The US and China are in the middle of a tech race - and Beijing is winning. China is the leader in
telecom technology, selling nearly 4 times more smartphones and equipment worldwide, 6 times
more batteries and 20 times more commercial drones than the US. Their energy sector is also
thriving: 67% of the world’s solar panels are manufactured in China (only 1% in the US), while
also leading the research on electric vehicles (Whalen & Alcantara, 2021). The OECD announced
in 2005 that China had overtaken the US as the world’s leading exporter of information and
communications technology goods (OECD, 2005), and the gap has only grown bigger. In the
academic �eld China is also taking the lead, surpassing the US in the number of scienti�c and
technical journal articles published (World Bank, 2022a). According to a 2019 Harvard study,
China produced 36% of 2016 global scienti�c articles (Xie & Freeman, 2019, 2). In other words,
China’s technological capacity has rapidly increased.

The third factor is higher sensitivity of information and technology. In the past, most
technologies developed did not have everyday applications and only a small number of them could
be linked to national security threats (usually those with military applications), so most
technologies were considered harmless to share. Contrarily, nowadays data collection is a serious
security concern. All technologies are a threat insofar as they have the capacity to collect and share
sensitive information. For example, in 2018 the US military banned sales of Huawei and ZTE
devices like smartphones and internet modems on military bases because the Pentagon assessed
that this posed an “unacceptable” security risk, and warned service members against the use of
these devices (Shaban, 2018).

In sum, the rapid development of technology and its changing nature has led both nations to
reevaluate where their priorities stand when it comes to technological cooperation. It seems that
this has led to a certain technological protectionism, as opposed to globalism (Jin, 2020).

4.1. Limitations

This explanation has clear limitations: whereas prior literature focused on science diplomacy as a
concept, with proof in the empirical evidence, these factors only explain the case of the US and
China. There must be a greater global trend beyond the speci�cs of bilateral relations, a change in
how international policy is done. The emergence of a new world order is not only a shift in the
balance of power among states but also a change in the form and weight of norms and values.
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The idea that a big piece of the puzzle is missing was already evident to me upon conducting
research in early February, and my suspicions were con�rmed merely a few weeks later.

The three main reasons listed earlier as obstacles to scienti�c cooperation do not apply to the
relation between the West and Russia. First, we have established that there is a positive historical
bias, with the Cold War being the �ashiest application and success case of science diplomacy.
Cooperation already started with both countries being great powers, so the relationship dynamics
have not shifted to the advantage of Russia (much rather the other way around). Second, when it
comes to economic competition, Russia is not a rival to the US or even the EU (perhaps in gas,
but certainly not in the �elds of science and technology). This argument makes sense when
looking at China, but it cannot apply to this case. Finally, the factor of the sensibility of
technology is also not comparable here to the case of China. Threats in this �eld revolve around
digital crime (like hacking), not comercial technology. It’s not as if American soldiers own devices
designed and manufactured by the Russian government.

The argument does not hold the same weight and would not foresee nor explain Western bans on
Russian science and technology, as we saw in the case of China.

In reality, where Russia could be excluded, she has. Where it wasn’t possible, actors have
condemned the attack, publicly backed Ukraine, and announced no future collaborations.

Figure_1.

Source: own elaboration from World Bank Data (2022b)
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Figure_2.

Figure_3.

Figure_4.

Source: own elaboration from World Bank Data (2022c, 2022a, 2022d)
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5. Shame on Russia: a normative change

How is it possible that long-lasting scienti�c cooperation agreements established during the years
of the Cold War have come to an end in a matter of days after the Russian invasion of Ukraine?

The key hypothesis is that we are more keen to implement sanctions on those who attack us or
our ideals today than we were half a century ago. A good way to understand how this is a much
broader trend is to look at the response of the sports world to the Russian invasion.

5.1. How the sports world reacted to the Russian aggression

It is widely known that the Executive Board of the International Olympic Committee banned
Russian and Bielorussian athletes from all competitions “in order to protect the integrity of
global sports competitions and for the safety of all the participants” (IOC, 2022). However, what
happened at a smaller scale in private, pro�t-seeking leagues is much more illustrating.

In the US, the National Football League, the National Basketball Association and the National
Hockey League all condemned the attack and ceased "all commercial activity" with Russia
(Kaplan, 2022). In Europe, the world-famous Spanish national football league, LaLiga, is now
showing the message "Stop invasion" (previously “Stop war”) next to the scoreboard during
matches, o�cially with the intention of getting anti-war messages to football lovers in Russia.
Meanwhile, the English Premier League has stopped broadcasting in Russia altogether (CVV
News, 2022). It is important to note that these �ve leagues mentioned above are all among the top
8 highest grossing sports leagues in the world (Randjelovic, 2020). Both FIFA and UEFA have
banned all Russian clubs and teams from competitions (UEFA, 2022a). Furthermore, UEFA has
suspended a 40 million sponsorship deal with Gazprom (UEFA, 2022b).

