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Abstract

This paper investigates developments in Russian cultural policy following 
the country’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine in 2022. It analyses shifts in 
cultural legislation and offi cial discourse on culture within the context 
of war. The study addresses two research questions: (1) What are 
the primary directions and strategies of cultural policy since 2022; and 
(2) How do various actors in the cultural sector exploit these trends to 
secure economic benefi ts and infl uence during this exceptional wartime 
period? To illustrate the effects and outcomes of these policy shifts, the 
paper explores two distinct cultural initiatives. The fi rst, the Historical 
Parks Project, originates from the business management offi ces of the 
Skolkovo Innovation Centre and the educational efforts of both the State 
and the Russian Orthodox Church. The second, the Cultural Front of Russia, 
is a recently emerged grassroots public movement. The authors argue 
that these projects exemplify both top-down and bottom-up dynamics of 
empowerment within the wartime patriotic framework. Despite differing 
leadership structures, they share signifi cant similarities in their methods 
and ideological alignment with Russia’s authoritarian regime. The research 
draws on an analysis of offi cial discourses in the Russian Parliament and 
the Presidential Administration, alongside recent amendments to cultural 
legislation. To study the practical implementation of cultural policy, i.e., 
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the operations of the selected projects, the authors analyse the Parliament’s 
and Presidential Administration’s offi cial Telegram channels and media 
coverage of their activities.

Keywords: Russia, Warfare, Cultural Policy, Museum Politics, Historical 
Parks, Cultural Front of Russia

Introduction

Since the start of Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine in 2022, the 
Kremlin has systematically harnessed almost every sector of economic 
and social development to the goals of patriotic mobilisation. Culture is 
no exception. The regime’s ideological campaign in the cultural sphere 
has operated through two main mechanisms. The fi rst is a series of 
restrictions on freedom of expression, both online and offl ine. The second 
is a concerted effort to co-opt independent cultural production and art 
practitioners by aligning them with the so-called “Special Military 
Operation” (SMO) in Ukraine.

As a result, narratives of victory, national unity, and a mythologised 
battle for spiritual values have become omnipresent in Russian estrada, 
documentary and fi ction fi lms, and even museum exhibitions. High-
profi le pop and rock performers such as Yulia Chicherina and Shaman 
compete for the Kremlin’s favour by performing nationalist anthems 
and propagating dehumanising images of Ukrainians across media 
platforms (Kremlin’s Voice, 2022). Meanwhile, anti-war voices within the 
creative community fi nd themselves under siege from all fronts. Cultural 
administrators, bound by offi cial mandates and ever-expanding lists of 
banned artists, suppress dissent on stage. From the other side, segments 
of the public actively engage in so-called moral supervision and patriotic 
activism, reporting opposition artists to the authorities.

This article examines the underlying factors contributing to this 
situation, focusing on recent changes in cultural legislation and policy 
implementation. Our inquiry is driven by the following research questions: 
What are the primary directions and strategies of cultural policy since 
2022? How do various actors in the cultural sector exploit these trends 
to secure economic benefi ts and infl uence during the wartime period? To 
illustrate the effects and outcomes of these policy shifts, we then discuss 
two distinct cultural initiatives. The fi rst, the Historical Parks Project, 
a quasi-museum institutional network which has existed since 2015 
and places a strong focus on the glorifi cation of military successes and 
the current Russian regime. The second, the Cultural Front of Russia, is 
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a recently emerged grassroots public movement that represents an ultra-
conservative fl ank of cultural nomenclature fi ghting for privileges and 
infl uence within the sector. We argue that these projects exemplify both 
top-down and bottom-up dynamics of empowerment within the wartime 
patriotic framework. Despite their contrasting leadership structures, they 
share notable similarities in methods of work and ideological alignment 
with Russia’s authoritarian regime.

To analyse offi cial discourses on culture, the authors draw on publicly 
accessible sources such as Vmeste.RF (www.vmeste-rf.tv/), Parlamentskaya 
Gazeta (www.pnp.ru/), the Kremlin’s website (www.kremlin.ru/), and 
the Legislative Support Systems (www.sozd.duma.gov.ru/). The authors’ 
examination of the selected projects incorporates analyses of their offi cial 
Telegram channels and media portrayals of their leadership (Cultural Front 
of Russia, Telegram channel, https://t.me/roskultfront; Telegram channel 
of Nikolay Burlyaev, https://t.me/s/BurlyaevTV; and the website of the 
Historical Landscape Park “Russia – My (Hi)story”, https://myhistorypark.
ru/). Critical discourse analysis methods (Fairclough, 2013; van Hulst, 
2024) have been applied to explore how cultural policy discourses articulate 
patriotism and the ways in which narratives and framings accentuate or 
obscure specifi c meanings and signifi cances of culture.

