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PROSPECTS OF THE MOSCOW PROTEST MOVEMENT

he eruption of protests on the streets of

Moscow in early August was the culmination

of demonstrations the previous month
after election officials barred opposition candidates
from running for City Council, citing irregularities in
the signatures collected to put them on the ballot!
Hundreds were arrested as the protests repeated for
several weekends in a row amid police crackdowns
against demonstrators and opposition figures.?

The results of the 2019 Russian municipal and regional
polls were foreseeable, but did contain a few surprises. In
the regional elections, all sixteen pro-Kremlin governors
were re-elected, including Alexander Beglov in Saint
Petersburg, whose victory was preceded by numerous
violations.? Although United Russia dominated in the
regional elections, the ruling party suffered significant
losses in Moscow: they were able to get only twenty-
five out of forty-five seats while the opposition parties
received twenty seats, thirteen of which were taken by
the Communist party—quite an unusual outcome for the
city, where the Communists have been rarely supported
by voters. Many explain this victory as a result of a
“smart voting” strategy, launched by Alexei Navalny and
designed to rally support for the registered candidates
in Moscow’s election with the best chance of defeating
a pro-Kremlin candidate. But whether the “smart voting”
strategy played a crucial role in the results or not, the
outcome of Moscow’s election has confirmed both the
growth of protest moods among the population and the
opposition’s ability to mobilize joint actions.*

Ksenia Kirillova

As these kinds of protests in Russia become increasingly
common, polls tell us that Russians have been losing
confidence in President Vladimir Putin. But those
two trends do not add up to a popular movement
for change. They may be frustrated, but Russians are
also too divided and anxious to coalesce around a
revolutionary vision or action.

PUTIN’S DECLINING POPULARITY
AND ITS CAUSES IN RUSSIA

The last year has seen a shift in the mood of the Russian
public that, in combination several other trends, could
spell trouble for Putin, were it not for the opposition’s
inability to unify Russians and counter the government’s
shopworn narrative.

Most significantly, public confidence in Putin is waning.
In a January 2019 poll by the Russian Center for Public
Opinion Research (VCIOM), the level of confidence in
Vladimir Putin had reached its lowest point in thirteen
years. At that time, only 33 percent of respondents
expressed confidence in the president.® By late May
2019, the number had fallen to 31.7 percent,® which,
according to Radio Liberty,” is the lowest rating since
the center began asking the question. This indicator
started to slide in the summer of 2018,8 as Putin signed
into law hikes in the retirement age and the country’s
value-added tax rate, even as people’s real incomes
continued to decline.

1 “Moscow protests: Opposition rally ‘largest since 2011,” BBC, August 10, 2019, https://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-49305129.
2  “Moscow: Thousands protest local election,” Deutsche Welle, August 10, 2019, https://www.dw.com/en/moscow-thousands-protest-

local-election/a-49979411.

3 “EQuHbIN OeHb ronocoBaHmna B Poccuin. MasHoe,” Meduza, September 8, 2019, https:/meduza.io/feature/2019/09/09/proval-edinoy-
rossii-v-habarovske-beglov-v-peterburge-sistemnaya-oppozitsiya-v-moskve.

4 “ToparkeHue B Mockse, nobefa B permoHax: Utorv Bbibopos 8 ceHTabpsa,” The Bell, September 9, 2019, https://thebell.io/porazhenie-v-

moskve-pobeda-v-regionah-itogi-vyborov-8-sentyabrya/.

5 “Onpoc: poBepue poccusaH K MyTrHY cokpaTmiock Ao 13-neTHero MmHmuMyma,” BBC, January 25, 2019, https:/www.bbc.com/russian/

news-47008309.

6 “PelTuHr gosepud NoanTrkam, oaobpeHna paboTbl roCydapCTBEHHbIX MHCTUTYTOB, PenTUHM NnapTnit,” VCIOM, May 24, 2019, https://

wciom.ru/index.php?id=236&uid=9707.

7 “PelTwHr poBepua poccuaH Bnagummpy MNyTriHy 0GHOBUN MCTOPUYECKMM MHMMYM,” Radio Svoboda, May 25, 2019,

https://www.svoboda.org/a/29962455.html.

8  “PelTUHIM OBEPUA MONUTMKAM, OLEHKM paboTbl Npe3naeHTa 1 NpaBUTeNbCTBa, MOAASPIKKa NoNmMTHUYeckmnx naptuii,” VCIOM, May 31,

2019, https:/wciom.ru/index.php?id=236&uid=9728.
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Anton Sergienko (RFE/RL)

Following the barring of opposition candidates in Moscow city elections, protests on the streets of Moscow continued throughout
August 2019, with over 2,000 protestors detained. Photo credit: Anton Sergienko (RFE/RL)

Ironically, VCIOM also reported in late May 2019 an
increase from January 2019 in Putin’s job approval,® from
61.7 percent to 64.5 percent. The agency explained the
discrepancy between the confidence and job approval
numbers by saying it had adopted a new, more accurate
method of conducting surveys soon after releasing the
bruising results of the public-confidence question.