In short, the sports world has made a massive e�ort to bring the con�ict closer to all households
and make everyone pay attention, not just those usually interested in global developments around
international politics and war. At the same time, these measures aim to isolate Russia from the
rest of the world to the biggest extent possible. That means action throughout all �elds, not just
those traditionally politicized.

The targets are not only the government and high spheres any more, but normal citizens as well.
Russian athletes, fans and enterprises are the subject of sanctions. All forms of engagement are
now ways to exert in�uence. Sports are no exception, neither is education, nor is science.

Actors with in�uence have become judges of values, policymakers and sanctioneers; everyone is a
norm entrepreneur. What is more, individuals, institutions and companies are willing to lose big
sums of money to assert their ideas. This exceptional shift cannot be explained by interests and
economic pro�t, but instead it responds to a worldwide massive normative evolution.
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5.2. Of polarization and priorities

Political polarization is a widely studied global phenomenon: Republican or Democrat, economic
left or right, for or against the EU… the center has been gradually disappearing. Similarly, there is
a polarizing e�ect on positions regarding the Russian invasion: either you strongly condemn the
attack because you are a �erce defender human rights who is willing to do everything in their
power to protect Ukrainians, or you are pro-Putin, support the attack and believe democracy and
human rights take a secondary position after national security concerns. There is no inbetween.

Due to the idea that inaction in the face of injustice is just as harmful as the actions that caused it,
silence is positioning oneself on the side of the aggressor. As Desmond Tutu famously said, “if
you are neutral in situations of injustice, you have chosen the side of the oppressor”2.

Under these social-wide conceptions, actors feel the need to publicly condemn and rea�rm their
ideals. They are at the same time promoting norms and protecting themselves from potential
accusations. For instance, many have criticized LaLiga because its “Stop Invasion” message can be
easily covered, and Russian broadcasting services have been doing so to continue showing matches
in the country. It seems that this message, then, is useless; but in fact it has met its real goal, which
was for the Spanish football league to publicly take a stand with Ukraine and do something about
it. These are symbolic gestures aimed at establishing an actor’s ideological position.

Speaking out against injustice is a social obligation that takes priority over other interests.

Scienti�c cooperation, as well as engagement in other traditionally non-politicized areas, is a
casualty of the normative change. The international scienti�c community has not inherently
changed, and science remains a way to keep communication channels open between countries in
times of high tensions and even war. It is simply not in an actor’s interest to promote peaceful
engagement with its rival anymore.

2 Desmond Tutu won a Nobel Peace Prize in 1984 for his anti-apartheid activism, and he openly supported international
sanctions on South Africa as a way to condemn and pressure the government into ending the regime (Battle, 2021, xi).
As it turns out, the case of Apartheid is a better �t to understand the regime of sanctions applied to Russia in 2022 than
the Soviet Union’s experience or China’s. In the late 1980s, South Africa was subject to a series of sanctions, especially of
economic and �nancial nature, led mainly by the US and the UK after 1986 (US Congress, 1986), resulting in a major
currency crisis and capital �ight (Knight, 1990). Although some sources question whether international sanctions
actually had an e�ect on the demise of Apartheid in South Africa (Levy, 1999, p.12; Hefti & Staehelin-Witt, 2011, p.7),
international condemnation undoubtedly increased pressure on the government. Reportedly, when asked by Time
Magazine if economic sanctions had helped speed the downfall of the apartheid system, Nelson Mandela said “oh, there is
no doubt” (Zimmerman, 2013).
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6. Discussion

We have seen that science cooperation is now a �eld of sanctions as any other. Therefore, scienti�c
engagement will su�er more or less from a con�ict by the scale of the response planned. How
upset are we about a con�ict? How much are we willing to do about it?

6.1. Why are the cases of China and Russia so di�erent?

Of course, the Russian attack on Ukraine is a harsher o�ense than Chinese spies in American
universities. The intensity and reach of the aggression is a factor: not all threats are the same.
We are quicker, swifter and harsher in condemning war and military attacks with a devastating
impact on the civil population. However, “cruelty” cannot be the only factor.