Offi cial Debates: Ultra-Patriotism and Censorship 
as Two Ways to Go

Today’s cultural policy in Russia revolves around narratives of 
sovereignty and securitisation. The turning point, at least symbolically, 
came in April 2022, when reports of Russian war crimes in Bucha 
triggered a rapid shift in the tone and content of parliamentary debate. 
Attention turned to the alleged “cancellation” of Russian culture abroad 
and the dangers of “foreign fake news” undermining social stability at 
home (VmesteRF, 2022). Politicians responded by advocating measures 
to reinforce national unity and bolster Russia’s “spiritual immune 
system” through cultural initiatives (VmesteRF). This securitisation of 
culture has taken on increasingly concrete forms. Lawmakers have called 
for expanded state commissioning of patriotic cultural industries and 
proposed punitive measures against cultural fi gures and opinion leaders 
who criticise Russia’s “special operation” in Ukraine (Vasil’eva, 2022). 
Such moves refl ect a broader push for ideological centralisation, as if 
plurality of thought itself were a threat to national security.

In fact, the sovereignisation of cultural policy had already begun 
around 2012–2014 (Romashko, 2022), when the conservative project 
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suppressed liberal forms of governmentality and political pluralism amid 
the crisis of Putin’s legitimacy in 2011–2013 (Ross, 2015; Robinson, 2017). 
The pro-EU leadership of the Russian Institution of Cultural Research 
was dismantled under the so-called “optimisation policy” of Putin’s 
2012 May Decrees (Razlogov, 2014). The State Duma’s legislative role 
in cultural affairs was quietly diminished. In its place, the Presidential 
Council for Culture and the Arts emerged as the principal node of policy 
formation, operating directly under the watchful eye of the Presidential 
Administration (PA). New doctrinal texts soon followed. The Basics of State 
Cultural Policy (Decree No. 808, 2014) and Strategy of State Cultural Policy 
(Russian Government Order No. 326-r, 2016) redefi ned the state’s role not 
as a guarantor of cultural freedoms but as custodian of a “civilisational 
mission”. Culture, once a sphere of contestation and expression, was now 
tasked with preserving territorial integrity and providing ideological glue 
for a post-Crimea society. Russian culture, these documents insisted, was 
distinct from its Western counterpart: a bearer of spiritual values, a bulwark 
against relativism, and a pillar of sovereign democracy. Sanctioned by the 
PA, these declarations assumed de facto superiority over federal legislation 
(Romashko, 2018). Cultural law was thus subordinated to political logic, 
and politics, in turn, absorbed into geopolitics.

This consolidation of cultural governance was institutionalised 
through the broader framework of National Strategic Planning (NSP), 
introduced in 2013–2014 to accelerate the implementation of Putin’s 2012 
May Decrees and to achieve targeted socio-economic development goals 
(Federal Law No. 172-FZ 2014: Ch. 3, Art. 10). Unlike conventional federal 
legislation, NSP operates through presidential decrees and normative 
acts that function as policy preambles, i.e., the Concept, Strategy, and 
Implementation Plan. These documents are non-binding in legal terms 
but highly effective in practice, allowing for rapid and fl exible decision-
making while keeping policy formulation fi rmly within the Kremlin’s 
administrative domain (Romashko, 2022).

Between 2017 and 2021, NSP increasingly integrated the vocabulary 
and logic of neoliberalism, i.e., competition, effi ciency, and performance, 
but without abandoning ideological oversight. In the cultural sphere, 
this translated into a new funding regime. Policy implementation is now 
channelled through the National Programmes Culture and Education 
(launched in 2018), and operationalised through state-patronised grant 
structures such as the Foundation of Humanitarian Projects1 (est. 2013), 
the Presidential Fund (est. 2017), and the Presidential Fund for Cultural 
1  This private entity was established specifi cally to fi nancially support the Historical 
Parks Project. For more, see: https://expohistory.ru/.
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Initiatives (est. 2021). This model, often described as a “state-private 
partnership”, enables ideological governance at a distance: policy execution 
is outsourced to formally independent actors while ideological alignment 
is ensured through selective funding (cf. Laruelle and Howells, 2020). 
Previously, the state subsidised a relatively closed network of public cultural 
institutions, which limited the spread of offi cial narratives across wider 
society and left many civil society actors vulnerable to foreign support and 
infl uence. In contrast, under NSP, the state can now extract loyalty, labour, 
and visibility from NGOs, professionals, and grassroots initiatives without 
direct administrative control, by maintaining centralised ideological 
direction while simulating pluralism. This might be called a simulacrum 
of civil society; formally independent actors executing state objectives at 
arm’s length. The illusion of cultural diversity remained, but the rules of 
participation were now determined by ideological fi delity.