That explanation, though, raises a few questions. First,
in March 2019, VCIOM had put Putin’s job approval
at its highest level since the beginning of 2019,° 65
percent, even as his confidence rating hit 33 percent.
What can account for that discrepancy? Second, May’s
64.5 percent cannot be called “growth” from the March
figure of 65 percent, by anyone’s reckoning. For all of
VCIOM’s claims about new methodology, Putin’s ratings
continue to decline.

Also, notably, the number of Russians who support
Putin’s foreign policy, usually a solid indicator for the
president, decreased in 2018."

Another ominous trend for Putin and his government
is the recent growth of protest activity in Russia.
Anastasia Nikolskaya, a researcher at Kosygin Russian
State University who has for years studied the attitudes
of the Russian public, told this year’s meeting of the
Free Russia Forum in Vilnius:

A year ago, Russia’s domestic policy was
condemned by many, but the majority approved
of the country’s foreign policy and emphasized
the importance of the idea that other countries
fear Russia. However, in October the request for
a peaceful foreign policy was clearly made. There

9 PelTVHI oBepUd NONUTHKaM, OLIEHKM PaboTbl Npe3naeHTa 1 NpaBrTenbCTBa, NOAAEPKKa NONUTUYeCKMx NapTnii, VCIOM, May 31,

2019, https://wciom.ru/index.php?id=236&uid=9728.

10 Anekcen Hertapes, “PelTVHI ogobpeHns 0eaTenbHoCT MNyTrHa AOCTUI MakcuMMyMa 3a nonroaa,” Barnaa, March 22, 2019,

https://vz.ru/news/2019/3/22/969654.html.

1M “Onpoc couUMONOroB: ypoBEHb MOALAEPKKM BHELLHEN NONnTUKK MNyTrHa cHxkaeTcd,” Radio Svoboda, August 9, 2018,

https://www.svoboda.org/a/29421583.html.
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The Kremlin utilizes bureaucracy to restrict assembly. To protest the arrest of journalist Ivan Golunov, Russians organized shifts of
single-person pickets to circumvent a law requiring permits for gatherings of more than one person.

Photo Source: Wikimedia Commons

is also a growing tendency of [Russians] fighting
for their rights by constitutional means. Respect
is among the most important Russian values, so
the arrogant statements of low-level local officials
make people feel even more offended. It’s fair to
say that people have changed.?

In a May interview with Russian independent news
agency Znak.com, Nikolskaya said there is a “revolution
in the mass consciousness of Russians” and that “people
want autonomy for their regions.”™

These demands for respect and self-government,
along with rising skepticism of Putin, are being made
as the economy and living standards continue to
decline. “Stagnation in the Russian economy has
become quite familiar, and it cannot be overcome

12 “NMepsbInt AeHb 7-ro GopymMa cBoboaHoM Poccuu. MNpamad
TpaHcnauma,” Free Russia Forum, June 3, 2019, https://www.forumfreerussia.org/multimedia/video-ffr/forum-vii-video/2019-06-03/
pervyj-den-7-go-foruma-svobodnoj-rossii-pryamaya-translyatsiya/ffr/.

“MonHaa HealekBaTHOCTb BNACTW, Kak OyATO Mbl C HEM XMBEM B Pa3HbIx MMpax,” Znak, May 20, 2019,
https://www.znak.com/2019-05-20/proishodit_revolyuciya_v_massovom_soznanii_rossiyan_intervyu_s_sociologom.

within the framework of the economic logic that has
dominated since 2012 among the Russian elites,”
Vladislav Inozemtsev, economist and director of the
Center for Post-Industrial Society Studies, wrote in
June. This stagnation, Inozemtsev wrote, is wearing
people out:

The situation is aggravated by the fact that the
authorities consciously create in people’s minds a
sense of life in a ‘besieged fortress’ and thus send a
signal that we should not expect our livestoimprove
in the near future. Under the circumstances, the
authorities should not be surprised by the decline
in their own popularity. ... Such a course in four to
five years can create a fully revolutionary situation,
which no fabricated ratings and made-up growth
rates would be able to prevent.™

Vladislav Inozemtsev, “Ha nopore pesontoumnmn. Bnagmcnas MHO3eMLEB O TOM, KaK 2/1UTbl MOTEPANM YYBCTBO CaMOCOXpaHeHna,” The

Insider, June 10, 2019, https://theins.ru/opinions/160359.
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At least two large-scale protest movements in recent
months—both regional and federal—illustrate these
trends.

First, citizens in Yekaterinburg, an industrial city in the
Urals and the fourth largest city in Russia, protested
the construction of a cathedral on one of the city’s
most popular squares in the heart of the city. The
huge mass of demonstrators carried the day, and even
Putin had to acknowledge the conflict!)® The protest,
perhaps the biggest since 2012, did not end with one
or two rallies, but grew into a tent city that did not
break up until demonstrators’ demands were heard.
The Uralians’ determination spooked both officials and
“patriotic activists”—members of pro-Kremlin youth
organizations used to spread government propaganda
and discredit political opposition—who dubbed the
speeches in Yekaterinburg “the Ural Maidan.”®

The second action, which spread across Russia, was the
movement for the release of investigative journalist Ivan
Golunov, on whom police had planted drugs in order
to fabricate a criminal case. Outrage over Golunov’s
plight was so widespread that the case against him was
dropped and authorities launched an investigation into
who fabricated evidence against him.”