European_representatives_claimed_their_ceasing_of_scienti�c cooperation with Russia was a move
“out_of respect for freedom and human rights” (European Commission, 2022b), although the EU
adopted_no_similar_policy_or_any_signi�cative_sanction against China for the violation of human
rights_in_Xinjiang,_Tibet_and_Hong_Kong,_repeatedly_stating_only_its infamous “deep concern”
(European_Parliament,_2021)._US_sanctions_on_Chinese_scholars_and_technological companies
have_been_on_the_basis_of_espionage._They_might_have_been_strengthened_in_the_face_of_Hong
Kong’s_2020_national_security_law,_but_as_the_New York Times reports, “plans to cancel student
visas_were_under_consideration_long_before_the_crisis_over_the_law” (Barnes, 2020).

China_has_been_repeatedly_accused_of_massive_human_rights_violations,_but_we are_willing_to do
less_about_it._The_�rst_UN_report_certifying_the_existence_of_internment_camps_in_Xinjiang was
in_2018,_after_NGOs_made claims of torture, rape and abuse. Several countries, including the US,
Canada,_UK_and_the_Netherlands_accused_China_of_committing_genocide_(BBC_News,_2021).
The_sanctions_imposed_by_the_West_in_a_coordinated_e�ort included travel bans and asset freezes
on_senior_o�cials_who_had_been_accused_of_“serious human rights violations”._In other words,
only_those_responsible were minimally targeted through sanctions. Even on the grounds of
genocide_and_crimes_against_humanity_(Quinn,_2021),_no scientists, researchers, or investigators3

were_sanctioned;_no_civil_population,_students_or athletes; not even politicians, oligarchs, or
companies._It_seems_that_some_con�icts_are_more_prone_to_generating_sanctions_than_others.

6.2. Why are some con�icts more likely to result in sanctions?

There are many factors that explain this di�erence in attitude and willingness to sanction. First,
there is the sanctionee’s capacity to strike back. How likely are they to impose sanctions? How
badly could potential sanctions harm us? It is easy to argue that the West depends more on China
than it does on Russia, so it has more to lose from a sanctions war.

3 In fact, it was China who imposed sanctions on European academics and scholars in response to the Xinjiang sanctions.
The EU did not strike back (Wright, 2021).
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Second, there’s the visibility of the con�ict. Images and reports from developments in Ukraine
�ood Western media. There are tons of information and sources available, and even Ukrainians
themselves have been able to share their experiences through social media. Consequently, we are
more aware of the realities of war in Ukraine than anywhere else that might be su�ering equally.

The proximity of the con�ict is also a factor: how close is it to us? Not only in a geographical
sense, but also culturally and even racially. In fact, there have been numerous critiques on the
West for blatant racism in its response to the war in Ukraine: from reporters stating that Ukraine
di�ers from Iraq and Afghanistan in that they are “civilized” and “look like us” because “they are
not Syrians” but “European people with blue eyes and blond hair” (Bayoumi, 2022); to reports of
people of color being refused transportation and denied help at border crossings (Ray, 2022); the
EU’s sudden capacity and willingness to accept refugees, which the Bulgarian Prime Minister said
is because “these are intelligent people and educated people” (Gathara, 2022); the moral double
standard and even hypocrisy when US-led forces bomb Afghanistan, Iraq, Libya or Syria and,
during the past few months, Yemen (Oborne, 2022); and so forth, and so on.

In any case, if the population cares more about certain con�icts, then sanctions aren’t an issue up
to the government anymore but rather an embodiment of public opinion.

This also explains the di�erence in the direction of sanctions. In the case of China we saw a
top-down pattern: state agents imposing decisions on public institutions (universities and
research centers) or private actors (businesses and investors). Contrarily, the Ukraine crisis has
generated a bottom-up response: public institutions and private actors impose their own
sanctions (universities suspend exchange agreements, sports leagues cancel matches, etc.) and this
pressures governments to take formal stances and implement high-level sanctions, also top-down.

Thus, nonstate actors are contributors to the sanctions regime, and public opinion generates a
certain legitimacy of punishment which makes foreign policy-making much easier for the state,
being able to implement cohesive, swift and precise measures.

Table 1. Western scienti�c cooperation
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6.3. A moral dilemma

The need to speak out against injustice is morally positive, but it cuts both ways: other norms, like
the value of science as a global good, su�er as a result. In the name of ethical norms (shaming
Russia for invading Ukraine), others. It’s not that governments, universities and research centers
don’t care about science; it’s that they care more about standing up for human rights.

This is a normative dilemma: which norms are most important?

‘Don’t kill people’ is easily the right norm to prioritize from a moral perspective. However, there
are two important things to consider: �rst, the nature of current global threats requires
international joint e�orts in science and technology (climate change, pandemics, energy
insecurity…). This is a very important point, and it suggests that perhaps scienti�c cooperation
should be a priority over total moral condemnation, at least in some areas.

