
		
			[image: cover.jpg]
		


		
			Protest and Legitimacy: Emerging Dilemmas in Putin’s Third Term

			


Geir Flikke and Jardar Østbø

			University of Oslo




			In the course of 2016-2017, collective protest action has steadily gained ground in Russia. The electoral cycle protests of 2011-2012 have been replaced by single-issue actions against corruption, and more sustained protests against the so-called “renovation” (renovatsiia) program in Moscow. Additionally, long-distance haulers in Siberia and in Russia’s central and southern parts have since 2015 demonstrated against increased tariffs on the utilization of Russia’s road system, among other things, by blocking transport in and out of regions in the south of Russia. Finally, the non-systemic opposition has succeeded in holding two major demonstrations against corruption, one in March 2017 and one in June 2017, thus marking continuity with the electoral cycle protests in 2011-12.

			These sparks of collective action raise many questions as to the efficacy of Russian hybrid regime governance and highlight the more acute political dilemmas arising in Putin’s third term. The limits of selective interventions are put more clearly on display, and the narrowing of opportunities for society embedded in the numerous restrictions imposed by the Duma on demonstrations, financing of NGOs, media-ownership and international organizations after 2011/2012 have not pacified society. Moreover, the containment of the non-systemic opposition (the Naval’nyi-PARNAS coalition) in the local elections in 2015 and the national Duma elections in 2016 has not discouraged movement entrepreneurs from testing out social media campaigning. On the contrary, in 2017, the Russian populace seems active, and economic and socio-political issues are playing an increasingly important role in public demonstrations.

			The current special issue of Demokratizatsiya is one of several results of the project “New Political Groups and the Russian State” (NEPORUS), which has been funded by the Research Council of Norway through the NORRUSS program. The NEPORUS project proposal was written in February 2013 and centered on exploring developments in the Russian executive, perceptions of Putin’s announced promises for his third term, changes in the framework of opportunities for NGOs and the non-systemic opposition, and, finally, the effect of social media mobilization on state Internet policies. In this thematic issue of Demokratizatsiya, project contributors seek to tap into the numerous dilemmas that have emerged in Putin’s third term: How does the Russian regime perform in periods of higher economic expectations? Does the Kremlin “policy directorate” still control society and political developments, and if so, how? Is Putin’s charisma still an embodiment of a prevalent mythscape of political stability and legitimacy? And what can case studies of collective action (youth protests and strikes by long-haul truck drivers) tell us about protest sustainability, grievances and framing? 

			Researchers within the project attack these questions from several angles. Professor John P. Willerton of the University of Arizona draws on material from the project’s ROMIR poll taken in October 2014 to discuss popular support for a “national idea” (in the widest sense of the term) and the performance of the Putin executive on 11 distinct policy concerns. He finds, among other things, that while respondents consider a strong state and democracy as two sides of the same coin, respondents are less impressed by the Putin team’s high-profile battle against corruption and its welfare, healthcare and housing policies. Willerton concludes that despite these deficiencies, most Russians are “buying into” the Putin policy and he expresses moderate optimism as to the future trajectory of Putin’s and the executive’s pursuit of a national idea for Russia. 

			Other contributors are less optimistic. Bo Petersson from the University of Malmø discusses the charismatic legitimacy of Putin’s “eternal” incumbency qua Weberian legitimacy, and finds that although there are different legitimizing mechanisms at play in Russia, the single most important dilemma for the Putin reign lies in the lack of political alternatives and executive checks and balances. Putin uses the myth of foreign encirclement actively as a pillar for his legitimacy, Petersson holds, but the Putin mix of “legitimacy by default” is making the question of succession more acute. Petersson points to the Weberian paradox that charismatic legitimacy is the least durable of the ideal-type variants of political legitimacy, and indicates that the “old magic” does not always work. Thus legitimacy, he suggests, “has a price tag;” it is “either there, or not there,” and when it disappears, it may do so quickly. 

			Carolina Vendil Pallin with the Swedish Defence Research Agency shares Petersson’s focus on the importance of the Putin executive, but takes a different approach to the regime’s grip on power. Looking at the level below Putin’s charisma and legitimacy to analyze the multiple functions of the Presidential Administration’s “Domestic Policy Directorate” (DPD), she finds that charisma plays a marginal role. The DPD is central to maintaining hybrid regime control over society, political parties, media and non-systemic political challengers, and this directorate has regained control after the 2011-12 electoral cycle protests. Hence, the Putin narrative, she holds, is not only a product of charisma and myth, but detailed policy planning, information analysis and preventive action (defeat-proofing). While this mechanism works effectively and with precision, and is maintained through careful rotation of cadres, the main problem is now access to information. Vendil Pallin suggest that while the DPD works effectively, its grasp of the real state of affairs is a permanent challenge, especially in terms of working with youth and tackling new social media. All in all, prioritizing control over reliable information may prove to be a permanent feature of DPD policies, and one that creates new uncertainties.

			The issue contains two case studies of social movement-like activities in Russia, both of which deal with the paradoxes of non-politicized collective action. In his seminal article on the interaction between protesters and political actors in the large long-haul trucker protests in Russia in 2015 and 2016, post-doc researcher Jardar Østbø concludes that the protests’ powerful potential for politicization was belied due to the complex dynamics inherent to the Russian hybrid political system. Politicizers were, in Østbø’s analysis, hostage to an unproductive discourse, while spoilers silenced protesters in a bear’s embrace or (sometimes even involuntarily) pacified protests by buying the regime time. While outcomes are difficult to predict, Østbø suggests that the regime has displayed all of its tools to pacify social discontent, while the protesters have switched to the long game of building a viable trade union.

			The volume’s last article, on youth demonstrations, taps in to the alleged control that the Putin regime has over youth, suggesting that even “apolitical” action can disrupt and challenge a hybrid regime. Departing from the paradox that even authoritarian regimes cannot control perception, the article debates the framing effect of small youth “monstrations” in Russia and their use of irony, punning, and humor in collective action. The author suggests that the strategy chosen by the youngsters is a conscious one, designed to lower the threshold for collective action, while putting regime oppression on display. Young monstrators defy risks and make subtle fun of the major tenets of the “national idea” of Putinism, thereby creating a potentially powerful formula for challenging the authoritarian hybrid regime: humor and youthful innocence. 