CHALLENGES FACING RUSSIA’S
PROTEST MOVEMENT

For all its growing strength, however, the Russian protest
movement’s vulnerabilities keep it from blossoming into
a genuine threat to Putin’s regime.

First, most protests have been about local issues, which
obviously cannot galvanize Russians from coast to
coast. In addition to Yekaterinburg, there was a string
of local, wintertime protests across Russia against
landfills.® Then in the spring, a series of environmental
protests took place in various regions® as well as
protests against domestic violence.?®

Prospects of the Russian Protest Movement

Second, a formidable protest movement requires that
different parts of society come together to either seek
a common goal or voice a common objection. For
example, Ukraine’s Euromaidan united patriotic and
nationalist forces, the liberal intelligentsia, and most of
the clergy. Maidan was supported by the priests of the
Ukrainian Orthodox Church of the Kyiv Patriarchate,
some priests of the Moscow Patriarchate, Catholic
and Protestant churches, and some Muslim and
Jewish religious leaders—along with the military, some
representatives of the security forces, middle class
businesspeople, human rights activists, statesmen, and
anarchists. That is why Maidan was not just a “liberal
protest,” but a real, popular revolution.

The outcome of Moscow'’s
election has confirmed both
the growth of protest moods

among the population and

the opposition’s ability to
mobilize joint actions.

In contrast, during the Yekaterinburg protest there were
splits not only among citizens but also within the protest
movement itself. On the one hand, it coalesced many
ecologists, supporters of democratic transformations,
and previously indifferent citizens. On the other hand,
some people broke away from the dissident movement
due to discrepancies in the “church matter,” and some
dissidents were grateful to Putin when he eventually
intervened.

Third, a protest movement becomes a threat to those in
power when people realize that the current government
cannot meet their key demands. If people see no
possibility of agreement among themselves and do not
see appealing to higher authorities as the only way to
solve their problems, their protest activity will never go
beyond the local level.

15 “TlyTWH Npeanoxmi MpoBeCTM OMNpocC O CTPOUTENbCTBE XpaMa B ExkaTepuHbypre,” Radio Svoboda, May 16, 2019, https:/www.svoboda.

org/a/29944551.html.

16 Zergulio, “I'aTtb MUHYT Ao ManpaaHa Ha Ypane. CkaHaan Bollen Ha defepanbHblii YpoBeHb, YNHOBHUKK B pacTepsiHHOCTK,” Live Journal,

May 14, 2019, https://zergulio.livejournal.com/6341960.html.

17 “‘Oeno lonyHoBa' nepepaayT B CneAcTBeHHbIM koMuTeT,” Radio Svoboda, June 21, 2019, https:/www.svoboda.org/a/30012590.html.

18 Evan Gershkovich, “Thousands Protest Against Moscow’s Plan to Dump Its Trash in Russian Regions,” Moscow Times, February 3, 2019,
https://www.themoscowtimes.com/2019/02/03/thousands-come-out-in-protest-against-moscows-plan-to-dump-its-trash-on-russian-

regions-a64376.

19 Mapuga KonbLoBa, “IpoTecTbl BbIXOOHbIX: MPOTUB BbipyOKM 1eCoB M MpKr3biBa B apMuio,” MBK, April 20, 2019, https:/mbk-news.appspot.

com/region/protesty-vyxodnyx-protiv-6/.
20
tayga.info/148272.

“[axke Hebo NnadyeT»: »unTenr Hosocnbupcka NotTpeboBani 3allnTUTb XKepTB JoMallHero Hacunms,” Tayga.info, August 18, 2019, https://
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In Russia, discontent and anger have repeatedly given
Putin the opportunity to play the benevolent tsar,
arbiter and solver of problems. For example, during the
Yekaterinburg protests, the Russian president proposed
asurvey onthe construction of the cathedral. If a majority
favored it, the park would be moved elsewhere.? He did
not reflexively side with the Church and even showed
some understanding of the protesters’ argument.
Some activists welcomed his intervention. It probably
helped that the protests were not formally against the
government, even though the overwhelming majority
of Russians rightly see the Russian Orthodox Church as
an extension of the Kremlin.

In these three key ways, the Yekaterinburg protests
lacked the elements necessary to become a national
movement, but they still mattered: As sociologists point

Activists will need to
show that the Kremlin has
been the aggressor in its
confrontations with the West
and point out that friendly
relations with neighbors
are a better guarantee of
security for Russia

out, such actions help citizens develop their potential
to protest and show them that mass protests are an
effective way to protect their rights.

Aside from mass repression, some uniquely Russian
circumstances have so far prevented the kind of social
cohesion necessary to create a large and consequential
protest movement: fear of an external threat from
which Russians need to be protected, the lack of a
consolidating idea, and the lack of consensus about
what the future should look like.