Second, sanctions might not even be a useful means to achieve our goal. There is plenty of
literature on how sanctions are often ine�ective and only have the potential to a�ect political
transformation in small to no degree (Elliott, 1998, 50). According to Hefti, “sanctions
practically never summon the necessary pressure for major political changes” (2011, 8). Robert
Pape has an entire book on why economic sanctions do not work, titled precisely that (1997).
There is also extensive literature on which factors make sanctions e�ective (Bapat et al., 2013).

Personally, I would argue that even though sanctions are an e�ective and appropriate means in
theory, a reaction based solely on demonization and isolation is neither fair (to civilians like
scientists who su�er the consequences) nor productive, because burning down all bridges in
cooperation and communication leads only to further opposition and to no possibility of
reconciliation. What is the point of telling Russian exchange students in European universities to
kindly go back to where they came from, instead of helping them stay and �ee an aggressive
regime? There is certainly no normative bene�t in that. In fact, I’d argue it gravitates toward the
opposite of promoting democratic values and human rights.

Moreover, I believe that at some point in this normative evolution there has been a fundamental
misunderstanding. From a security perspective, winning is not beating the other. It is not
standing triumphant over their corpse. The only victory is peace, and there is no peace that
emerges from humiliation in defeat. We cannot expect a con�ictive response to lead to a peaceful
resolution, and that is the direction some of the sanctions on Russia are headed.

The fact that now we care about injustice and feel the need to act is a morally good development.
At the same time, there is a wider range of actors who can apply some type of sanctions, and no
way to guarantee that norm entrepreneurs understand the nature, scope and consequences of the
decisions they make. Cutting all ties might not be the best strategy: not for us, not for our
objective, not for science, and not for peace.
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7. Conclusions

The idea that we can build peace among great powers through science is biased by history.
The experience of the Cold War led many academics to write about the bene�ts and e�ectiveness
of scienti�c diplomacy, as a form of track two diplomacy or backdoor diplomacy, in decreasing
tensions and promoting security.

However, there is a good reason that the Cold War is understood as a historical period and not a
term to de�ne new forms of ‘cold’ con�ict or rising tensions between superpowers. Academics
don’t talk about a ‘Cold War II’ between the US and China. The reason why is, in short, that the
conditions are far too di�erent to compare both cases. We cannot describe an emerging con�ict in
past terms. Similarly, we should not frame our expectations of scienti�c diplomacy in our past
understanding of a di�erent con�ict, which took place under a much di�erent international
order, with less globalization and interdependence, and where science and technology had
di�erent implications for national security. The values and goals of the scienti�c community may
not have changed, but the conditions under which science takes place certainly have.

The causes of political tension and diplomatic failure in the cases of China and Russia result from
vastly di�erent realities and thus cannot be compared, but the e�ects that both situations have
had on scienti�c cooperation says a lot about its capacity to withstand di�erent forms of con�ict.

Certain characteristics of the relationship between the countries involved can be key factors in
determining the endurance of cooperation: the �eld and level of competition, existing
engagement networks and the type of science and technology developed.

Russia teaches us that there is a much more important factor: a social obligation to act against
injustice, resulting from the general population’s awareness and response to a con�ict. There has
been an important normative change in that sense, and it is seen as immoral to keep cooperating
with those seen as ‘evil’. Some factors such as visibility and proximity to the con�ict will have an
impact in an institution’s eagerness to apply sanctions, and others such as demonization of the
opposing side and economic interdependence (or lack thereof) make it easier to apply sanctions.
This has led scienti�c, technological and educational institutions to sever cooperation ties with
their equals in the ‘aggressor’ country by themselves, with no need of instruction by state agents.

The direction of sanctions is a very interesting phenomenon and I wish I had more time to look
into it. From preliminary research, it seems that when cooperation responds to a demand from
the scienti�c community (bottom-up) it is more resilient to diplomatic crisis and state in�uence
(top-down sanctions). The survival of cooperation comes from a will from scientists to keep
engaging, not from policy-makers. If scientists do not see it appropriate or morally correct to
continue collaborations, that marks the �nal death of cooperation.
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Science is yet another casualty of war because our opposition to war is an opposition to all
cooperative and positive engagement ties with the aggressor. Condemning an actor for its role in a
con�ict entails a moral obligation to shame and isolate it to the biggest extent possible, and no
�eld is exempt from retaliation. There is no hierarchical central scienti�c authority to assess
whether it should defend the pursuit of science, so every institution makes its individual moral
choice according to its own resources and criteria.

Science isn’t above con�ict. It just isn’t the norm.
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