Russia’s full-scale war in Ukraine gave this framework its ideological 
climax. A new wave of SPN documents codifi ed what had previously 
remained implicit. The Basics of Traditional Values (Decree No. 809, 2022), 
the Concept of Russia’s Humanitarian Policy Abroad (Decree No. 611, 2022) 
and the amendments to the Basics of State Cultural Policy (Decree No. 36, 
2023) enshrined propagandistic concepts such as the “Russian world”, 
“cultural sovereignty”, “traditional family”, and “historical truth” with 
legal authority. These are no longer rhetorical slogans; rather, they became 
enforceable categories that determined access to resources, legitimacy, 
and state support. The boundaries of acceptable cultural expression were 
drawn more sharply than at any point since the late Soviet period. Some 
forms of creativity were to be silenced. Others were to be celebrated and 
funded unconditionally.

One notable consequence of this development is the promise of 
a redistribution of scarce public resources in the cultural sector, traditionally 
one of the least funded areas in the federal budget (Meduza, 2024). On 
the one hand, parliamentarians compete to invent increasingly elaborate 
punishments for dissenters including revoking citizenship, stripping state 
awards, and erasing unfriendly names from public registers (Vasil’eva, 
2022; Lapshin, 2023; Kartasheva, 2023). On the other hand, debates 
now revolve around the future of patriotic cultural commissioning. The 
question is no longer whether the state should fund ideology, but which 
ideologues it should support. Cultural elites with ambiguous reputations, 
such as directors of institutions including the Hermitage Museum or 
fi gures such as pop star Philipp Kirkorov, now risk being sidelined (NEWS.
RU, 2025). In their place, an emerging leadership aligned with patriotic 
and often ultra-conservative values stands ready to occupy the void. As 
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the cultural landscape is redrawn, a new locus of power is emerging for 
self-proclaimed advocates of the SMO, the Kremlin’s “historical truth”, 
“traditional values” or Orthodox morality. These actors skilfully exploit 
wartime rhetoric to gain recognition, visibility, and state patronage.

Cultural production, under these conditions, is not merely 
instrumentalised – it is absorbed into the logic of governance itself. The 
state no longer promotes narratives; it institutionalises them. Ideology is 
not imposed, but incentivised through grants, visibility, and access. As 
many scholars (Rose, 2017; Budraitskis, 2017; Matveev, 2016) have shown, 
contemporary hybrid or populist regimes successfully utilise authoritarian 
rule and neoliberal mechanisms of governance by objectifying the 
population through excessive competition and ideological alignment. 
Such regimes govern not through mandates, but through managed 
competition. The aim is not to silence dissent directly, but to fl ood the 
fi eld with compliant noise.

In Russia, this environment proved to be fertile ground for what 
Marlene Laruelle (2025, p. 29) has called “ideologic entrepreneurship”. 
Previously marginal actors can now secure public support with ease by 
producing patriotic cultural content of any quality, including mediocre 
or amateur work. In practice, this dynamic enables proponents of 
conservative ideologies to compete with economically viable show business, 
cultural elites, and professional practitioners on fundamentally unequal 
terms. What follows examines how these newly created conditions have 
empowered two prominent initiatives which, despite their lack of artistic 
creativity, serve propaganda objectives and have thus risen to leadership 
positions within the cultural sphere.

Historical Parks Project: 
A Crash Course on Top-Down Patriotism

Museums, as we know them today, are the product of Western 
modernity, and were historically developing alongside other disciplinary 
technologies, forming and strengthening the concepts of “nation”, 
“heritage”, and “patrimony”. Museum studies scholar Tony Bennett 
describes these institutions as “civilizing devices” set up to fulfi l “the task 
of the cultural governance of the populace” (Bennett, 1995, p. 21). Such 
characteristics make them prone to being used as tools for different types 
of propaganda. In early Soviet times, an extensive network of “museums 
of the revolution” was established across the country to perform the 
“politico-pedagogical work” (Scherbinina, 2016), becoming crucial 
instruments for creating citizens of the new state (Bennett, 2015, p. 69). 



