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Introduction

As Russia, along with Russian science, is rapidly moving towards growing isolation, 
particularly after February 2022, it is important to look at how, during the earlier 
periods of Russian/Soviet history, the isolation in science developed and worked and 
with what it was associated. This is important not because we can “learn from mis-
takes” – history rarely teaches anything directly, it only informs and helps us draw 
parallels  –  but for the opportunity to view certain contemporary processes as a part 
of a more general picture. Despite a danger of “normalizing” the abnormal situation 
in which the Russian scientific community finds itself today in connection with the 
war, the deep perspective that history gives us helps build a longer-term vision (longue 
durée). It can be useful not only for reflecting on the present but for a tentative look 
into the future. If the isolationism starts somewhere, it apparently must end, at least 
partially. We need to examine its trajectories consistently and in detail.

An important feature of the Russian/Soviet scientific community known from the 
past is that it can fuel this process of isolation “from within.” In that case isolation 
may not fully correlate in time with the pressure from the authorities, but it might 
preceded it. Insecurity in one’s strengths, in one’s ability to match scientific competi-
tion and to produce results that are in demand at the global level, can lead  to certain 
individual strategies and set of actions. It may seem more attractive to be the “first” in 
one’s country of origin than ‘one hundred and twenty-first’ in a larger world. The flip 
side of such a vision is that international scholarly cooperation is commonly viewed 
as an asymmetric interaction, in which the stronger side gains all advantages and the 
weaker side is doomed to be exploited.

As argued below, during the 1920s it was not so much the Soviet authorities, but 
rather the Soviet scientists themselves (or a vocal portion of them), who opposed 
international cooperation. Their actions, beginning with the change in publication 
policy (i.e. publishing less and less in international journals and the foundation of 
national journals), were examined almost twenty years ago by Alexandrov (1996). 
Using examples from different scholarly disciplines, Alexandrov showed that the 
growth of isolationists’ values and attitudes among Soviet scientists in the 1920s pre-
ceded the public campaigns introduced by the authorities. Of course, the full-scale 
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autarky of the country along with the development of Soviet “patriotism” in science 
would not be possible without the willing contribution of the Soviet political elite. 
But it is also true that without the support of a significant part of the Soviet scientific 
community, these campaigns would not have been possible. 

In this chapter, I describe in detail one case in the history of Russian/Soviet schol-
arly “isolationism” – a conflict among Soviet scientists in the 1920s over the advan-
tages or disadvantages of international cooperation in the studies of the Arctic Ocean. 
This conflict started in 1926, when German oceanographers showed their interest in 
collaboratively researching the Barents Sea, which had been predominantly studied by 
Russian/Soviet scientists for several decades. I analyze the rhetoric of both supporters 
and opponents of the international cooperation and show the preferences for secrecy 
and exclusion of foreign colleagues that existed among certain groups of scientists, 
even before such were adopted by the authorities for a mandatory implementation.

The increased confidentiality, even strict secrecy of the Soviet Arctic research 
during the Cold War, especially from its beginning and until the mid-late 1950s, is 
common knowledge (Doel at al. 2014). The official requirements of secrecy did not 
allow Soviet scientists to publish the results of their studies, and international con-
tacts with foreign scholars were minimized. Isolationism was typical in the 1930s, at 
least for the second portion of that decade. However, in 1934, visits by foreign Arctic 
researchers to the Soviet Union, as well as trips by Soviet scientists abroad, were still 
possible (Lajus and Sorlin 2014). The last major international scientific event of this 
era was the International Geological Congress held in Moscow in 1937, which also 
included in its program an excursion to the Soviet Arctic, to Novaya Zemlya. The 
description of the excursion was published in English, and several foreign scientists 
took part in it  (International… 1937). But such an event was already an exception, 
and many international meetings planned for those years were canceled (Krementsov 
2005).

To better understand how the scientific community moved towards isolationism, 
it is important to look into the earlier period, when co-authored publications and 
even joint research in the Arctic waters were still possible. In the 1920s  the attitude 
of the Soviet scientific community towards international cooperation was already 
quite contradictory. Soviet scientists, concerned with the creation and strengthening 
of new scientific disciplines and duly establishing various state research institutions, 
did not understand, or did not want to see, that isolationism would not only lead to 
a decline in the level of scholarly productivity, but would deprive scientists of neces-
sary independence from the Soviet authorities. Perhaps, they were drawn to a certain 
illusion that they, the scientists, could successfully use the authorities to develop their 
research, and not the other way around. In fact, the creation of new Soviet research 
institutions was accompanied by the build-up of a hierarchy that, in the situation of 
growing isolationism, also led to an increase in authoritarianism in science itself. It 
became increasingly difficult for a scientific community of this kind, including its 
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new leaders, to fit into the spirit of international cooperation, so that it eventually 
started to be rejected, using governmental, patriotic, and sometimes openly nation-
alist rhetoric.