			This special issue sums up three years of NEPORUS work. The Norwegian project team would like to thank all contributors for their participation, and we hope the readers of Demokratizatsiya will find this issue to be an interesting one. 
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			The crafting of a new national idea has been the most elusive of the four processes comprising Russia’s quadruple revolution in the wake of the failing state of the 1990s. However, the seven policy position papers of Vladimir Putin’s 2012 presidential campaign illuminate a Putin-contoured national idea of four primary components. Relying on the October 2014 ROMIR national survey results, augmented with results from other surveys, this article explores Russian public judgments that are connected with a new national idea. Russians are found to strongly support a key component of Putin’s national idea, the strong state, and their views accord with the hegemonic leadership position assumed by Putin. Russians view Putin’s strong state as a democracy, though their understanding of democracy and its key components varies from that of Westerners. Russians’ overall mixed assessments of key policy efforts by the governing team generally fit with Putin’s articulated preferences, but there are policy soft spots. Putin and his team confront a Russian public that is more supportive of their hegemonic political-institutional position and vision of a national idea than laudatory of the results of that team’s policy efforts.

			“Of course, we should always be thinking about the future. Here in Russia we have this old tradition, a favorite pastime, of searching for a national idea. This is something akin to looking for the meaning of life. It is, generally speaking, a useful and interesting pursuit, and also one that is never-ending.” – Vladimir Putin1

			Vladimir Putin and his team have governed Russia for more than sixteen years, addressing the challenges of Russia’s “quadruple revolution” and reversing the dilemmas of the “failing state.”2 As the first term of the second Putin presidency moves toward its conclusion, it is appropriate to take stock of Russia’s current political condition, as a well-entrenched governing elite continues to promote a policy program that has dominated the Russian polity, economy, and society for a generation.3 During the period 2000-2016, an array of profound dilemmas confronted both the elite and society, and we can debate whether the regime policy responses have been reasoned or haphazard, and whether they sum to a more coherent programmatic whole. But by many statistical measures, identifiable advances occurred, with the governing Putin team predictably championing claimed successes, while critics offer more measured – and even negative –judgments. As the third Putin period presidency winds down, the Russian public is well-positioned to offer its own judgments. Results of the October 2014 ROMIR survey, combined with those of other surveys, yield important insights into Russian citizens’ assessments; such assessments, linked with Putin team policy claims, are a core focus of this article.

			While attentive to public assessments of Russian political realities and Putin team policies, this article focuses on Russia’s continuing search for a post-Soviet “national idea.” Russians have long ruminated over the meaning of the Russian culture and Russian civilization, with such ruminations stretching back centuries. Yet in the wake of the complete collapse of Soviet ideology, with the near-complete discrediting of almost all Soviet institutions, the sorting-out of a new national idea for a re-emerging and increasingly self-confident 21st century Russia is an important concern. It is a significant issue that merits analytical attention.

			A Russian “national idea” is a nuanced and multifaceted phenomenon, and it necessarily entails complexities. Given the hegemonic institutional position of President Vladimir Putin, who is the dominant figure in Russian society, this article will focus on Putin’s ideas and expressed preferences in identifying an emergent national idea. Four important elements are at the core of Putin’s construction of a 21st century Russian national idea: (1) the strong, functioning state; (2) the state-guided market economy; (3) the welfare state with attendant safety net; and (4) the state-safeguarded foreign and security policy position that provides Russia a Eurasian – and even global – leadership position. These four components are inter-related and self-reinforcing; when taken together, they are more powerful than when considered in isolation. While Vladimir Putin has, over the years, addressed the issue of a Russian national idea, and while individual officials have discussed related specific policies, citizens’ assessments of those policies and that overall national idea are critically important. Twenty-five years after the Soviet collapse, we can now think seriously about a post-Soviet Russian national idea, with both (a) the reversal of the failing state and (b) advances in political, economic, and societal conditions permitting attention to this elusive notion. As we consider public assessments of the Putin-led political system and the Putin policy program, we evaluate how the operation of that system and the consequences of that program can be tied to a new national idea.4

			Overview with Expectations

			Evaluation of the Russian public’s assessment of the Russian polity, the Putin team’s policy program and an emergent new national idea must be considered against the background of the difficult realities of the late Soviet and immediate post-Soviet periods – periods that confronted Putin and his emerging team when they assumed power in 2000. The “quadruple revolution” (i.e., political, economic, and societal change, with the search for a new national identity) overwhelmed Russia in the late 1980s and 1990s, and the Russian Federation would only evince progress in the four areas of that revolution by the second half of the first Putin presidency. Russians had been struggling with the various challenges of life in a “failing state” for well over a decade; the widespread references in Russian political discourse to Russia’s new (third) “time of troubles” were but one suggestive indicator of just how difficult the Russian domestic reality had become.5 By the second Putin presidency, various Russian opinion surveys revealed that negative assessments by the public of that pre-Putin period were widespread and deep-seated.6

			There is a considerable literature illuminating the consequences of the Putin policy program, and there are profound debates as to how to understand what that program has brought to Russia as of the latter 2010s.7 Elsewhere I have offered my own summary judgment – a judgment that, in the main, accords with the mixed but more positive perspectives of mainstream Russians.8 Certainly, in considering macro-level statistics offered by both international governmental organizations (e.g., International Monetary Fund and the World Bank) and the Russian government, major socioeconomic strides were realized for most citizens, with the significant growth of the national economy permitting nearly all boats to rise.9 Public opinion survey results offered by the Levada Center, VTsIOM, and FOM have consistently revealed strong domestic public awareness of Russia’s economic gains, not to mention domestic public appreciation for Russia’s bolstered regional and international standing.10 In this regard, for average citizens, these advances accrued to the Putin regime, resulting in consistently strong public support for Putin himself, and even modest – but consistently identifiable – support for other political actors in the governing team. Russian domestic public opinion assessments of the governing team, its policies and their consequences have evolved in the wake of the 2014 Ukrainian crisis, the consequent Western economic sanctions and Russian counter-sanctions, and the drop in global energy prices. It will take time to sort out the long-term implications of these developments and their impact on Russia and its economy.11 Likewise, time is needed to judge the impact of these developments on Russian public opinion, though findings from Russian survey centers reveal mixed results.12 However, the overall long-term positive socioeconomic trend line has continued to be clear, as have Russian citizens’ overall positive assessments of both that trend line and the governing team responsible for it. It is within this domestic Russian context, and the evolution of political and socioeconomic developments over the past two decades, that I approach a Russian national idea, Putin’s thinking, and public assessments.