63

T. Romashko, O. Zabalueva, Russian Cultural Policy in the Midst of War…

In the case of state-funded cultural institutions, which are built on public 
trust and perceived as authoritative in their narratives, it is important to 
investigate which actors are involved in curating museum exhibitions, 
and, as in this case, how concurrent cultural policies infl uence the museal 
fi eld.

One notable example of such instrumentalisation is the network of 
multimedia historical exhibitions Russia – My (Hi)story.2 It follows 
the main tenets of the Russian cultural policy from the mid-2010s and 
was manufactured by the same actors. The fi rst permanent venue of 
the network was opened in 2015 at the All-Russia Exhibition Centre 
(VDNKh) in Moscow, and by 2024, there were already 26 such venues 
across Russia, from Makhachkala to Sakhalin. These institutions, 
referred to as “Multimedia Historical Parks”, are all organised in a similar 
manner and bear a striking resemblance to the network of “museums of 
the revolution”, which spread all over the young Soviet state in order to 
unify the public narrative and educate the masses. These Parks are not 
formally attributed to the museum sector per se because they do not have 
proper museum objects even though employing the same exhibitionary 
techniques and means of representation. Nevertheless, they participate in 
initiatives such as the Accessible Museum programme and the Museum 
Night festival and are widely referred to as “museums” in the media 
(e.g., SiberiaTravel), including on the offi cial webpages of the VDNKh 
exhibition centre (2024) and Tripadvisor (2024).

Before the fi rst Multimedia Historical Park was opened in Moscow, 
similar exhibitions existed as an annual event organised by the Russian 
Orthodox Church as the Orthodox Russia exhibition series at the Moscow 
Manege (2003–2013). These original events focused on religious and 
community themes, showcasing arts, crafts, and churchly educational 
projects. The 2013 exhibition Orthodox Russia: The Romanovs, marked 
a signifi cant shift by incorporating multimedia elements and attracting 
a large audience. More importantly, it demonstrated the appeal of 
presenting national historical narratives in this format. This development 
led to the conceptualisation of the Russia – my (Hi)story exhibitions 
between 2014–2016, each dedicated to signifi cant historical anniversaries 
and covering a certain period of Russian history. The establishment of 
a permanent venue, which consolidated previous multimedia exhibitions 
into a continuous narrative, allowed the state and exhibition developers 

2  “Rossija – moja istorija” (Россия – моя история) in Russian; this spelling is based 
on the fact that the Russian word “история” means “story” as well as “history”. The 
other translations in literature include “Russia – My History” (Klimenko, 2021) and 
“Russia is my History” (Katkova, 2019).
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to construct an uninterrupted storyline cantered on patriotism and 
national identity. In 2016, the Russian Ministry of Science and Education 
recommended this exhibition as a teaching resource for history education. 
This process culminated in 2018, when Historical Park merged the 
exhibitions From the Great Upheavals to the Great Victory. 1914–1945 and 
Russia – My (Hi)story. 1945–2016 into a single exhibition titled Russia 
– My (Hi)story. 1914–2017, which presented the Soviet and post-Soviet 
periods as a cohesive whole.

Notably, the historical narrative promoted in these exhibitions closely 
aligns with the cultural policy documents introduced in the mid-2010s, 
such as The Basics of Cultural Policy (Decree No. 808, 2014) and its 
accompanying Strategy (Russian Government Order No. 326-r, 2016), which 
emphasise “protecting the historical truth” and “fostering patriotism” 
(cf. Zabalueva, 2022). The portrayal of twentieth-century history follows 
a grand statist narrative, interrupted by the “Great Upheavals” such as 
the 1917 Revolutions and, after merging two exhibitions into one, the 
dissolution of the Soviet Union.