Meeting in the Arctic: Formal plans and informal contacts in 1926

The rapprochement with Germany, which, like the USSR, was politically and diplo-
matically isolated after World War I, was a feature of the Soviet international policy 
in the 1920s. This included the realm of science (Kolchinsky 2001). The celebration of 
the 200th anniversary of the (Russian) Academy of Sciences in 1925 that many Ger-
man scholars attended contributed to the deepening of contacts and the emergence of 
numerous joint projects (Sorokina 2005). In the following three years, a series of joint 
expeditions was organized across the territory of the USSR.

Organization of joint research in the field of marine environment became pos-
sible after the signing of the Soviet-German trade agreement on 12 October 1925. It 
included Section IV “Agreement on Navigation” Article N. 13, according to which 
“the contracting parties shall “undertake joint scientific research of the biology of 
useful fishes in the waters adjacent to the northern shores of the USSR.” (Knipowitsch 
1929: 355). To implement this agreement, an Interdepartmental Meeting was held at 
the People’s Commissariat for Foreign Affairs of the USSR on 24 February 1926, that 
entrusted the organization of joint research to the Commissariat (Ministry) for Agri-
culture, which at that time oversaw fisheries.

Preliminary negotiations with German scientists interested in joint studies of the 
Barents Sea were to be conducted by Nikolai M. Knipowitsch (1862–1939).1 He was 
the most renowned specialist in fisheries and oceanography of the Barents Sea and  
had pioneered its research back in 1897–1902, when he headed the Murman2 Scientif-
ic-Fisheries Expedition. The latter was put in charge of coordinating its research with 
the program of the International Council for the Exploration of the Sea (ICES) (Hjort 
1939; Lajus 2002, 2018). In the spring of 1926, Knipowitsch was preparing to go abroad 
with the task of restoring scientific ties with marine research institutions and scholars 
in Europe, and especially in Germany. A key objective was to clarify the possibility of 
renewed Soviet participation in ICES, which was cancelled after the Bolshevik revo-
lution of 1917.

Knipowitsch’s rise as a scientist was inseparably linked to the expansion of inter-
national scientific cooperation, the development of methods of marine research, and 

1 The German spelling of the name, Knipowitsch, is used here; Knipowitsch used it himself for 
all his non-Russian publications. In modern literature in English, the name is usually spelled 
“Knipovich.”

2 The name of the expedition originated from the geographical name of the Russian part of the 
Barents Sea coast – the Murman Coast.
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the circulation of knowledge about the physical environment of the ocean, marine 
organisms, and fishing practices. Marine research, like many other biological and 
geographical studies of that time (e.g., meteorology), whose development was largely 
driven by the need to develop agriculture, was aimed at solving practical tasks. “Fish, 
winds and currents know no boundaries” – this expression became a kind of motto 
of the ICES. The Council was organized in the wake of the growing concern among 
scientists and authorities of the northern European nations about the need to develop 
and regulate marine fisheries. There was confidence that large-scale research neces-
sary for this development could only be organized through the joint efforts of scien-
tists from many countries. Founding members of ICES in 1902 included Belgium, 
Great Britain, Germany, the Netherlands, Denmark,  Sweden, Norway (then part of 
Sweden) and Russia with Finland (as a part of Russian Empire but an independent 
member of ICES) (Rozwadowski 2002).

Knipowitsch participated in the foundation of ICES and served as Russia’s rep-
resentative, and in 1913–1914 as one of its vice-presidents. After the 1917 revolution, 
Russia lost its membership in ICES, due to the Bolshevik authorities confiscating Rus-
sian membership fees accumulated in one of the banks in Russia during the war years 
(1914–1918). Returning to ICES was  Knipowitsch’s cherished dream. He made great 
efforts to do so and even tried to use his personal acquaintance with Vladimir I. Lenin, 
the head of the new Soviet Government. These connections were built in the pre-revo-
lutionary era, as Knipowitsch was one of the early members of the Bolshevik party.

However, in 1926 the Soviet Union’s return to ICES reached a deadlock, because 
the Soviet government refused to reimburse the fees for the past years (Smed 2003). 
Thus, Knipowitsch’s international trip lost its rationale and was eventually cancelled.3 
In contrast, Germany, which had also lost its place in the ICES during the WWI, 
managed to return to it that same year (Rozwadowski 2002: 75). Thus, the initiative to 
organize a joint research of the Barents Sea with the Soviet scientists passed into the 
hands of Germans.

Why did German scientists need to study the oceanography and fish stocks of the 
Barents Sea, located far from German shores? Germany during those years rapidly 
increased the scale of its marine fisheries. The Barents Sea was one of the most pro-
ductive northern seas, the trawling fisheries were quickly being developed by several 
European states, primarily of Great Britain, and it was important for Germany to 
participate in the use of its rich resources. To increase fish catches, it was necessary 
to know the characteristics and the distribution of different fish species in different 
seasons, which itself depended on a better understanding of the oceanographic con-
ditions in the sea, such as currents and bathymetry.