			Toward a New National Idea

			The success of Putin team policies is very much tied to that governing team addressing the final – especially elusive – challenge of Russia’s quadruple revolution: the search for a national idea. The term “national idea” implies a broader political-economic-societal understanding of what Russia represents, both grounded in commonly held values and constituting a foundation for a policy program.13 Relatedly, I do not use the term national identity, which is more narrowly focused on ethnicity and culture. The 1991 collapse of the USSR left the Soviet model fully discredited; the “Soviet idea” was dead. Meanwhile, if there was reflection over the pre-Soviet Russian experience, Ancient Rus’ or Imperial Russia provided little more than socio-cultural traditions that offered fleeting inspiration. Putin has broached the notion of a national idea, and his own thinking on the topic has evolved over time. Indeed, references to a national idea began to crop up as early as Putin’s arrival in Moscow in 1999.14 Yet neither Putin nor any member of the governing team has offered a definitive understanding of a new national idea or laid out an explicit set of elements comprising that idea. Considered in sum, Putin’s many public utterances do, however, provide important insights into a new national idea, even given that Putin’s addresses to differing audiences predictably yield different accent points.

			My effort to identify Putin’s perspective on a post-Soviet Russian national idea draws upon the seven 2012 presidential campaign policy position papers that appeared in high-visibility national publications in January-February of that year.15 Anticipating a return to the presidency, Putin used these papers to address the diversity of domestic and foreign concerns confronting Russia. While Putin has used many forums to set out his vision and specific concerns, this article focuses on these seven high-profile, interconnected addresses because they lay out a focused and coherent set of positions; they are broadly addressed to the Russian public rather than targeted audiences; they are grounded in the past years of Putin team governance; and they set the programmatic stage for the third presidency of the governing team. From these position papers, a variety of policy concerns is identified, and these policy concerns are considered concurrently with analysis of Russian public opinion. However, for this article, the overarching components of a new national idea should also be identified. Numerous other addresses by Putin, especially in the second Putin presidency, may provide richer detail on specific issues and policy concerns. But the seven position papers, brought together, yield a broader and more expansive perspective of Putin on Russia, its circumstances, its policy needs, and even the relationship of the population to the governing elite. Putin may not explicitly discuss the national idea in these position papers, but his vision of a Russian national idea can be deduced.

			From analysis of these seven policy position papers, as well as a review of Russia’s post-Soviet evolution across the entirety of the period 1992 to 2017, and taking into consideration additional discussions offered by Putin and others, four core components of a new Russian national idea take center stage:

			
					the strong and functioning state;

					the state-guided market economy;

					the welfare state program with safety net; and

					a state-safeguarded foreign and security policy position that provides Russia a Eurasian – and even global – leadership position

			

			All of these broad components are discussed across the policy position papers, and the discussions bleed together as Putin touches upon specific problems and policies. Since these four overarching components are interconnected, discussions of interrelated policies, domestic and foreign, reveal a more fixed national idea set out by Putin.

			The central component, the emergence of a strong (consolidated) and functioning state, is tied to the three others, and is a hallmark – indeed, the foundation – of the Putin team policy thrust during this period. Both supporters and critics would emphasize the full emergence of the hegemonic presidency and the overpowering executive branch and federal government as central to the Putin legacy. While the powerful executive was firmly grounded in the 1993 Yeltsin Constitution, the broader possibilities of hegemonic power were only realized after Putin came into office. Meanwhile, equally important to the continuing viability of the Putin team and its program is the second component, the functioning market economy strongly guided by the consolidated state. While the Russian market economy got off to a rocky start in the 1990s, its generally consistent growth in the 2000s was critical both to filling government coffers and to satisfying the material expectations of citizens.16 The near-universal acceptance of the market was further revealed by the fact that an apparently cash-strapped regime would countenance even more privatization of state holdings in 2016; Putin raised the issue of additional privatization of state holdings in his annual “Direct Line” national question-and-answer session.17 Along with a strong, functioning state and a market economy yielding needed government revenues comes the third core component, a social welfare program that addresses numerous societal needs while providing a safety net for the most vulnerable. The four National Priority Projects (NPPs), set out in the first Putin presidency, focused on high-priority concerns such as education, healthcare, and housing that would be at the heart of such a social welfare program. These policies fit with both the expectations of public reliance on the state and collectivist values long held by the Russian public. Meanwhile, memory of the state’s failure, in the 1990s, to meet such expectations only reinforces the importance of welfare state safety net arrangements for a national idea.

			Finally, these three domestic core components are tied with a fourth, an energetically pursued foreign and security policy that safeguards Russia as a Eurasian leader while permitting Russia to (re)assume its position as a protector of Eastern Slavic peoples and defender of Orthodoxy. Andrei Tsygankov has written of the centrality of honor in Russia’s foreign and security policy thinking for over two centuries.18 Such honor has been, and continues to be, tied to Russia maintaining the capabilities necessary to promote its interests, protect the interests of the Eastern Slavic peoples found in what has been termed by some the “Russian World,” and defend Orthodoxy.19 Once again, the experience of the (pre-Putin) late 1980s and 1990s is important, as profound Russian weakness left the state incapable of addressing the most basic threats to its Eurasian interests.20 A consistent theme of Putin and all officials has been that Russia should possess the domestic conditions, resources and will to assert its foreign and security interests as desired. Discussed in Putin’s policy position papers, and more explicitly set out and analytically interrelated here, these four components are at the heart of Putin’s vision of a national idea; they are a powerful foundation for the policy program articulated and implemented in the second Putin presidency.

			2014 – Decisive Year

			The year 2014 represents an important and appropriate moment to consider the Russian public’s assessments of the 21st century Russian polity and economy, the Putin team’s policy record, and the components of a new Russian national idea. Fifteen years of governance is more than a sufficient time period to take the pulse of the citizenry’s visceral reactions to a well-ensconced governing team. Certainly, there has been a predictably wide array of influential events and policy developments across the entirety of the Putin period, spanning from such impactful lows as the August 2000 Kursk submarine disaster and the September 2004 Beslan school attack to the profound 2014 highs of the February Sochi games and March “return” of Crimea to Russia.21 Well into the second Putin presidency, Russians are positioned to assess his team’s core policies and the overall regime program, especially as Russians anticipate continued governance by Putin and this team for the foreseeable future. While public opinion centers such as Levada, VTsIOM, and FOM have produced reliable survey results that reveal relatively stable – and, in the long term, overall supportive – Russian public assessments of Putin’s leadership, it is important to illuminate in more detail the specific policy concerns and results that are so essential to any new 21st century national idea. The October 2014 ROMIR survey offers not only a rich snapshot of Russians’ thinking about both the governing team and its efforts, but also directs attention to public assessments of specific policy concerns and of the polity more generally.22

			Equally important, the successful Sochi Olympics and “return” of Crimea represented defining events that are directly tied to a new Russian national idea.23 Occurring in the span of a little more than two months, these two events captured the attention of Russians and were strongly associated with deep-seated nationalist sentiment. Evaluating Russian public opinion in the wake of two historically profound events that were near-universally welcomed by Russians is mandatory in illuminating the public’s engagement with Putin’s national idea. These developments only make more propitious the availability of 2014 public opinion data, whether from ROMIR or other survey centers.