The exhibition halls dedicated to these events have a defi nite focus on 
so-called “foreign enemies” trying to uproot the Russian state. Whatever 
historical moment it is, this interpretative thread runs throughout the 
timeline from Ivan the Terrible’s Tsardom in the late 16th century to the 
contemporary Russian Federation, where the portrayal of the siege is 
complemented by the traitorous elements from the inside. James Wertsch 
names the trope of the “Expulsion of Foreign Enemies” as a “narrative 
template” specifi c to Russian historical storytelling (Wertsch, 2008, p. 143). 
While such a framing might suit depictions of World War I and the Great 
Patriotic War, its application to other contexts strains credibility. The 
early Soviet era is particularly fraught in this regard: Who is the enemy? 
Tsarist generals? Bolsheviks? Stalin? The parks attempt to navigate these 
contradictions by attributing historical chaos to the Bolsheviks, especially 
Lenin, while minimising Stalinist atrocities. A signifi cant portion of the 
exhibition space is devoted to the persecution of Orthodox clergy during 
the 1920s and 1930s. The Great Purge and the GULAG are confi ned 
to a modest corner, overshadowed by displays celebrating industrial 
achievements (cf. Zabalueva, 2019).

This ambivalence is not accidental. In the late 2000s, both Vladimir 
Putin and Dmitry Medvedev publicly condemned Stalinism. However, 
Medvedev, in particular, blurred distinctions by confl ating the Red Terror 
with the purges of the 1930s (Sherlock, 2011, p. 99). In the historical 
narrative shaped by post-2010 cultural policy, revolution becomes 
synonymous with destruction. Stability, by contrast, is valorised. The 
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result is a curated past in which the Bolsheviks bear the blame for 
historical tragedy, whereas Stalinist repression, while mentioned, is not 
dwelled upon.

Amendments to cultural policies since 2022 have not signifi cantly 
altered the exhibitions’ content, as their foundational narrative 
templates were already established. These include the negative depiction 
of Ukraine’s Revolution of Dignity – framed as the result of “foreign 
infl uence” – and the annexation of Crimea, narrated as a “reunifi cation” 
of the country. However, the events and activities which are being held 
in these institutions are clearly following recent developments, including 
the focus on “traditional values” and the further militarisation of history. 
Given the multimedia nature of the parks, modifying or replacing parts of 
the narrative is relatively easy and does not require costly, time-consuming 
artifact changes, as would be the case in traditional museums.

One of the recent multimedia productions presented at Historical 
Parks is an 18-minute edifying video titled At the Turn of Eras,3 released in 
September 2024. This video clip narrates the so-called “brotherly” history 
of the Russian and Ukrainian peoples through the centuries, culminating 
in the alleged split of the mid-2010s, and thus, justifying what Putin 
termed as the “Special Military Operation” (SMO). This paragon example 
of propaganda clearly belongs to and is consistent with the mainstream 
Russian media and television production. However, when placed in an 
institution endorsed by the Ministry of Education as a historical teaching 
resource, it gains a level of credibility and authority beyond that of 
traditional media broadcasts.

In 2024, the parks’ administration reported that, over ten years 
of operations, the exhibitions had welcomed more than 25 million 
visitors (Novoselova, 2024), a fi gure comparable to traditional mid-size 
museums.4 However, a signifi cant portion of this attendance is attributed 
to compulsory school trips and other mandated visits, reminiscent of 
the early Soviet museums of the revolution and their campaigns against 
illiteracy.

The Historical Parks are distinguished by their extensive 
instrumentalisation in transmitting state cultural policies, particularly 
due to their text-heavy, multimedia-based content and relatively 
simplistic design. Rather than presenting a complex interplay of artefacts 
and historical narratives, they rely primarily on textual banners and 

3  See: the offi cial Historical Parks website at https://myhistorypark.ru/for-visitors/
events/premera-fi lma-na-perelomax-epox/#.
4  The State Historical Museum in Moscow welcomes approximately 1 million visitors 
per year (Alekseeva, 2024).
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straightforward visuals to propagate a unifi ed national narrative. Notably, 
Vladimir Putin’s statements are among the key “artefacts” displayed 
throughout the exhibitions of all historical periods. This approach 
prioritises ease of production and replication, with minimal artistic effort, 
high mobility, and simplicity. The exhibitions resemble propaganda 
pamphlets, enhanced with images, sounds, and simple installations to 
create an immersive yet cost-effective historical experience. In essence, this 
one-size-fi ts-all approach to cultural production enables swift amendments 
and censorship of any parts of My (Hi)story deemed dangerous, irrelevant, 
or a threat to national security.