On 22 June 1926 the USSR People’s Commissariat for Foreign Affairs received a 
note with an attached program of surveys that Germany planned to carry out in in 

3 St. Petersburg branch of the Archive of the Russian Academy of Sciences (further PFA RAN), 
coll. 731, inv. 1, f. 153, l. 117.
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the Barents Sea in August-September from the research vessel Zieten, which belonged 
to the German Maritime Observatory (Deutsche Seewarte) in Hamburg. The program 
was then forwarded to the People’s Commissariat for Agriculture of the Russian Fed-
eration. Citing the impossibility to conduct a meeting in the summertime due to the 
absence of specialists, it decided to send Moscow-based inchthyologist Sergey Aver-
intsev, with an assistant, to participate in the voyage of the Zieten.4 The leaders of the 
People’s Commissariat for Agriculture informed the People’s Commissariat for Edu-
cation of the Russian Federation about the upcoming visit of the German scientists to 
the  Murman Biological Station. That station, which functioned under the jurisdiction 
of the Comissariat for Education, located since 1899 in the Kola Bay of the Barents Sea 
(in the town of Alexandrovsk, from 1931, the settlement of Poliarny, 30 km outside the 
city of Murmansk), was proposed as a possible meeting place for Soviet and German 
scientists working along the shores of the Barents Sea. 

Sergey V. Averintsev (1875–1957)5 headed the Laboratory of Ichthyology in the 
Institute for Fisheries in Moscow from 1922 to 1929. He knew the Barents Sea very well; 
from 1904 to 1908 he was the director of the Murman Biological Station. In 1918 –1920, 
he served as a specialist in fisheries to the Temporary Government of the Northern 
Region in Arkhangelsk, which was independent from the Bolshevik government that 
had taken power in most of the Russian Empire in 1917, taking part in fisheries obser-
vations in the Barents Sea from onboard of a trawler. These studies were crucially 
important in the next decade (1920s) as the foundation of the Soviet trawling fisheries 
(Lajus 2005, 2011). The choice to send Averintsev to meet with German researchers 
was also based on his very strong international connections in many countries, includ-
ing Germany. As a young scientist, he had had an internship at the University of Hei-
delberg and like most Soviet scientists of that generation was fluent in German.  

In August 1926, Averintsev left Moscow for the Murman Biological Station. As 
it turned out later, the German scientists had not received any official response to 
their program. Thus, without any hope for a meeting with Soviet colleagues, they con-
ducted oceanographic surveys in the Barents Sea independently. Without entering 
Soviet territorial waters, they collected oceanographic data along the standard ocean 
transect, the so-called Kola Meridian (33°30’E). 

This transect had been established by the Murman Scientific-Fisheries Exped-
ition of 1898–1908 and had been adopted as a standard by the ICES. Sampling along 
this transect was conducted regularly in 1900–1906. The Murman Biological Station 
resumed sampling along it in 1921, although such was only possible thanks to the sup-
port of the Soviet Navy, as the scientists did not have a proper vessel. To emphasize 
the significance of this research to their military patrons, scientists  at that time used 
rhetoric about the importance of international connections. The voyages continued 

4 Russian State Archive of Economy (further RGAE) coll. 478, inv. 7, f. 3579, l. 19об.
5 We use the modern English spelling of his name here; in his foreign publications during his 

lifetime, the name was spelled as “Awerintzew,” according to the German transliteration. 
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to be called “international,” and it was believed that such “international” voyages had 
important state significance. This term was used even though Russia was no longer a 
member of the ICES.  Since Soviet scientists, led by Knipowitsch, hoped that Soviet 
Russia would eventually return to ICES, they decided in 1921 to resume voyages along 
the Kola Meridian on their own initiative, much like Knipowitsch had started regu-
lar sampling voyages under the ICES’s program even before its formal organization 
in 1902. With the assistance from the Navy and with some gaps, the sampling had 
continued during the first half of the 1920s. From a scientific point of view, these 
data were of immense value to the international scientific community, as they  clearly 
indicated the onset of warming in the European section of the Arctic, particularly in 
the Arctic Ocean. 

In 1925, the Murman Biological Station became an independent institution under 
the jurisdiction of the Commissariat of Education, thanks to the efforts of its director 
German (Herman) A. Kluge (1871–1956). He managed to separate it from the Lenin-

Julia Lajus

Fig. 1  Map of the routes of German research vessels Zieten and Poseidon 
which carried out hydrographic surveys in the Barents Sea in 1926 and 
1927.
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grad Society of Naturalists at Leningrad University, to which it had belonged since its 
foundation in 1899. Its budget was very modest, and it did not have a research vessel 
suitable for sailing in the open waters of the Barents Sea. Because of these limitations, 
the station was not able to accomplish sampling along the Kola meridian in 1926, 
which in previous years had been done by the better-funded Society by hiring naval 
ships for that task. The German scientists apparently were aware of these difficulties 
from the station’s director, who visited the Helgoland Biological Station (Biologische 
Anstalt Helgoland) in Spring 1926 (Lajus 2013: 129–130).