Domestic Kremlin propaganda is not aimed at denying
the facts of air pollution, corruption, or other social
problems, the frequent targets of local protests.
Coverage of those topics is frowned upon, but it is not
absent. Official corruption and incompetence were
even the subjects of at least two popular TV comedies
in 2018, Year of Culture and House Arrest.

21 “TlyTvH NpenaoXmn NnpoBecT onpoc.”
22
23

None of those issues can generate a serious, nationwide
protest movement that could lead to systemic changes
and threaten Putin, because Russians are more afraid of
the specters dreamed up by the Kremlin than they are
outraged by lawlessness and falling living standards.
What are those specters? The menacing West and the
return to chaos, devastation, and even war that they
have been told to expect if Putin and his system are
overthrown. These are particularly rattling possibilities
to a Russian populace that, despite post-Soviet
liberalization, still feels heavily reliant on the state. If the
state were to disappear or be crippled, most Russians
do not have sturdy, independent support systems to fall
back on. In comparison to that kind of existential threat,
people’s everyday problems pale in insignificance. As
long as Russians see in Putin a defender and savior
from these threats, they would not dare to participate
in a revolutionary protest.

Russia’s distinct lack of social support systems make
it nearly impossible for citizens to develop separation
from the state. Even in the 1990s, which was a period
marked by freedom, the inviolability of private property
did not develop, nor did an independent judiciary or
the very culture of respect for the individual. Today,
almost every person comes face to face with Russia’s
lawlessness and then makes vain attempts to find the
truth and break through the wall of corruption. As a
result, all Russians understand deep down that in their
country, anything at all can happen to anyone at all. The
only guarantee, though not an absolute one, of escaping
this rule is being loyal to the state and having some type
of relationship with it, so that the state knows who you
are. The Russian sees no other way of protecting him or
herself. That’s why the Russian people perceive chaos
and the destruction of the state as the loss of the last
possibility of protection.

As a result, even Russians who protest develop a
certain self-censorship that prevents them from going
beyond a certain point. For example, Golunov himself
refused to attend an unsanctioned protest action that
was organized to support him,?? and lvan Kolpakov, the
editor-in-chief of Meduza, the news organization where
Golunov works, said, “We rescued our guy ... but we do
not engage in activism and do not want to be heroes of
resistance.”®

This fear of chaos and attack from a foreign power
also helps explains why the Russian opposition’s most
animating idea, the fight against corruption, has not

“foNyHOB He MoWaeT Ha akUMIo B ero nogaepyky 12 nioHa,” Interfax, June 11, 2019, https:/www.interfax.ru/russia/664892.
Ivan Kolpakov, Facebook, June 11, 2019, https:/www.facebook.com/ivan.kolpakov/posts/10220196857938244.
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The arrest of journalist lvan Golumov on what appeared to be fabricated drug charges led to a sudden burst of spontaneous
protest. Additionally, three leading Russian newspapers ran front pages that read “I'm/We are lvan Golunov.” Photo Source:

Wikimedia Commons

ignited a large movement—indeed, Russian authorities
often strengthen their grip on institutions and officials
under the guise of fighting corruption. Meanwhile, most
Russians put up with graft in order to avoid a greater
evil; they are convinced that theft is inevitable under
any type of government and that a liberal government,
in addition to looting Russia, would try to destroy the
country on the order of overseas bosses.

This, in turn, helps explain why Russia’s most zealous
anti-corruption crusader, Alexei Navalny, does not
command much of a following. “[S]upport for Alexei
Navalny is not so high, firstly, because many consider
him an agent of the State Department or an agent of the
Kremlin,” noted Anastasia Nikolskaya in her speech at
the Free Russia Forum in June 2019. “[S]econdly, people
believe that he does not offer any concrete methods to
improve the situation, and proposes to fight not with

corruption, but with corrupt officials,” Nikolskaya said.?*
She added that the absence of leaders recognized by
the people is one of the main problems of the modern
protest movement.

Most Russians are not impressed with current
government officials, but they do tend to adhere to the
old Soviet mindset and are distrustful of liberal leaders.
To the average Russian, no person in the modern
Russian political field truly aligns with their ideals of
what a leader should be.?®

Despite this, Navalny remains the de facto leader of the
Russian protests. As founder of the Anti-Corruption
Foundation, Navalny has authored high-profile anti-
corruption revelations of senior officials. After trying
to challenge Putin for the presidency in the past, the
Kremlin created new eligibility requirements that bar

24 “TNepBblit AeHb 7-ro opyMa cBoboaHoM Poccrin. MNpamasa TpaHcnaumsa.”

25 “TonHaa HeaQekBaTHOCTb BMAcTM, Kak OYATO Mbl C HEW »KMBEM B pasHbix M1pax,” Znak, May 20, 2019, https://www.znak.com/2019-05-
20/proishodit_revolyuciya_v_massovom_soznanii_rossiyan_intervyu_s_sociologom.
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individuals from running for president if they’ve been
arrested—something of a frequent occurrence for anti-
corruption protestors. Today, he has a rather strong
team supporting him in organizing these protests,
including economist and former government official
Vladimir Milov and Anti-Corruption Foundation lawyer
Lyubov Sobol.