The dissemination of this simplifi ed, immersive, multimedia exhibition 
toolkit which was conceived in the Historical Parks project continues. 
In particular, it proliferated after 2022, multiplying and replicating the 
offi cial narrative on the SMO and contemporary political history through 
both traditional museum spaces and quasi-museum institutions.5

The Cultural Front of Russia: 
Reviving Soviet-Era Artistic Orthodoxy

Much like the Historical Parks project, the Cultural Front of Russia 
evokes the Soviet past. Its ideological template bears striking resemblance 
to the offi cial cult of socialist realism, instituted by Maksim Gorky in 1934 
to suppress “bourgeois formalism” and align artistic production with the 
imperatives of Communist doctrine (Gorky, 1934). In a similar spirit, the 
Cultural Front movement pledges to unite “patriotically oriented” cultural 
workers in order to “accelerate Russia’s victory” in Ukraine and “support 
the defenders of the fatherland” (State Duma, 2022). This initiative 
represents the fi rst attempt to forge political unity within the cultural 
sector since the Soviet collapse.

In doing so, it deliberately distances itself from earlier efforts to craft 
national cohesion through a “single cultural space” (Decree No. 808, 
2014), envisioned by former Minister of Culture Vladimir Medinsky. 
That earlier project sought to integrate conservative values into state 
institutions without abandoning the cultural pluralism of the post-
Soviet period. The Cultural Front, by contrast, articulates a more radical 
departure, shaped as much by personal rivalries as by ideological fracture 
(Romashko, 2024, pp. 8–9). At its core lies a fundamental split within 
the conservative camp: between Medinsky, who championed selective 
aspects of cultural traditionalism, and Nikolai Burlyayev, a former 
5  Such as, for example, the Victory Museum in Moscow and the interactive museum 
complex “1418 Steps to Victory” at the Patriot Park in the Moscow region.
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Soviet actor, who positioned himself as a radical outsider fi ghting against 
liberal infl uence through the mobilisation of the Cultural Front. Before 
the SMO, Burlyayev’s brand of ultra-conservatism remained politically 
marginal. His denunciations of the Ministry of Culture in “degradation” 
and “pandering to the devil” were largely dismissed in parliamentary 
debates (State Duma, 2021).

The war changed everything. Invoking the language of national 
emergency, Nikolai Burlyayev repositioned himself as a prophet of cultural 
salvation. The patriotic imperative, now central to state rhetoric, served to 
elevate his call for a total purge of liberal infl uence from artistic life. At the 
movement’s offi cial launch in November 2022, Burlyayev introduced the 
Code of Honour for Cultural Workers of Russia (2022). Echoing revolutionary 
idioms of moral purifi cation, the Code portrays culture not as a sphere 
of individual expression, but as a moral force dedicated to national 
enlightenment and spiritual fortifi cation. Art is to enlighten, elevate, and 
discipline. Leisure and entertainment are now cast as symptoms of moral 
decay. Artistic production must avoid representations of sexuality, crime, 
and social deviance; instead, it must embody national pride, religious 
faith, and moral clarity. The sacred, i.e., religion, family, and homeland, 
is to be protected from interpretive liberties. In essence, the Code mirrors 
the Soviet model of cultural production, characterised by didacticism, 
rigid aesthetic formulae, and strict ideological control. In many respects, 
it replicates the Moral Code of the Builders of Communism (1961), exposing 
striking continuities in the normative function of ideological governance.6 
Despite the apparent shift from socialist internationalism to conservative 
nationalism, both texts aim to produce compliant subjectivities and 
regulate moral behaviour in service of the state, albeit under different 
ideological banners.

The ambitions of the Cultural Front extend far beyond the stated 
objectives of boosting morale on the frontlines and “uniting all the 
positive forces across the country” (BurlyayevTV, 2022). At its core, the 
movement seeks to secure political leadership and drive radical cultural 
transformations, ensuring the victory of the orthodox-conservative 
coalition on the home front. These aspirations are deeply rooted in 
mainstream conservative discourse.7 As Nikolai Burlyayev frequently 

6  The authors would like to thank an anonymous reviewer for pointing this out.
7  The Cultural Front positions itself as a corrective what has been termed a utilitarian 
or “narrow sectoral” approach to culture. Emerging in the 1990s, this approach 
aligned with Russia’s version of the arm’s length principle, in which the Ministry 
of Culture primarily focused on the effi ciency of public institutions in meeting 
people’s needs. By the 2010s, however, this perspective faced strong criticism in 
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argues in his public statements, Russian culture has long been tainted by 
permissiveness, vulgarity and commercialisation brought about by 1990s 
market reforms and laissez-faire approach to cultural policy (BurlyayevTV, 
2022; Shukshina, 2022). For three decades, Russia’s cultural sphere has, 
in his view, been “infected” by the “widespread disease” of Western 
consumerism, individualism, and liberalism (Duma TV, 2023). The SMO, 
as Burlyayev declares, brought a moment of national awakening, one 
that exposed not only Russophobia abroad but also the moral corruption 
of domestic cultural fi gures who, by rejecting patriotism or fl eeing the 
country, have betrayed the motherland (BurlyayevTV, 2022).