Having collected oceanographic data along the Kola meridian up to 75°N, the 
Zieten sailed along the parallel eastward to the 38th meridian, and then made a second 
section along this meridian towards the Russian shore (Fig. 1, map). The scientists 
also collected hydrological and zoological material around the Kanin Shoal (Kanin-
skaya banka), one of the most productive fishing areas of the Barents Sea. From 
there, another transect was made with a series of stations along the Murman shore 
of the Barents Sea, beyond Soviet territorial waters, after which the Zieten headed 
home. However, upon the ship’s arrival at the Norwegian port of Tromsø, the captain 
received a telegram stating that Soviet scientists were due to arrive in Alexandrovsk 
on 7 September and advising that the Zieten return to Alexandrovsk for a meeting. 
Interestingly, Averintsev sent the telegram with this information to the director of the 
German Maritime Observatory in Hamburg independently, without any coordina-
tion with the Soviet authorities.6

So, on 12 September 1926, the Zieten arrived in Alexandrovsk. It carried on board 
the oceanographer Prof. Bruno Schultz, who represented the German Maritime 
Observatory, biologist Dr. Alfred Wulff from the Helgoland Biological Station, and 
his assistant Dr. Schrof, a specialist in fishing methods.7 From the Soviet side, the 
interactions were handled by Averintsev and Kluge. These consisted of six meetings, 
during which Soviet scientists shared with their Germans colleagues the results of 
the Barents Sea surveys carried out in the previous years by the Murman Station, the 
Institute of Fisheries (represented by Averintsev), and the Floating Maritime Research 
Institute, the only Soviet institution that had its own research vessel, the Persey (“Per-
seus”). Meetings were  important for determining plans for further joint work. During 
the meetings, it turned out that the Soviet scientists had not been informed about the 
additions to the program that their German colleagues transmitted to the People’s 
Commissariat for Foreign Affairs. German scientists, in turn, were unaware of the 
proposed joint research, written up by Averintsev at the suggestion of the Fisheries 
Department of the People’s Commissariat for Agriculture in spring 1926. Therefore, 
plans had to be formulated directly during the meetings. It was also necessary to 
determine the technical capabilities of the partners.

6 RGAE coll. 478, inv. 7, f. 3579, l. 33–34.
7 RGAE coll. 478, inv. 7, f. 3579, l. 33.
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German scientific vessels were much better equipped than the Soviet ones. Both 
the Zieten and the vessel Poseidon were suggested for future joint surveys in the Barents 
Sea, as they possessed a radio-based direction-finding device and an echo sounder.8 
German scientists introduced their Soviet colleagues to these devices and the research 
methods they used on the Zieten, such as the operation of the echo sounder during a 
short voyage in the Kola Bay. The availability of modern scientific instruments on the 
German vessels was a very important incentive for the Soviet scientists to seek closer 
cooperation with the Germans. Soviet oceanographers did not have an echo sounder 
for depth sounding; using a regular lead line not only was very labor-intensive but 
provided inaccurate measures of the depths. Knowing the seabed bathymetry in detail 
was very important for the proper organization of fishing.

In turn, the German scientists were surprised by the scale of the Soviet research 
of the Barents Sea, the abundance of material already collected, and the results 
obtained. They expressed their wish for the earliest-possible publication of these 
materials in international journals and suggested several German scholarly jour-
nals for this purpose.9 It was decided to develop a detailed program for future joint 
research, and an agreement was reached on the distribution of future research by 
areas. The Germans would research the western part of the Barents Sea outside the 
Soviet territorial waters, while Soviet scientists would cover the area within Soviet 
territorial waters and the eastern part of the Barents Sea. The parties agreed that the 
transect along the Kola Meridian would remain the responsibility of the Murman 
Station. All institutions participating in the joint research should use the standard-
ized tools and methods for processing data. For this, it was proposed that all fishing 
gear and other marine organism collection tools be manufactured at the Helgoland 
Biological Station, and that Soviet scientists could go there to analyze the collected 
materials.10

Is the prestige of “national science” or that “knowledge increases” more important?