			Public Opinion Surveys and ROMIR, with a Caveat

			Putin and his governing team have given considerable attention to their policy program and claimed successes, and the desired public support has been central to regime efforts to secure legitimacy. Russian public opinion surveys by established firms such as Levada, VTsIOM, and FOM have illuminated public assessments, and we can identify considerable over-time stability in many attitudes.24 The October 2014 ROMIR survey offers important insights into Russian public assessments, and these assessments fit squarely with other Russian survey results.25 While much of the ROMIR survey addresses public assessments of social movements, media, and mobilization efforts, the focus of this article is on the Putin federal executive and its policy concerns; the level of public receptivity to that executive’s programmatic efforts; and – most importantly here – the relevance of public assessments of all of these to a 21st century Russian national idea. The ROMIR survey includes a number of questions that directly address components of such a national idea, and these results can be nested among relevant findings from other surveys. Meanwhile, a series of questions tapping Russian public assessments of a Russian civilizational idea, a concept Russians often use interchangeably with a Russian national idea, helps us tap more socio-cultural aspects of this elusive national idea.26

			In setting out this analysis of Putin team policies, Russian public judgments, and a new Russian national idea, a caveat is in order. In illuminating Russian political ideas, perspectives, and experience of the Putin period, there is a profound difference between Western evaluation and the judgments of Russian political elites – and the mainstream Russian population – about Russian political system building and governance. Reflecting on the political system and democratization, there are, by most internationally recognized standards, enormous problems in Russia as the post-Soviet polity is consolidated and Russian foreign-security interests are pursued.27 This article, and the broader project from which it is drawn, assesses the Putin team’s system-building efforts and governance with attention to its core policies and the Russian public’s perception of the consequences of those efforts and policies. By core policies I mean Putin team initiatives that address the consolidation of state institutions, the operating of the economy, the universally desired improvement in living standards, the hoped-for provision of state-guaranteed services, and the safeguarding of Russia’s Eurasian – and even global – security interests. In assessing the contemporary Russian polity, my focus is not on the potential democratic quality of the system, on system rules and functioning, but rather on the political system’s ability, as judged by Russians, to provide the goods and services set out by the Russian Constitution and laws and articulated by the governing elite. As will become evident, attention is also given in this analysis to Russian citizens’ ideas about a Russian democracy and what it constitutes. But this discussion of the quality of a putative Russian democracy entails Russian public judgments, not my own.

			In identifying and assessing core policy concerns, focus is given to the second Putin presidency (2012-18). While granting that individual Putin policies have arisen over time and that the overall program continues to evolve, how do Russians judge the performance of this governing team in the second Putin presidency? Indeed, while anticipating that Putin, in the wake of the Sochi Olympics and joining of Crimea to Russia, will himself enjoy considerable domestic public support, how does such support relate to the broader team and its efforts? Moreover, as Putin has broadly contoured a 21st century Russian national idea with identifiable components, do public judgments about politicians, policies, and consequences accord with that national idea? Public preferences merit our attention: there is considerable evidence that Putin and the governing team are highly concerned about public opinion, expending much effort to shore up domestic support.28

			What ROMIR and Other Survey Results Reveal (and Do Not Reveal)

			What do survey results – especially those drawn during the second Putin presidency – reveal about public judgments of Putin and his team, their program and policy efforts, and a Putin-crafted national idea? An overview of many survey results, with those from the October 2014 ROMIR survey nested in their midst, indicates considerable stability and consistency in public assessments. What follows is a summary description of overall results, after which attention is given to specific survey findings tied with the four over-arching components of the new national idea.

			ROMIR survey findings, augmented by findings from the Levada Center, VTsIOM, and FOM, reveal that most Russians appreciate having a strong state, they are supportive of a market economy and what it has brought them over the past two and a half decades, they support a social welfare policy program that provides a safety net to the needy, and they are buoyed by an assertive foreign-security policy that advances Russia’s position as a Eurasian – and even global – leader. In essence, most Russians share the vision of a new Putin-crafted national idea; their preferences fit with that idea’s fundamental components. However, if most Russians favorably view President Putin himself, they are more critical of other officials and actors who comprise the governing Putin team. And, equally important, Russians are not enamored with all the results of that governing team’s policy efforts to date. Indeed, their assessments of the Putin team’s efforts in some important policy areas are muted and even moderately negative. While there is no doubt that the Putin team enjoys tremendous institutional power, and Putin himself wields tremendous authority, occasionally mediocre public assessments of that team’s and leader’s programmatic efforts constitute an important challenge. Indeed, if most Russians exhibit comfort with the hallmark components of a Putin-crafted new national idea, the policy imperatives stemming from that national idea may well constitute problematic benchmarks by which Putin and his team will be judged.

			The Strong State as a Perceived Democracy?

			Russians like a strong state, a strong executive, and a strong leader. ROMIR survey results reveal this, as do results from other surveys. When we examine public assessments of the Putin team’s performance across various issue concerns, we find evidence that the strong (consolidated) state and strong executive are perceived as delivering policy outcomes with at least some degree of success. With the problematic 1990s as a backdrop, the Putin-era state is perceived as functioning, with this perception tied to strong support for Putin himself. A November 2014 VTsIOM survey indicated that 55 percent of respondents viewed the Russian president as the source of power and the holder of sovereignty in the country, a finding that held true across all age groups (citizens, “the people,” came a distant second with 23 percent). Meanwhile, in this same survey, respondents overwhelming viewed Russia as having a federated state (72 percent) rather than a unitary one (4 percent), but they clearly viewed the top federal executive as holding sovereignty.29 Relatedly, the October 2014 ROMIR survey yields high thermometer readings for President Putin, whose favorability rating (7.546 on a 10-point scale) towers over those of all other Putin team and regime actors, as well as that of high-profile critic Aleksei Navalny. (The summary results for others, in descending order: United Russia Party (5.566), Cabinet of Ministers (5.508), People’s Chamber (5.475), State Duma (5.385), All-Russian People’s Front (5.173), and Navalny (3.374).) Describing Vladimir Putin as a “hegemonic president” reflects public regard both for the institution and for the current occupant.30 Other Putin regime actors are not so favorably viewed. The public assessments of all Putin regime actors – executive (Cabinet of Ministers), elected (State Duma), consultative (People’s Chamber), and party (United Russia) – are middling at best. Meanwhile, the public hardly draws distinctions among these actors regarding favorability, as there is no statistically significant difference in the assessments across these regime actors. However, the public does not draw strongly negative assessments of these Putin regime actors; high-profile Putin critic Aleksei Navalny is the only one to receive a negative assessment.31

			The ROMIR survey does not directly measure respondents’ assessments of how preferable the post-Soviet Russian system is, but it does include related questions regarding that system as a perceived democracy, along with assessments of political actors. Questions on other surveys augment the ROMIR findings, with a strong fit among responses, and across different points in time in the late Medvedev and second Putin presidencies. While a consolidated state, as set out in the Russian national idea, does not presume the creation of a democracy, we will see that many Russian public characterizations of a democracy include descriptors highly correlated with a functioning state. All post-Soviet Russian presidents, whatever their intentions, have advocated for a democratic institutional design. Moreover, Putin and other officials rely on democratic themes and phrasing as they champion a described, ever better-functioning, political system.