Part of the protest movement also recognizes the
paradoxical benefit of government corruption: the
fiercest critics of Russia’s foreign policy are mindful
that illicit personal enrichment funnels away resources
that might otherwise go toward wars and subversive
operations in Western countries.

Finally, Russians cannot agree on what type of future
they should be advocating for, which contributes to
the absence of unifying leaders and protest strategies.
For example, since 2001, the independent Levada
sociological agency has periodically asked Russians
what they think of Joseph Stalin.?¢ This year, the Soviet
dictator got his highest-ever marks, with 51 percent
of respondents professing admiration, respect, or
sympathy for him. Combined with those who claimed
indifference, 77 percent of respondents had a favorable
or neutral view of Stalin. The share of those who said
they respect him was up by 12 percent over last year.

Many commentators with liberal views said the poll was
evidence that Stockholm Syndrome had gripped the
population, and some even accused the Levada Center
of distorting the results—but they are the logical result
of decades of Russian propaganda, which has depicted
Stalin not as a specific historical figure but rather as a
set of qualities and actions that Russians expect from
contemporary authorities.

The paradox is that Stalin’s new propaganda cult,
originally intended as a pillar of Putin’s rule and
to maintain his image as the new Stalin, is turning
increasingly against the Russian president. And the less
people tend to trust Putin, the more they seem to like
Stalin. Introduced into the media space to bolster the

Russian opposition leader llya Yashin is one of the candidates
prevented by authorities from registering for city elections

in Moscow in 2019. Yashin served multiple consecutive ten-
day jail terms in August and September, 2019, for organizing
unsanctioned protests. Photo Source: Wikimedia Commons

image of a strong leader and strong state in the mass
consciousness, Stalin is no longer so much legitimizing
Putin’s dictatorial tricks as discrediting him.

Corruption and the looming threat from the West are
issues where the former Soviet dictator particularly
shows up his successor. While Putin sits atop a corrupt
system, Stalin’s admirers say he would have locked up
the highly placed crooks and thieves long ago. And
while many acknowledge that Putin is doing a good
job of defending Russia from external enemies,? they
question why he has not dispatched them after all
these years. Russian television warns that the threat
comes not only from the mighty Washington, but also
from Ukraine, which could attack any day.

26 “YposeHb 00obpeHmna CTanmHa poccusaHamm nobun nctopmudecknin pexkopp,” Levada Center, April 16, 2019, https://www.levada.
ru/2019/04/16/uroven-odobreniya-stalina-rossiyanami-pobil-istoricheskij-rekord/.
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“MyTUH OT/IMYHO BbIMOSTHAET CBOK PabOTy - 3allMLLaeT POCCKio OT BHeLWHMX Bparos?” Mail.ru, https://otvet.mail.ru/question/166343070.
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Another factor at play is that under Putin, especially
against the background of falling living standards and
pension reform, there is certainly no social justice.
For anyone that buys into the revisionist pro-Stalin
propaganda, this is a far cry from the supposed social
justice of the general secretary.

Seen in this light, growing support for Stalin is a sign
less of growing support for Putin and his policies than
of opposition to them. Even the Military Review,?®
known for its loyalty to the Kremlin, gets the point.
Viktor Kuzovkov, one of the authors on its site, writes:

Stalin’s sharp rise in popularity is nothing but a
veiled, so far drawn-inward, protest of society
against the actions of our government and those
who now represent it. ... This is, if you will, the
‘internal opposition’ that philosophers sometimes
talk about and comedians sometimes joke about.
Now it has become a reality for 51 percent of
Russians. And no matter who really relates to
Stalin’s personality, such a percentage of potential
oppositionists must somehow convince the
Kremlin that it is losing control of the situation and
is on the verge of significant changes.?®

Of course, Russia’s liberal opposition rejects the notion
of Stalin as the embodiment of the country’s restive
mood, while Stalin’s admirers aggressively refuse to see
liberal dissidents as the custodians of their aspirations.
The image of the “Glorious Future Russia” for these
groups is radically different. Many are unhappy with
the state of things, but they seek opposing outcomes.
Some celebrities, including popular video bloggers and
rappers, attended the Moscow protests, but none took
the lead and offered a clear vision of the desired future.*°

For all these reasons, an effective protest movement
seems a long way off in Russia, but any efforts to build
one will need a few specific elements.

First, it will likely consolidate around a social problem
that is a direct consequence of Putin’s policies, as

28
delaet-nas-stalinistami.html.

29 “THET ‘cTabunbHOCTW OenaeTt Hac cTaniHucTaMmm?”
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opposed to the actions of local oligarchs, officials,
or church hierarchies. Issues that affect people in
most of Russia’s regions—environmental problems,
private-sector job losses, substandard health care,
medicine shortages—present the best opportunities for
widespread mobilization.

For example, the country lacks the funds to provide
adequate medical care, productivity is dropping, basic
government services are being cut, and people will have
to work longer to ease the load on the government’s
pension fund. Meanwhile, Moscow spends freely on the
wars in Donbas and Syria, on the militarization of Crimea
and Kaliningrad, on bribes for Western politicians,* and
on an army of security officials and Internet trolls. And
since Putin’s rhetoric toward the West grows only more
bellicose, these misguided priorities probably will not
change any time soon.