For further planning of the joint Soviet-German research in the Barents Sea, an inter-
departmental meeting chaired by Knipowitsch was held in Moscow on 24 Novem-
ber 1926, at the People’s Commissariat for Agriculture. Representatives of all leading 
Soviet scientific institutions involved in the studies of the northern seas attended this 
session.11 According to Averintsev, the meeting from the very beginning took a turbu-
lent course and deviated from the planned agenda. As a result, he had no opportunity 
to inform his colleagues about the meeting held that past summer at the Murman 

8 RGAE coll. 478, inv. 7, f. 3579, l. 35.
9 RGAE coll. 478, inv. 7, f. 3579, l. 35 rev.
10 RGAE coll. 478, inv. 7, f. 3579, l. 36 rev.
11 RGAE coll. 478, inv. 7, f. 3579, l. 58–59.
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Station.12 It turned out that the leading scientists of the Floating Maritime Research 
Institute, Alexander Rossolimo (1865–1939) and Lev Zenkevich (1889–1970), who, like 
Averintsev, were  requested to  go to Alexandrovsk for negotiations with their German 
colleagues, had deliberately avoided the trip, shifting all responsibility for the meeting 
and the agreement to Averintsev and Kluge. These and other circumstances contrib-
uted to the decision to consider the summer negotiations not an official procedure, 
but “of a private nature.” Knipowitsch later interpreted this meeting similarly: “The 
German scientists on the Zieten expected to have a chance to encounter Russian col-
leagues when entering Alexandrovsk. The matter was delayed, got complicated, and 
although, in the end, the entry into Alexandrovsk took place, the meeting was just a 
simple exchange of opinions, as none of the Russian scientists had any authority to 
negotiate.” (Knipowitsch 1929: 356)

However, at the 24 November session a representative of the People’s Commissar-
iat for Foreign Affairs pointed out that the decision to call the past  negotiations “of 
a private nature” was hardly appropriate, since the negotiations were initiated by the 
commissariat.13 M. I. Latsis, a member of the Collegium of the People’s Commissar-
iat for Agriculture, defended Kluge andAverintsev, writing to the head of the Main 
Body for Supervision of Science (Glavnauka) of the People’s Commissariat for Educa-
tion  that the German observations in the Barents Sea were based on Article 13 of the 
Soviet-German trade agreement, and there was no reason to link this issue to Kluge’s 
visit to the Helgoland Station.14

Against the backdrop of emotional exchange of opinions, the leading Soviet 
hydrobiologist, who had devoted many years to the study of the northern seas, 
Konstantin M. Deriugin (1878–1938),15 took a particularly sharp and uncompromis-
ing position regarding the possibility of joint research with German scientists. He 
stated that sampling along the Kola Meridian had important national significance 
and could not be handed over to foreigners, with their “continuing aspiration to 
view Russia as a colony.”16 He also presented a resolution of the Interdepartmental 
Hydrological Commission that claimed that the study of the Barents Sea by German 
scientists was related to the “impending German concession for the exploitation of 
(Russian) fisheries.”17 Indeed, the possibility of a foreign concession for the use of 
the rich fish resources of the Barents Sea was discussed when the Northern State 

12 RGAE coll. 478, inv. 7, f. 3579, l. 81.
13 RGAE coll. 478, inv. 7, f. 3579, l. 111.
14 RGAE coll. 478, inv. 7, f. 3579, l. 89.
15 We use the modern English spelling of his name here; in his foreign publications during his 

lifetime, the name was spelled as “Derjugin,” according to the German transliteration.
16 Materials of the discussion are stored in the collection of documents of the Permanent Polar 

Commission of the Academy of Sciences of the USSR - PFA RAN coll. 75; copies are also avail-
able in the State Archive of the Murmansk Region (further GAMO) coll.20, inv.1, f. 43. Cit. is 
on l. 8. 

17 Ibid. 
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Fishing Trust was organized in 1925, and Averintsev, who participated in these dis-
cussions, proposed to grant the concession to Great Britain, not Germany. However, 
the connection of these discussions with the organization of joint Soviet-German 
surveys remained unclear, at least in 1926, since the issue of concessions was no 
longer raised.

Not finding support at the meeting of the People’s Commissariat for Agriculture, 
Deriugin continued his attacks at the meeting of the Polar Commission of the USSR 
Academy of Sciences that took place in Leningrad two days later. He made a statement 
that the negotiations at the Murman Station in summer 1926 put Soviet scientists in a 
disadvantageous position and was in conflict with the interests of several Soviet sci-
entific institutions. He even accused Kluge, who was of German origin and who had 
visited Germany at the beginning of 1926, of being the one who invited the Germans 
to the Murman coast. Kluge had already suffered previously for being of German ori-
gin: during World War I, he was arrested along with his elderly mother on false char-
ges, and his mother did not survive imprisonment. The fact that Kluge continued to 
maintain ties with German colleagues had clearly irritated Deriugin, despite the fact 
that he himself had worked extensively in Germany before World War I. According 
to Kluge’s account, at the meeting at the Institute for the Study of the North, Deriugin 
said that “everything stated exceeded his worst fears and the irreparable damage was 
done to national science. The Germans were not only allowed into our waters, but 
they will take away all the fruits of the labors of Russian scientists […]”18

It was clear that Deriugin had a personal dislike for Kluge, and also for Averint-
sev, who was the head of the Murman Biological Station before Kluge in 1904–1908. 
Deriugin himself had put a lot of effort into building this station and had serious 
disagreements with Averintsev and Kluge about how it should operate, which inten-
sified after Kluge managed to separate the station from the jurisdiction of the Soci-
ety of Naturalists at the Leningrad University and make it an independent scientific 
institution (Fokin 2010). Despite this, I believe that the new confrontation related 
to the development of international contacts, which was of fundamental importance 
to Deriugin, and his aggressive posture and uncompromising attitude could not be 
explained solely by his personal animosity towards Kluge and Averintsev.