			Table 1. Public reaction to selected political topics.

			
				
					
				
				
					
							
							A. Do you consider Russia a democratic country? [1 = yes; 0 = no]

						
					

					
							
							Mean = .674 [i.e., 67.44% say democratic, 32.56% say not democratic]

							                       (95% CI = .642-.707)

						
					

					
							
							B. Do you think Vladimir Putin believes in democracy? [1 = yes; 0 = no]

						
					

					
							
							Mean = .791 [i.e., 79.05% say yes, 20.95% say no]

							                       (95% CI = .761-.820)

						
					

					
							
							C. Do you think protests against the Putin regime strengthen or weaken the position of Russia in the world? [1 = strengthen; 0 = weaken]

						
					

					
							
							Mean = .387 [i.e., 38.7% say strengthen, 61.3% say weaken]

							                       (95% CI = .351-.423)

						
					

				
			

			


Both Putin regime supporters and critics often question whether Russia functions as a democratic country, and the ROMIR survey poses this question, as well as whether President Putin believes in democracy. In a related vein, the survey also touches upon the significance of the 2011-12 protests against the Putin regime, asking respondents whether these events strengthened or weakened Russia’s global position. Table 1 provides the results. More than two-thirds of respondents consider Russia a democratic country, while nearly 80 percent think Putin believes in democracy. These findings, considered with those of other surveys, are not surprising, as Russians have held consistently favorable views both of their country’s political system as a democracy, and of Putin as a leader who has advanced a perceived democratic Russia. However, there are nuances here, and they are further complicated by the findings in panel C of Table 1, where more than 60 percent of respondents indicate that they consider anti-Putin regime protests to have weakened Russia’s global position.

			The concept of democracy, whether understood universally and theoretically, or more specifically as understood by Russians, is complicated and subject to contrasting judgments. Regarding Russian respondents’ assessments, many may have fairly positive associations with the idea of democracy, especially as democracy is emphasized by the regime itself and is associated with strong governance, substantive (i.e., “quality of life” or material) rights, and political advances. But others may associate democracy with the West, and this could draw divergent views, as some may be pro-Western and therefore judge the Putin-led Russian polity more negatively, while others may tie democracy to the perceived failure of Western-style reforms during the troubled 1990s. In a September 2014 FOM survey, 43 percent of respondents associated democracy with democratic rights and freedoms, with this characterization by far the most commonly offered when respondents were asked to specify attributes of a democracy.32

			But what constitutes a democracy? Among respondents in a March 2014 VTsIOM survey, the five most common characteristics (those scoring double-digit responses, in descending order) were: freedom of speech, press, and religion; economic prosperity; order and stability; severe laws and rule of law; and selection of top state officials by election.33 In this survey, respondents were asked to juxtapose democracy and order, and in doing so, 71 percent indicated they would prefer “breaking democratic principles for the country to achieve order.” And what did they mean by order, the core concept for which they exhibited a preference? The responses earning double-digit responses (in descending order): political and economic stability; strict observance of the law; stopping embezzlement; opportunities for all to exercise their rights; stopping struggles for power and the collapse of the country; social protection for low income citizens; and severe discipline. Hence, the consolidated and functioning state with desired policy deliverables was at the heart of order and, in reflecting on order and democracy, the concept of order itself was seen as a core part of a preferred democracy. Relatedly, this survey also revealed that 45 percent of respondents thought Russia had either just the right amount of democracy or too much democracy, as opposed to 22 percent who judged that Russia had too little democracy. Meanwhile, in another 2014 FOM survey, 60 percent of respondents thought they were living in a free country, as opposed to 32 percent who did not.34 Reviewing these various survey responses, Russians’ thinking about order, stability, a properly functioning state, and democracy all bleed together. As of the middle of Putin’s second presidency, a majority of Russians viewed the strong, functioning state as a democratic one.

			Yet if a solid majority of Russians indicated they considered they were living in a democracy, that majority desired a political environment in which order would be maintained, even if efforts to promote order violated democratic rules. Their assessments of the job the President was doing were high. As we have seen, ROMIR thermometer readings for other governing Putin team actors were not so high, falling into the average-to-modestly-above-average range. But in a VTsIOM survey conducted a year later, though the rating of the Putin-second-presidency Medvedev government again fell into the average-to-modestly-above-average range (the 2014 and 2015 Medvedev governments earned 3.49 and 3.67 respectively, on a 5-point scale), these ratings were the two highest accorded any Russian government since the question was first asked in 1998 (when the Chernomyrdin government scored a 2.16).35

			Given these public judgments about the condition of the Russian polity and assessments of Putin and his team, it is not surprising that the ROMIR survey yields complicated, albeit apparently negative, public reactions to the 2011-12 protests. Reflection on the results in Panel C of Table 1 requires more nuanced thinking. Many of the roughly 39 percent who conclude that the protests actually strengthened Russia’s global position may see such protests as a sign of a more normalized and healthy polity, as would befit the perceived democracy so many respondents see as existent in Russia. Few respondents self-reported having participated in the protests (4 percent). In contrast, most of the roughly 61 percent who judged such protests as weakening Russia’s global position were positively oriented toward Putin, saw him as believing in democracy, considered the political system a democracy, and hence viewed such protests as constituting an attack on the Putin-led polity. Such Russians could well not only question the goals of those who protested, but also have more negative perspectives toward the liberal reformers and opposition forces (on both left and right) that organized the protests. It merits noting here that in a FOM survey conducted just a little over a month before the October ROMIR survey, when respondents were asked when, in the 20th and 21st centuries, Russians had the most democracy, the second Putin presidency scored the highest percentage of responses.36 The results:

			