Russians cannot agree on
what type of future they
should be advocating for,
which contributes to the
absence of unifying leaders
and protest strategies.

Medicine shortages are an especially stark example
because they are often a result of the government’s ban
on drug imports from certain countries in response to
Western sanctions.

A chief organizational hurdle is that members of the
Russian opposition are not good at negotiating with
each other and have little mutual trust. Overcoming
interpersonal disagreements in the opposition may
be the main condition for the selection of a leader
recognized by different groups of protesters, able to
organize activists and bring consistency to opposition.

“IHET ‘cTabunbHOCTW' OenaeT Hac cTannHncTamn?” BoeHHoe o6o3peHire, April 22, 2019, https://topwar.ru/157040-gnet-stabilnosti-

30 “Ha npoTtecT B MocKkBe NpuLv poOCCUncKme sHaMeHnTocTh,” OakTbl, August 10, 2019, https://fakty.com.ua/ru/svit/20190810-na-

protest-u-moskvi-pryjshly-rosijski-znamenytosti/.

31 “Commuting to Moscow: Lega Nord’s Pilgrimage To Russia,” Bellingcat, August 8, 2019, https:/www.bellingcat.com/news/2019/08/08/

commuting-to-moscow-lega-nords-pilgrimage-to-russia/.
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Despite being the most well-known non-systemic opposition leader and the subject of Kremlin harassment, Alexei Navalny has not
yet enough political support to lead this opposition into the mainstream. Photo Credit: Wikimedia Commons.

Second, Russia’s modern-day dissidents will have to
discredit the propaganda that is the cornerstone of
Putin’s regime, specifically that the West awaits the
chance to pounce on a vulnerable Russia and that
regime change would unleash chaos on society.

Activists will need to show that the Kremlin has been
the aggressor in its confrontations with the West and
point out that friendly relations with neighbors are a
better guarantee of security for Russia and its borders
than a constant state of hostilities. And they will need
to somehow disprove the West’s theoretical plans to
attack Russia.

Further, Russians need to be shown that the plundering
of the country and the redirection of funds to Russia

directly threaten their lives and well-being. This threat
could come from environmental problems that remain
unaddressed, such as the 2017 release of ruthenium in
the Chelyabinsk region and similar incidents that were
covered up by the authorities, or from the general
catastrophic oncological situation in Russia, or from the
collapse of medical care and sporadic drug shortages
that reduce the survival rate of cancer patients.3?

To take regime change and democracy out of the
realm of the unthinkable, activists should offer Russians
examples of other countries where the transition was
successful and the government still working, such as
the Baltic states, Czechia, and even Ukraine. People
need to see how civil society in other countries seeks
to solve problems, including through protest actions,

32 “Russia’s Bad Health Care System Is Getting Worse,” Newsweek, November 21, 2016, https:/www.newsweek.com/2016/12/02/dire-

russia-health-care-523380.html.
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without sparking chaos and revolution. Activists could
even point to neighboring Ukraine, where people live in
peace in regions where Russian troops and mercenaries
are not present.

In debunking the Kremlin’s carefully nurtured fear
of a return to the wild '90s in the event of regime
change, activists should remind Russians that it was
the restructured Committee for State Security (KGB)
and mafia, not the democrats, who plundered the
country and took money abroad.?®> What’s more, as the
economist Inozemtsev notes, the status quo is in some
ways worse than in the 1990s:

In addition, the sharp decline of the economy lasted
only four years, and the new reality was sharply
different from the disgraced socialism. Today
in Russia there is a situation when the decline in
income continues for the sixth year in a row, the
retirement age is rising, the devaluation is taking
place at the same rate as, for example, in 1993-
1997, but at the same time the economy does not
allow for successful private entrepreneurship. Law
enforcement officers are robbing the population
worse than any racketeers, and the social elevators
have stopped.?*

Activists also need to imbue their actions and rhetoric
with patriotism, and always stress that the change they

Prospects of the Russian Protest Movement

seek aims to ensure that Russians can enjoy dignified,
peaceful, and safe lives. The Kremlin will not have a
monopoly on the language of security and defense if
activists can convince Russians that Putin’s militarism
and adventurism threatens Russia’s security.

Domestic Kremlin
oropaganda is not aimed
at denying the facts of air

pollution, corruption, or
other social problems.

Finally, democrats need to make the point that
this regime is arbitrary and that its displeasure can
be directed at people of all political persuasions—
that loyalty to the regime does not protect against
repression. For example, it’'s not only lvan Golunov and
liberal activists who have found mystery drugs in their
pockets: Addiction researcher Nikolay Kaklyugin, a vocal
opponent of Russia’s liberals, sits in a Novocherkassk
pre-trial detention center awaiting trial on drug charges
in what is widely believed to be a frame-up.*® This is
not the benevolent regime its conservative defenders
claim, and the fight against it should unite people of
disparate views.

33 Kseniya Kirillova, “Propaganda stereotypes paralyze Russia’s potential for change,” Euromaidan Press, January 12, 2016, http://
euromaidanpress.com/2016/01/12/propaganda-stereotypes-paralyze-russias-potential-for-change/.