The scandal provoked by Deriugin served as a reason for convening an emer-
gency meeting of the Soviet Polar Commission. It took place on 3 December 1926, 
and demonstrated significant disagreements among the participants regarding inter-
national cooperation in Arctic research.19 Deriugin insisted on the complete closing 
of the Soviet Arctic to “foreign eyes” to preserve the primacy of Russian scientists. He 
also expressed political and military concerns connected with the presence of foreign 

18  GAMO coll. 20, inv. 1, f. 4. l. 22–22 rev [transl. Lajus].
19 Materials of the discussion are stored in the collection of documents of the Permanent Polar 

Commission of the Academy of Sciences of the USSR - PFA RAN coll. 75; copies are also avail-
able in GAMO coll. 20, inv. 1, f. 43.
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research vessels in Soviet Arctic waters. Several members of the commission sup-
ported him to varying degrees.

Undoubtedly, the urgency of these issues in the fall of 1926 was enhanced by a 
decree issued by the Soviet government in April 1926, justifying the USSR’s “sectoral” 
approach to the delimitation of the Arctic territories. This decree declared all land, 
both discovered and potentially discoverable in the future, located between the north-
ern coast of the Soviet Union and the meridians converging at the North Pole the 
sovereign territory of the USSR. It suggested the Soviet Union’s illusion of owner-
ship not only of the lands but also of all the waters in this sector (i.e., not only those 
within the 12-mile territorial waters zone), despite that, from a strict legal point, they 
remained international waters.

Knipowitsch, who consistently advocated for expanding international cooperation, 
including the country’s return to ICES, spoke decisively at the meeting, emphasizing 
that, in his view, the issue of national “appropriation” of research was fundamentally 
wrong and that the voyages by foreign research vessels in no way harmed Soviet sci-
entists. He argued that one should not accuse but rather thank the Germans for sam-
pling the section along the Kola Meridian, which otherwise would have remained 
not sampled. He supported Kluge, calling the accusations made against him by other 
members of the commission “baseless.” In particular, Knipowitsch said that “[…] he 
[Knipowitsch] does not understand, simply his mind cannot digest such a formula-
tion of the question, that if we ourselves cannot do anything, then let no one do it.” 20 
In his opinion, a true scientist should be “indifferent to who conducts the research, as 
long as our knowledge about this part of the sea increases.”21 Thus, while the collec-
tion of oceanographic data along the Kola Meridian was equally important to Knip-
owitsch and Deriugin, who collected it was at the center of the conflict. 

On 10 December 1926 the Polar Commission of the USSR Academy of Sciences 
adopted a resolution stating that “the work carried out by Soviet scientists […] in no 
case can be of an auxiliary nature in relation to the work of German scientists.”22 This 
statement was used to raise the issue before the authorities about the need to allo-
cate sufficient funds, primarily for the continuation of regular voyages along the Kola 
Meridian, as well as for the prompt publication of the collected scientific materials. 
The “undesirability” of foreign research vessels working in Soviet territorial waters 
was also noted.

On 18 December 1926, a new Commission, appointed by the interdepartmental 
meeting, gathered in Moscow.23 It mainly included directors of institutions – Averint-
sev, Kluge and Deriugin were not invited to this meeting, apparently to avoid another 
confrontation. The Commission discussed the work plans of Soviet research insti-

20 GAMO coll. 20, inv. 1, f. 4. l. 22–22 rev [transl. Lajus].
21 Ibid.
22 RGAE coll. 478, inv. 7, f. 3579, l. 107.
23 RGAE coll. 478, inv. 7, f. 3579, l. 103–106
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tutions in the Barents Sea for 1927 and the proposals for 1928. It found these plans 
coordinated and covering the most important issues related to the study of northern 
seas and their fish resources. Knipowitsch was tasked with informing German scien-
tists about the general plan of studies by  the Soviet institutions.24 

Analyzing the opposing views on scientific cooperation of the two leading Soviet 
scientists in the field of marine research – Nikolai Knipowitsch and Konstantin Der-
iugin – it was clear that their attitude towards cooperation with foreign scientists was 
largely shaped by what sociologists call habitus – a system of durable, acquired predis-
positions. Knipowitsch was open to cooperation throughout his entire career, and his 
position in the international scientific community was more important to him than 
his position in the internal (domestic) community, where he was at that time a mar-
ginal figure, existing at the intersection of several disciplines. It was notable that one 
of his contemporaries, speaking of the Soviet scientific community, called him “the 
best zoologist among oceanographers and the best oceanographer among zoologists” 
(Vodianitskii 1975).  His internationalism in the science field was well aligned with 
the internationalist views of old Bolshevism. Deriugin, to  the contrary, was a talented 
organizer and discipline-builder who consistently made a career within the domes-
tic academic community. Moreover, in pre-revolutionary era, he was politically close 
to the Constitutional Democratic party, known for its support of a strong Russian 
state. He became a professor at the St. Petersburg University, had numerous students, 
organized and headed the Department of Hydrobiology in 1929, and in 1927 was close 
to becoming the Rector  of the Leningrad University (Fokin 2010). International 
cooperation in research was not at all necessary for his career.