	Earlier Soviet regimes		13%

				Gorbachev			  3%

				Yeltsin				  7%

			 	Putin I				12%

				Medvedev			  1%

			 	Putin II				27%

				Difficult to answer		37%37

			


Ultimately, the publicly perceived beneficial democracy was tied to order and stability, with order and stability also tied to the strong leader. The results of a late 2015 VTsIOM survey, more than halfway through the second Putin presidency, are profound: a whopping 81 percent of respondents indicated that “strong leaders do much [sic] more good things for the country than any laws or discussions.”38 Perhaps the widely held deference to the strong leader was partially explained in citizen responses to another question, where 74 percent indicated that “everything is changing so quickly that you cannot figure out which laws you need to abide by.” Perhaps having a hegemonic leader is so preferred because it is that leader who provides the desired reliable guidance in the midst of perceived dizzying root and branch change. It is the strong executive, atop the strong state, who reassures a population that appears to buy into the political system, who is championed. For most Russians, a strong and functioning state, the critical component of the Putin national idea, is the bedrock for a broadly perceived functioning democracy.

			Economy and Social Welfare Program

			If the national idea also entails a functioning market economy, as directed by the strong state, and entails a state-guaranteed welfare program with safety net, then public assessments of how a leader and governing team are performing in regard to the country’s socioeconomic life are essential as the public engages with that regime’s promoted idea. Elsewhere, I have drawn upon the ROMIR survey to assess, first, the degree to which the Russian public views key issues of the Putin socioeconomic program as essential to Russia’s advance.39 All of these policy concerns were touched upon in the 2012 presidential campaign policy position papers, and all are relevant to the logic of a new national idea. Measuring the public’s ranking of importance of nearly a dozen policy concerns, where 10 is highly important and 1 is largely unimportant, all of these concerns rank from a low of 8.36 to a high of 8.89; hence, all of these rankings are positioned on the high end of the scale. These policy concerns run the gamut of economic and social issues, including achieving a higher standard of living (the highest ranking, at 8.89) and ensuring better quality social services (second highest, at 8.80), to a return to traditional multi-children families (the second lowest, at 8.42) and returned social trust to social institutions (the lowest ranking, at 8.36). These findings did not reveal whether this public reaction was due to Putin’s influence, or whether Putin’s policy concerns followed public preferences. But these findings did demonstrate a high correspondence between Putin and public assessments as regards what are important policy matters, and across both the economic and societal domains. The ROMIR survey is also rich, second, in public assessments of the Putin team’s efforts to address such socioeconomic policy concerns as are judged to be important. If the strong and functioning state is a key precondition for positive public judgments, the perceived policy payoffs of state efforts are critical. The results in Table 2 are suggestive.




			Table 2. Public Assessment of Putin Team’s Performance  - 11 Policy Concerns
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Table 2 summarizes public assessments of the Putin team’s performance regarding 11 top policy concerns. Most of these concerns are tied to society and the regime’s social welfare efforts, while two – infrastructural projects and reindustrialization efforts – are core economic priorities of the second Putin presidency. With assessments offered on a 10-point scale, again with 1 low and 10 high, the midpoint is 5.5. If we view average assessments between 7 and 10 as high, and 1 and 4 as low, then all 11 of the assessments set out in Table 2 must be characterized as average, with some above average, and a couple falling below the 5.5 midpoint. If the Putin team’s performance in tackling these 11 concerns is never assessed at a high level, i.e., at or above 7, nor is it ever assessed as low or failing, i.e., at or below 4. Serious observers can offer varying characterizations of these combined results for the 11 concerns, but there is no doubt that public assessments of the Putin team’s efforts are mixed, though more favorable than not.

			For the two concerns central to the macroeconomic policy program of the second Putin presidency, infrastructural projects and reindustrialization efforts, public assessments of the governing team’s efforts are modestly above the mid-point of 5.5. Juxtaposed with the nine other societal concerns, they can be grouped with other concerns where the team’s performance is judged to be average, or adequate (i.e., returned trust to social institutions, better quality of social services, and healthcare). It is the Putin team’s high-profile second-presidency efforts related to society – revitalization of cultural life, the family, and education – where above average assessments are offered. If these results, all above 6 (on the 10-point scale), are not high, they can be statistically grouped together (see Table 2, far right column entitled group), and, along with “higher standard of living,” constitute a solid base of above-average evaluations that reflect widespread public support. In contrast, when considering public assessments of three of the four National Priority Projects (NPP) championed by the Putin regime since the end of the first term of the first Putin presidency, public assessments are less compelling. Education, the one NPP especially championed in the second presidency, earns a respectable 6.04 assessment, but healthcare (5.59) and housing (5.18) yield mediocre and underwhelming assessments. Only the more negatively regarded Putin team efforts at fighting corruption (5.04) are judged lower.40

			Taken together, public assessments of the Putin team’s performance in tackling 11 domestic policy concerns sum to a discernible public acknowledgement of advances in particular policy areas, including social welfare areas (emphasized during the second presidency). These assessments fit neatly with results from a mid-2014 VTsIOM survey that reveal that all six long-applied VTsIOM well-being social indices were rising and – at the time – approaching all-time highs.41 But they do not sum to a strong endorsement of the governing team, with middling assessments for high-profile macroeconomic initiatives and uninspired reactions to selected NNPs. Interestingly, for comparative purposes, when respondents were asked in the ROMIR survey about the Putin team’s performance in projecting and defending Russia’s interests internationally, the score on the 10-point scale was 7.17, above the scores for all other (domestic) concerns. It is in the foreign and security policy area that the role and actions of President Putin are most readily evident, as all domestic political and socioeconomic concerns necessarily involve the actions of many actors beyond the President. Putin’s own high public assessment score (7.55) is in the range of this 7.17, defending Russia’s interests, score. In comparable fashion, public assessments of other Putin team actors, in the mid-5-point range on the 10-point scale, are not far removed from the public’s middling assessments of that team’s performance regarding the 11 domestic policy concerns. If the Russian public supports the economic and social welfare policy concerns associated with the Putin-crafted national idea, that public also has continued reservations as to the Putin team’s performance in accomplishing the socioeconomic policy results that should accompany that national idea.

			Defending Russian Interests Internationally and a “Civilizational Identity?”