With the onset of the SMO, the movement’s leadership declared that the 
time had fi nally come for true patriots of the country to take radical action 
and rescue culture from what they describe as the “humiliating market 
swamp of moral decay, licentiousness, entertainment, and vulgarity” 
(BurlyayevTV, 2022; State Duma, 2023). Positioning itself as the vanguard 
of this struggle, the Cultural Front seeks not only to elevate culture to 
a status of national importance, but also to “ensure the spiritual, moral, and 
intellectual development of future patriots” (Statutory, 2022). Achieving 
this broader goal, however, demands a profound restructuring of the cultural 
sphere. Burlyayev has proposed removing culture from market relations 
entirely and securing full state funding for patriotic cultural production, 
with 3% of GDP earmarked for this purpose (Vyatchanin, 2025).

In the pursuit of its objectives, the movement insists on overseeing 
the implementation of this agenda through a series of programmatic 
measures. It begins by calling for the purging of “liberals” from executive 
bodies and other public institutions, ensuring that only “competent 
experts” retain positions of infl uence (Duma TV, 2023). Burlyayev directs 
particular ire toward the Ministry of Culture, which, he claims, lost its 
regulatory oversight in the 1990s and “turned culture into a marketplace 
whore” (postavit’ kul’turu na panel’) (Duma TV). The movement also seeks 
to revoke the privileges of cultural elites accused of betraying the country 
or behaving immorally. In their place, the Cultural Front advocates 
appointing competent experts drawn from its own ranks – individuals 
who are, by defi nition, ideologically reliable.

mainstream academic discourse for allegedly diminishing the broader signifi cance of 
culture in state governance. Leading scholars such as Olga Astafyeva (2010, p. 5) and 
Valentina Muzychuk (2015), instead called for the prioritisation of “value-semantic 
foundations” of state policy. They argued that culture should not be treated merely 
as a public service sector but rather as a “system of norms and values that regulate 
relations between individuals in society through social institutions” (Astafyeva, 2010, 
p. 7).
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To uphold moral, patriotic, and religious norms, the movement proposes 
reintroducing regulatory functions within the Ministry of Culture through 
the establishment of public councils again composed of representatives 
from the Front’s membership (Statutory, 2022). These councils would 
be tasked with ensuring that cultural production refl ects the nation’s 
spiritual values. Ultimately, the movement envisions centralising control 
over cultural production within a restructured Ministry of Culture and 
its federal branches, reinforcing the state’s role as the ultimate arbiter of 
artistic expression (Duma TV, 2023). The Code of Honour, in this context, 
serves as an agenda-setting memorandum, securing the commitment 
of cultural workers to new standards of national service. In return, 
the movement’s members are promised unconditional state subsidies 
promoting patriotism and traditional Russian values (Litvinov, 2022; 
Kozin, 2024).

These ambitions reveal an internal ideological confrontation between 
the ultra-conservative Cultural Front and cultural fi gures, professionals, 
and offi cials who have opted not to align with the movement. Nevertheless, 
the Front’s leadership frames this internal confl ict as a global struggle 
against “deviants”, “traitors,” and “enemies” in order to preserve cultural 
heritage and the very future of “civilisation”. Concluding his speech in 
the State Duma, Burlyayev declared: “There is a battle for the soul of 
man. The time has come for spiritual revival; for cleansing our culture 
of vulgarity and liberal perversions that distort divine providence” (Just 
Russia, 2023).

In reality, this revolutionary agenda appears to be a straightforward 
class struggle against the show-business elite and prominent cultural 
producers whose economic resilience relies on both state funding (e.g., 
Hermitage Museum or Tretyakovskaya Gallery) and commercial profi t. 
However, even after three years of operation, the movement has made 
little progress in securing state grants or removing disfavoured offi cials, 
although it has proven remarkably effective in orchestrating shaming 
campaigns and promoting conservative legislation within the Parliament 
and the presidential administration.