Finest hour: Joint research in 1927

On 22 December 1926, Knipowitsch traveled to Germany for further negotiations, 
where he met with Karl Heinrich, the chairman of the German Scientific Commission 
for Marine Research (Deutsche wissenschaftliche Kommission für Meeresforschung), as 
well as the leading German oceanographers Gerhard Schott and Bruno Schulz and 
one of the most renowned German ichthyologists, Ernst Ehrenbaum. Knipowitsch 
also visited the Helgoland Biological Station, where he met with its director Wilhelm 
Mielck and the patriarch of German ichthyology, Friedrich Heincke.25 As a result, a 
plan for joint research in 1927 was developed. The plan was approved by the Inter-
departmental Meeting at the People’s Commissariat for Agriculture on 7 February 
1927.26 The People’s Commissariat for Foreign Affairs informed the German Foreign 
Ministry of its consent to joint research through a special note.

24 RGAE coll. 478, inv. 7, f. 3579, l. 147–148 rev.
25 PFA RAN coll. 731, inv. 1, f.153, l. 6–8.
26 RGAE coll. 478, inv. 7, f. 3579, l. 127–128.
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From the Soviet side, the Institute for the Study of the North, the Institute of Fish-
eries, and the Murman Biological Station participated in the joint study (Bogdanov 
1929). This time, the Floating Maritime Institute was also involved. The fact that one 
of Germany’s best scientific vessels, the Poseidon, which had operated in this region 
as early as 1913, was sent to the Barents Sea in 1927 confirmed the great importance 
that the German side attached to this joint effort.  In Bruno Schulz’s posthumous 
biography, the Soviet-German research program in the Barents Sea, along with a joint 
expedition with Scandinavian scientists in the North Sea, were noted as the “finest 
hour” not only of his personal career but also of the German Commission for Marine 
Research as a whole (Kalle 1949).

During the four-day stay of the Poseidon in Alexandrovsk, Averintsev had the 
opportunity to familiarize himself through conversations with the results produced 
by the German scientists in the Barents Sea. They consisted of a series of synchronous 
sections crossing the sea far to the north. The Poseidon passed through the western 
part of the Barents Sea (up to 38°E longitude), while the Soviet vessels covered the 
eastern part of the sea. Thanks to almost simultaneous observations from several ves-
sels in different areas, it was possible to examine in detail the character of individual 
branches of the North Cape Current throughout the Barents Sea (Schulz 1930). Favor-
able ice conditions and good weather allowed oceanographers to venture far north and 
conduct observations in poorly studied areas. One of the finest achievements was the 
set of sampling along the northernmost section between the Novaya Zemlya Islands 
and Franz Josef Land, which allowed for the description of  this little-studied area.

At the beginning of 1928, a meeting at the People’s Commissariat for Agriculture 
recognized that during the joint research, all Soviet institutions had collected a large 
and very useful body of data; it was deemed desirable to publish these data simultan-
eously with the work of German scientists. The Academy of Sciences was entrusted 
with publishing the collection, to be edited by Knipowitsch.27 In a letter to E. P. Vor-
onov, the head of the Department of Scientific Institutions at the Council of People’s 
Commissars, Knipowitsch requested a minor amendment to the decision of the meet-
ing, namely, that “publishing the results of our part of the joint work (as simultan-
eously as possible with the publication of the work of German scientists) is not only 
desirable but […] simply obligatory, as otherwise the agreed joint and, if possible, 
synchronous work would lose its meaning. If we did not publish our results within the 
framework of the agreement, the USSR would essentially not fulfill its obligation.”28 

However, for reasons still unknown, the obligation was not fulfilled, and the 
results of the Soviet portion of the joint research remained scattered across technical 
reports of various institutions and largely unpublished. It is quite possible that after 
the passage of several years, these data were considered “secret” in the Soviet Union 
and not to be published openly, let alone in international journals. The issue of “clas-

27 PFA RAN coll. 173, inv. 1, f. 153, l. 20–20 rev.
28 PFA RAN coll. 731, f. 137, l. 45.
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sified” data regarding the areas of the Soviet Arctic became acute in the early 1930s; 
almost nothing was allowed to be published from thenceforward. Such a situation led 
to the loss of international preeminence  of Soviet scientists in many important areas, 
including those related to the study of the warming of the Arctic in the 1930s–1950s, 
which remained virtually unknown to the global scientific community.