			We have seen that the 2014 ROMIR survey, viewed against a backdrop of many other surveys conducted during roughly the same time period, yields a rich array of public judgments regarding the overall performance of President Putin and other governing team members; the team’s performance regarding high-profile policy concerns; the condition of the Russian polity and society; and the combined elements of a Putin-crafted 21st century Russian national idea. Assessments are varied; they reveal judgments that – excluding the strong support for Putin himself – are neither enthusiastic nor failing. However, the general Russian public weltanschauung identified in this analysis fits with Putin’s and his team’s posturing, confirming the correctness of Colton and Hale’s assertion that the regime “has managed to stay reasonably in tune with the attitudes of the population and… successfully cast itself as the only serious state management team in town.”42 Such a “simpatico” between governing team and the populace is certainly important to the long-term viability of the regime because, as Rose and Mishler have observed, mass support for a single leader alone has less enduring value for a regime’s stability than does support based on the congruence of broad issue positions (or partisan loyalties).43 Russians appear to “buy in” to the Putin-crafted national idea, but the Putin team’s performance in realizing the various policy ends – integral to realizing that new Russian national idea – is hardly judged by Russians to be stellar.

			One aspect of the national idea for which the Russian public shows especially strong support is the conduct of a strong foreign policy that safeguards Russia’s interests beyond its borders.  Elsewhere I have drawn on the ROMIR survey to determine how important this foreign-security policy aspect of a national idea is; with respondents ranking “project and defend Russia’s interests internationally” at a 8.69 (on the 10-point scale), this is judged a very important concern.44 When respondents are subsequently asked about the Putin team’s performance on this foreign-security policy concern, they give it the highest rating of any of the Putin team’s policy efforts, a 7.17.  Indeed, this positive assessment is statistically higher than respondents’ assessments of the Putin team’s performance for any of the 11 other policy concerns. One wonders to what extent this high rating for the projection and defense of Russia’s interests internationally can be directly related with Putin’s own high public approval rating. Foreign policy is arguably the area where the President is most able to unilaterally, and without the undue involvement of other domestic political actors, take action and effect change. Other surveys have revealed strong Russian public support for various foreign initiatives, with Russian actions in Ukraine and involving Crimea especially salient for the second Putin presidency.

			While the Putin-crafted national idea may be solidly grounded in political, economic, and societal policy imperatives, the cultural notion of what constitutes a Russian “national idea,” as understood as a civilizational idea, must also be acknowledged. Such a Russian national-civilizational idea is closely associated with Russia both projecting and defending its interests abroad. Putin has spoken of both nationalism and patriotism, with his third term posturing putting emphasis on patriotism as understood as love of country. Developments in the area of the former Soviet Union (FSU), including those in Ukraine, occasioned strong Russian state action, and the public’s support for both projecting and defending Russia’s interests abroad is especially germane to the region Russia refers to as “the near abroad.” Developments in the FSU touch upon matters such as a Russian-speaking community, a Russian cultural-historical identity, and the status of ethnic Russians. A number of these elements could be said to potentially underlie the socio-cultural dimension of a Russian national idea, and the October 2014 ROMIR survey includes questions that ask respondents to assess five of them. The five elements, and respondents’ assessments of their importance to a Russian civilizational identity, are set out in Table 3.




			Table 3. Importance of Russian civilizational identity
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			Notes: Standard Errors are in parentheses. The group column shows an intuitive way to quickly assess statistically significant differences across responses. Responses sharing a letter in the Group column are not significantly different at the 5% level.

			


Reviewing Table 3, we find respondents judge all five elements as highly important (on the 10-point scale, all five are well above 7, with four of the five well above 8). “Russian citizenship” (8.67) stands out, though “belonging to the Russian-speaking community” (8.51) and “Russian cultural-historical identity” (8.49) are statistically very close in importance. Again, I have grouped the five by assessed importance level, with only “specific Russian ‘way of life’” having an importance level statistically less significant than the others, though with a score of 7.88, this element is still overwhelmingly judged as important. In contrasting these five elements potentially important to the framing of a Russian civilizational identity, it should be observed that the political-administrative realities of citizenship and “choice” of language and identity are judged by the public as a bit more important than the demographic characteristic of ethnicity or maintenance of a distinct lifestyle (“way of life”).

			These public assessments fit nicely with findings from other surveys, in particular a November 2014 VTsIOM survey where respondents assessed what is termed the “Russian World.”45 While nearly two-thirds of respondents said such a Russian World (RW) exists, most identified it as constituting the Russian people, brought up according to Russian traditions, speaking the Russian language, and forming a community in Russia. Being Orthodox believers was not understood as mandatory: 67 percent said RW includes not only Orthodox Christians, but other believers, and even atheists. Likewise, 67 percent said RW covers all territory where Russians predominate, including outside (of Russia) territories.46 If the so-called Russian World overlaps with the Putin-crafted national idea, Putin’s public discussion has been more cautious in not explicitly invoking outside territories or unduly emphasizing ethnic-cultural prerequisites.47 Putin’s caution is understandable: promotion of a national idea can stir nationalist sentiments, which is potentially especially problematic in a multi-ethnic Russian Federation where Russians and their culture predominate.48

			Conclusion:  Reflections on a New National Idea

			The notion of a Russian “national idea” has long preoccupied Russian intellectuals, cultural figures, and politicians. Ideas surrounding the oft-acknowledged, but elusive, “Russian soul,” have often been linked with a “national idea.” Yet the imperatives of Marxism-Leninism and Soviet power overwhelmed and buried such ruminations, and it has only been in the wake of the Soviet collapse that serious attention could return to such vague and ill-defined concepts. The realities of the late 20th and early 21st centuries make it clear that a modern Russia cannot return to the systemic and value imperatives of the past, however attractive certain features of those collapsed societies might appear. Much has been made of Putin team policies said to resurrect certain Soviet realities, but Putin himself commented, just months into his role as acting president, that however much Russians might pine for the “good ole days of Soviet power,” there was no going back:

			Anyone who does not miss the Soviet Union, does not have a heart. Anyone who wants the Soviet Union back, does not have a brain. [Radio interview, February 2000]

			The relationship between past historical experiences, the ruminations of intellectuals, public preferences, and Putin’s own thinking, is complicated and not prone to easy illumination. As already mentioned, we cannot determine whether public preferences have driven Putin’s thoughts and actions in crafting a national idea, or vice versa. In all likelihood, Putin and the public have influenced one another. What we can conclude, in identifying the hallmark features of a new post-Soviet Russian national idea, and relating them to public preferences, is that there is a strong positive relationship.

			So, decades after the Soviet collapse, what political-institutional, socioeconomic, and security conditions do we find in a Russia governed by the Putin team for more than 15 years? According to that governing team and the Russian populace, much. There is a consolidated and strong state; a state-directed market economy which has successfully raised the standard of living of most citizens; a state-guaranteed welfare system which is increasingly meeting the population’s social service needs; and an assertively promoted foreign-security policy which is viewed as better safeguarding Russian interests in Eurasia – and in the broader global system. A review of ROMIR and related public opinion survey results reveals – in the main – correspondingly positive Russian public judgments, albeit with reservations.