Artists, cultural projects, and institutions accused of discrediting the 
SMO or openly indulging in Western lifestyles frequently fi nd themselves 
targeted by the Cultural Front’s vigilant scrutiny. Through its network of 
public committees spanning all Russian regions, the movement mobilises 
local populations to take direct action against cultural fi gures who deviate 
from conservative ideological norms.8 These interventions bypass formal 
8  The newly-established network of Cultural Front branches has proven effective 
in identifying targeted individuals and pressuring local authorities to act against 
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cultural regulators, instead favouring public shaming on social media or 
direct reporting to the prosecutor’s offi ce. Consider the Cultural Front’s 
self-proclaimed “punishment” of Moscow’s elite over the scandalous 
“naked party” at the Mutabor club (Rosenberg, 2023). The movement 
not only exposed the event, but also lobbied for the social and economic 
ostracism of those involved (Kireeva, 2023), exercising grassroots pressure 
as a blunt instrument of moral correction.

This vigilante-style enforcement extends to Russia’s cultural scene as 
a whole. Music concerts by rock bands such as Piknik (https://www.piknik.
info/) and Concord Orchestra (https://concordorchestra.ru/), as well as 
public lectures by opposition intellectuals such as Irina Khakamada, have 
been targeted (Octagon.Vostok, 2023). The former are accused of promoting 
“destructive Satanic sects” (Kireeva, 2023), a charge that exemplifi es 
the Front’s ideological fervour. Indeed, the Front’s campaign against 
so-called “Satanism” has culminated in a new legislative initiative aimed 
at safeguarding the moral and spiritual integrity of younger generations. 
Extremism and Satanism are defi ned so broadly that even toy horns for 
Halloween parties, cited by Duma deputies as being psychologically 
harmful to children (State Duma, 2024), could be deemed violations of 
Russia’s traditional spiritual and moral values.

Much like the offi cial canon of socialist realism, the Cultural Front’s 
aggressive defence of moral purity refl ects a broader societal struggle. 
The imperative to control cultural expression, eradicate perceived moral 
decay, and police ideological boundaries resonates with historical patterns 
in which a disadvantaged class seeks to wage moral war against its 
economic counterpart. Contemporary Russian cultural policy establishes 
conditions in which those willing to produce mediocre, ideologically 
compliant propaganda may gain infl uence over more creative – and thus 
economically successful – artists who fail to align with the regime’s offi cial 
line. By mastering the newly introduced ideological concepts embedded 
in cultural policy legislation, these self-proclaimed champions of tradition 
and morality position themselves as the new intellectual force and cultural 
elite. As a result, the cultural landscape becomes increasingly dominated 
by ideological conformity, censorship, and exclusion, replacing market 
competition and artistic innovation.

them. However, these regional offi ces lack formal authority over cultural institutions, 
distinguishing them from the party cells of the early Soviet state, which exercised 
direct control over ideological conformity in the cultural sphere.
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Conclusions

Contemporary Russian cultural policy maintains a trajectory 
established in the 2010s, reinforcing and amplifying specifi c ideological 
narratives. The militarisation of the cultural sphere and the ultra-patriotic 
fervour evident today did not emerge spontaneously on the night of 24th 
February 2022. Rather, they have been cultivated over years through the 
efforts of various actors, including the Russian Orthodox Church and 
the Military History Society, which, in the late 2010s, actively engaged 
in narrating, staging, and mythologising national history. This ongoing 
ideological work laid the groundwork for subsequent developments. One 
striking example is the Historical Parks project, which mirrors the early 
Soviet network of revolutionary museums. Unlike traditional museum 
exhibitions, which are often slow-moving and rigid in their curatorship, 
these parks function as a more dynamic and responsive medium for 
shaping public memory. By framing contemporary events as historical, 
they provide a mechanism for “correcting”, on demand, the alleged 
falsifi cations presented in cultural policy documents as a national threat. 
This adaptability allows authorities to censor and reshape narratives 
in real time to suit the regime’s shifting political agenda. Meanwhile, 
branding Historical Parks as museums lends an air of legitimacy and 
authenticity to these narratives, reinforcing the perception of the state’s 
version of history as both natural and unchallengeable.

This simple but effective machinery extends beyond state institutions 
to grassroots movements such as the Cultural Front of Russia. Through 
public mobilisation, ideological enforcement, and cultural regulation, 
the movement exemplifi es how top-down narratives are operationalised 
at a societal level. By policing artistic expression and aligning cultural 
production with state-sanctioned values, the Cultural Front ensures that 
ideological conformity replaces both creative freedom and market-driven 
competition. In doing so, it serves as a key instrument in the ongoing 
restructuring of moral and intellectual leadership within the cultural 
landscape.
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