To the contrary, German scientists almost immediately started publishing the 
results of their studies (Schulz and Wulff 1927). In the summer of 1928, Bruno Schulz 
spoke about the Soviet-German joint research at the conference of the International 
Society for the Study of the Arctic by Means of Airship (Aeroarctic) in Leningrad, 
but only a very short version of this talk was published in Russian (Schulz 1930). In 
1929, detailed materials on oceanography and plankton distribution were published in 
German in the Proceedings of the German Commission for Marine Research (Schulz 
and Wulff 1929). In 1930, Gerhard Schott included a brief report on the voyage of the 
Poseidon in a review of oceanographic work carried out by this vessel in 1926–1929 
(Schott 1930).

It is known that during World War II, oceanographer Bruno Schulz advised the 
German naval forces stationed in northern Norway (Selinger 2001). Can it be assumed 
that he used the knowledge of the oceanography of the Barents Sea, obtained during 
the joint Soviet-German research undertaken 15 years prior, for military purposes? 
Perhaps the answer is “yes.” But it is equally likely that the Soviet naval forces also 
used the knowledge acquired by scientists from both countries during these research 
efforts of the 1920s. The use of scientific research results for military purposes is always 
possible, and it hardly depends on the scientists themselves. It is difficult to predict, 
even a few years prior, which countries might enter into a conflict (as did USSR and 
Germany in 1941) and which might become allies. In hindsight, such situations create 
a moral dilemma and cast a long shadow. Due to Hitler’s rise to power in Germany in 
1933 and the subsequent world war, the initially quite fruitful Soviet–German cooper-
ation was halted. Not all collected data were published, and certainly not in the way 
that had been planned by scientists on both sides. 

Conclusion

In the 1920s, the Soviet Union and Germany were in friendly relations, and scientists 
from these two nations had a long tradition of cooperation. Both countries at that 
time were pariahs on the international stage; their scholars struggled to participate 
in international scientific life. This factor reinforced the desire for closer bilateral ties. 
The aspiration of scientists to work together, to have access to modern equipment, 
and to share data is especially important when dealing with such systems of global 
commons, like the ocean and the Arctic. An important motivation for cooperation 
on the part of the Soviet scientific community was that German scientists had a much 
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better equipment, ships and instruments than their Soviet colleagues. Soviet scien-
tists, on the other hand, had been researching the Barents Sea for several decades and 
possessed a large volume of accumulated data crucial for analyzing newly obtained 
observations. Such a distribution of strengths (and weaknesses) in polar research, and 
more generally in earth sciences, remained throughout the entire Soviet period and 
it continued into the 1990s. As Soviet history illustrates, the secrecy surrounding sci-
entific explorations, sharing of data, and the fear of espionage seriously delayed the 
development of scientific research and deprived the scientific community of deserved 
international fame and recognition.

In the conflict analyzed here, the ideas of isolation arose directly within the Soviet 
scientific community. The isolationist trend suited the trajectories of certain scien-
tists who built their careers internally and were not interested in (or did not want 
to be distracted by) international cooperation. Meanwhile, the loss of international 
cooperation and isolationism led not only to the cessation of circulation of scholarly 
data and ideas; it also made  scientists dependent on the state for which they worked. 
Eventually, it deprived them of freedom in choosing research methods and strategies, 
and forced them to operate in a situation of limited choice and even according to 
plans imposed from above. An understandable intention to strengthen domestic sci-
ence, with its argument of independence from foreign equipment and ideas, could be 
easily turned into isolationism that leads to weakness and lagging behind the other 
countries. 

Temporary advantages for individual career perspectives accrued for those sci-
entists who chose to support the isolation as their strategy led to disadvanages for 
teams, institutions and the entire disciplines or areas of scholarship. During the Cold 
War, after the period of isolation of the late Stalinist era international collaboration, 
even if restricted and severely controlled, became the foundation for success of Soviet 
science. It received a certain level of authonomy, including a possibility to participate 
in large international collaborative venues, like the International Geophysical Year of 
1957–58, with the unspoken agreement that scientists would not engage in the critique 
of Soviet ideology and politics (Adams 2001). Science diplomacy became an import-
ant tool used by the state authorities and science administrators. 

As the isolation of Russian polar research and researchers once again increases, 
following Russia’s invasion of Ukraine in February 2022, it is worth revisiting the past 
examples of both isolationism and openness. It would lead to better understanding 
that the “autonomy” in science may exist for short periods only and that even such 
short periods produce disadvantages in knowledge production. Opposing individual 
strategies towards international cooperation discussed here are universal and, there-
fore, they repeat the same dilemmas: Does science work for the increase of knowledge 
or for its service to the home country, its military and economic power, in exchange 
for real or imaginary generosity of the state in support to its servants?   
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