34 Inozemtsey, “Ha nopore pepontoumnmn. Bnagmcnas MHO3eMLEB O TOM, KaK 2M1MTbl MOTEPSIN YYBCTBO CaMOCOXPaHeHMs.”
35 “[eno KaknornHa,” Pycckaga HapodHada nuHmg, accessed September 4, 2019, https://ruskline.ru/tema/obwestvo/delo_kaklyugina/.
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RUSSIAN YOUTH IN THE MOSCOW PROTESTS

uly and August 2019 saw some of the largest

protests in Moscow in recent years. Tens

of thousands took to the street to protest
the government’s refusal to register independent
candidates in the Moscow City Duma elections. Young
Russians made up a noticeable group among the
protesters—a trend that sociologists® and political
experts®” have increasingly registered. This is a sign that
civic awareness in Russia is growing, and young people
who first showed up in large numbers to country-wide
demonstrations in 2017 are increasingly demanding
that the government hear their voices and enter a
dialogue. While the specific role of the youth in the
Russian protest movement remains unclear, it remains
a factor to be watched closely.

It has been a turbulent summer for members of the
unapproved Kremlin opposition in Moscow; despite
their best efforts, all were banned from running in the
September 8 Moscow City Duma elections. Moscow’s

36

Olga Khvostunova

electoral authorities denied registration® to as many
as sixty-two candidates on often absurd grounds. By
mid-July, public outrage reached a tipping point and
erupted in the form of mass protests—with sanctioned
demonstrations on July 20% and August 10%° and
unsanctioned rallies on July 274 and August 3.42 Each
protest attracted tens of thousands of people, and the
turnout only grew as law enforcement brutally cracked
down on demonstrators with excessive force and
arrests. By some estimates, authorities detained almost
3,000 people, and arrested*® opposition leaders such
as Alexei Navalny,** llya Yashin,*®* Dmitry Gudkov,*¢ and
Lyubov Sobol.#” The August 10 protest in Moscow was
reportedly the largest since 2011,%¢ with 60,0004 people
turning up on Moscow’s historic Sakharov Avenue.

Turnout for the protests took many observers by
surprise, but the abundance of young faces*° remains
a particular interest. According to a random sample
poll®' conducted on August 10, 59 percent of protesters

Olga Zeveleva, “Putin’s pesky millennials Sociologist Olga Zeveleva explains what makes today’s protesters in Moscow something new
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Mumin Shakirov (RFE/RL)

Photos of 17-year-old Olga Misik went viral after she sat in front of riot police reading them the Russian constitution to them.

Photo Credit: Mumin Shakirov (RFE/RL)

were thirty-five years old or younger, and 23 percent
were twenty-five or younger. These statistics echo the
numbers of the March 2017 anticorruption protests>
organized by Navalny, when Russian youth took to the
streets en masse and surprised both the Kremlin and
the general public.

This summer’s unrest confirmed®® that young Russians
are breaking away from the Kremlin’s clasp and moving
toward creating their own political identity.>* Until a few
years ago, the eighteen to thirty-year-old demographic
was viewed®® as the Kremlin’s most loyal and reliable
group of supporters—youth support of the president
was estimated®® at 65 percent—but these attitudes have
changed dramatically over the last two years. In fact,
according to a January 2019 poll by the Public Opinion
Foundation, which has since been removed, young
people now have the least favorable view of the Russian
president—32 percent as opposed to the average of 42
percent among the general population.

At least three major factors are causing this drastic
shift. First, the generational gap between the youth
and the ruling elite has grown so wide that it is no
longer possible to bridge—these groups have diverging
interests, priorities, worldviews, and value systems.
Second, the Russian youth inhabits the online world—
similar to their foreign counterparts and in contrast
to older generations. As digital natives they consume
information differently and are largely immune to the
Kremlin’s propaganda that flows from national TV
networks.

The third factor is the Kremlin’s failed youth outreach
policy. Despite early success with its youth movements
Idushchie Vmeste, “Walking Together,” and Nashi,
“Ours,” the Kremlin still fails to offer a positive agenda
or strategic vision for the future. In the long run, the
Kremlin’s carrot and stick tactics have failed to rein
in young people who are increasingly less driven by
so-called “traditional values” imposed by the state,

52 Tom Balmforth, “New Kids On The Block: A Younger Generation Invigorates Anti-Kremlin Protests.” RadioFreeEurope/RadioLiberty.
Radio Free Europe / Radio Liberty, May 28, 2019. https:/www.rferl.org/a/russia-navalny-protests-new-generation/28394359.html.
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June 17, 2019, https:/www.washingtonpost.com/opinions/2019/06/17/how-putin-kremlin-lost-russian-youths/.

54 Vladimir Milov and Olga Khvostunova, Russian Youth: A Look Inside the ‘Black Box’, Free Russia Foundation, https://www.4freerussia.

org/russian-youth-a-look-inside-the-black-box/.

55 Muxanu Cokonos, “INepsoe lNyTrHckoe Mokonerue,” Pagmno Ceoboaa, November 3, 2015, https:/www.svoboda.org/a/27331008.html.
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and more by personal goals of self-actualization,
growth, and creativity. Career opportunities within the
government or state corporations were the only real
perks that the Kremlin had been able to offer young
people, but these opportunities are now inaccessible
since 2014 the Russian economy has been shrinking
and kleptocracy and nepotism have flourished.

Still, on average, Russian youth show little interest in
politics®’, which begs the question: what made young
Muscovites, arguably the most privileged group among
the Russian youth, protest this summer? Indignation
over irregularities in the Moscow City Duma elections

Still, on average, Russian
youth show little interest
in politics, which begs the
guestion: what made young
Muscovites, arguably the
most privileged group
among the Russian youth,
orotest this summer?

does not seem to explain their action, especially after
it was reported>® that the turnout at the September 8
election was at a low point of 22 percent.

The are several possible reasons for these outbursts of
unrests among the youth. One reason for the protests
may lie in the context of the larger social processes
unraveling in Russia today. According® to economist
Mikhail Dmitriev—notable for predicting®® the 2011-2012
mass Bolotnaya Square protests—Russia is currently
undergoing a breakdown of the post-Crimea consensus,
which is reflected in social discontent, a decline of public

trust in the government, and a demand for change.
Dmitiriev recently explained, “Negative emotions don’t
go anywhere, they build up, which creates grounds for a
potential outburst as a result of some triggering event.”

Other experts have argued® that the Moscow
protests were the result of growing civic awareness.
Russian people, including the youth, increasingly find
themselves in conflict with the government and feel
the need to assert their dignity and demand a peaceful
dialogue with the authorities. In the case of the Moscow
elections, the government refused to enter this kind of
de-escalatory dialogue.

The latest Levada national poll regarding the protests
shows that the youngest group of the polled population
held the most critical attitudes toward police behavior:
58 percent of respondents age eighteen to twenty-four
said that the police acted harshly and used unjustified
force as opposed to 48 percent of the group aged
twenty-five to thirty-nine, 43 percent of the group aged
forty to fifty-five, and 31 percent of the fifty-five and
older group.

When asked about whether or not Western countries
played a role in causing the latest protests, 43 percent
of the youngest group rejected the idea as an attempt
to discredit the protests, as did 33 percent of the
groups age twenty-five to thirty-nine and forty to fifty-
five, and only 29 percent of the older groups. It was
also the youngest group that held more favorable views
of the Moscow protests—28 percent (compared to 23
percent of the two middle groups and 21 percent of the
oldest group).

In his Vedomosti op-ed, Levada analyst Denis Volkov
also shared insights from Levada’s August interviews
in focus groups.®? Referring to the Moscow protests,
young interviewees said that the “authorities don’t
want to let anyone in [the power structure],” and that
“they only think about themselves and ignore average
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As popular Russian music acts including IC3PEAK, Oxxxymiron, and Monetochka (left to right) increasingly address problems

of daily life and resentment towards the Kremlin in their music, they have found themselves on the receiving end of government
repression, with sudden venue cancelations, withdrawal of concert permits, and pushback on lyrics found to be distasteful by the
authorities. Photo Source: Wikimedia Commons

people;” that there are “no fair elections” and that the candidates in the Moscow elections—an obvious

“Constitution doesn’t work.” The police brutality during
the protest crackdowns disturbed many Russians—
especially the case of Daria Sosnovskyaya, a young
woman who was punched in the stomach by a riot
police officer. &3

Political context is another useful lens to understand this
new generational divide. Alexander Kynev, an expert
in regional politics, echoed® the view that Russia’s
post-Crimea social consensus is under growing strain.
Moscow authorities’ refusal to register independent

injustice—was a trigger for the rallies, but the protest’s
sentiment was already there®> The government’s
reaction to unsanctioned protests—police brutality and
mass detentions—only added insult to injury, pushing
more people to take to the streets.

According to political commentator Kirill Rogov,%®
the political nature of the protest prevailed not just in
Moscow, but also in other parts of the country; there
have been recent protests in the northern town of
Shies®” and in Yekaterinburg.®® The Moscow protests, in
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WHAT COMES NEXT?

While the high turnout at the Moscow protests makes
the case for a public political awakening, the Levada
national poll® offers sobering statistics. On average, only
20 percent of the Russian people are ready to participate
in political protests, and support is highest among the
youth age eighteen to twenty-four, at 25 percent, and
the lowest among Russians older than fifty-five, at 15
percent. Support for protests against declining living
standards, or in support of rights, is slightly higher; 27
percent of Russians said they would join.

The reasons for the brewing social discontent are not
going anywhere, and there are signs that Russia’s
political system is too rigid to adequately address
mounting socio-political problems. As Dmitriev
observed, the fomenting of public discontent will
result in a change of social attitudes, although it is not
yet clear what they will be. But opinion polls show a

85 “OT MHEHWM
protestnaya-aktivnost-5/.

Prospects of the Russian Protest Movement

growing demand for political freedoms, respect, and
honesty amidst the general crisis of public trust in the
government. Under these conditions, the Russian youth
with its still-forming attitudes, open-mindedness, and
audacity, can play a crucial role in political change in
the country.
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