			Many Russians take the view that their country has its own unique history, traditions, and needs – and survey results suggest that most Russians are comfortable with the political arrangements at the heart of the Putin-crafted national idea. Survey results indicate that most Russians have their own ideas about the political system that should be constructed. A late 2015 Levada Center survey is illustrative. When asked “what kind of democracy Russia needs,” 46 percent of respondents said “a completely special kind that is appropriate to Russia’s national traditions and unique characteristics.” In contrast, only 19 percent said “that in the Soviet Union,” and only 16 percent said “that of developed European countries or the U.S.”49 Most Russians, like their hegemonic president, are looking inward and to their country’s own capabilities and experiences.

			When Putin observed in the remark that begins this article that “searching for a national idea... is a useful and interesting pursuit,” he further commented that he would not launch into such a discussion that day. Indeed, he did not. However, that discussion is now well underway; Putin himself has launched into it on many occasions, and developments over the decade since that 2007 Federal Assembly Address reveal considerable momentum as the outline of that national idea – and the policies that undergird it – have emerged. Observers will energetically disagree over what the search for a new Russian national idea has yielded to date.50 But the ROMIR survey results examined here, buttressed by numerous other survey results, suggest that many Russians are – consciously or not – buying into the vision set out by Putin and his team. However one understands the domestic political environment and social conditions within which Russian citizens operate, Russians do express support for Putin, his team, and the Putin team’s agenda, and they provide mixed but essentially positive assessments of that team’s efforts to date. Only time will tell whether Putin’s vision of a Russian national idea will hold firmly, and whether the performance of the Putin team will yield the policy outcomes needed for that new national idea to take root.
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			For decades now, President Vladimir Putin  has consistently enjoyed markedly high approval rates and seemingly benefited from charismatic legitimacy, whereas systemic legal-rational legitimacy has remained low. This article discusses how, through the successful communication of political myth, legitimacy has become ever more personalized in Putin’s Russia, and considers some of the dilemmas inherent in non-democratic settings where legitimacy builds on grounds that are not legal-rational in the Weberian sense.

			Vladimir Putin commands a unique power position as President of the Russian Federation, having held office from 2000 to 2008, and then, after an intermission when he formally served as prime minister under Dmitrii Medvedev, from 2012 onwards.1 If the results of the presidential elections in 2018 go his way, there is no constitutional rule preventing him from remaining the incumbent until 2024. This article applies theories on legitimacy, political myth, and charisma to discuss the dilemmas inherent in highly personalized political regimes of the type that Putin represents.  

			I begin by presenting general perspectives on legitimacy, taking as my point of departure Max Weber’s discussion of ideal types of legal-rational, traditional, and charismatic authority2 and the role of these typologies as foundations of a legitimate order.3 The focus then shifts to legitimacy in non-democratic states, and next to the concept of political myth, which addresses the important link between charismatic political leaders and their followers. Turning to master myths in today’s Russia, I argue that Putin has been very successful in communicating, as well as claiming to feature in, such myths. Lastly, I consider the dilemmas of political succession in regimes centered on individual charismatic leaders.

			Legitimacy in Non-democratic States

			The concept of “legitimacy” has a long history within political science and social thought. It refers to a solid and widespread belief within a political entity that the current arrangement of power is appropriate, proper, just, and in keeping with agreed rules. This is what forms a legitimate order.4 Because of this legitimacy, people feel that they need to defer to decisions and rules and follow them voluntarily, out of obligation and responsibility to others. This contrasts with acting out of fear of coercion or because the powers persuade people through provision or promises of economic benefit. 

			Most often, the concept of legitimacy is applied at the state, or indeed nation-state, level of analysis. The basic rationale holds that, if a state is to function effectively in the longer run, its ideational basis must appeal to the bulk of the population.5 Being able to gain voluntary acquiescence from most of the people, most of the time, due to their sense of obligation and commitment, means that state and society can function even during periods of scarcity, crisis, and conflict. It creates a reservoir of support to be drawn upon under difficult circumstances, a support not contingent upon self-interest or coercion. Loss of legitimacy, by contrast, is likely to result in popular discontent and societal opposition to political leaders.6  

			It has become customary to use the Weberian ideal types of legal-rational, traditional, and charismatic authority as points of departure for discussing the foundations of a legitimate order. However, Weber anticipated that these ideal types would not appear in pure form, but were likely to blend with one another, albeit with one subtype dominating.7 The first ideal type, the legal-rational one, is the most refined, and undergirds society and politics in stable Western democracies. It rests on broad popular consent that exists because of the political leaders’ conscientious observance of the letter and spirit of the legal and constitutional framework. Nevertheless, Weber made it clear that this Western ideal type of legal-rational authority is not the only way in which social arrangements of power can be justified and kept stable in a state. He also recognized traditional authority, built on the logic that the ruler(s) had been there for as long as anyone could remember; and charismatic authority, built on the magnetic and unique personality traits of a political leader, usually in non-democratic settings.8 However, Donald Trump’s victory in the 2016 US presidential elections should remind us that such charisma could also be a powerful legitimating force in mature Western democracies.

			Even though legitimacy is, at its core, a positive thing, it also entails potential risks. By conferring legitimacy, the people authorize leaders to act on their behalf. When a political leader deemed to be legitimate exhorts people to act in a certain way, they may concur because that leader is considered legitimate, not because the actions are moral or proper as such.9 This can become especially momentous when the legitimacy of the ruler is founded not on a legal-rational basis but on charismatic grounds. 

			Many scholars have argued the case of the applicability of the concept of legitimacy beyond the democratic nation-state context10 – to settings outside the nation-state frame, such as international relations,11 international organizations,12 and companies.13 Consequently, there is great variation between contexts where the concept of legitimacy has been used, but common to all settings are widespread popular consent and the societal stability that this engenders.

			The instruments used to achieve legitimacy in non-democracies are diverse, and it is important to investigate the processes through which legitimacy-engendered stability can be achieved in such settings.14 In his analysis of the Soviet political system, T. H. Rigby expanded on the Weberian triad, introducing the concept of goal-rational legitimacy, which fed on the basic logic that the end supposedly justified the means, however harsh the latter.15 In the Soviet case, the obvious end goal in the early years after the October revolution was the ultimate attainment of communism. Stalin-era repression allowed the Soviet regime to persist through violence and terror, and so bases of legitimation were not the primary instruments for the maintenance of social control, even if the personality cult and appeals to patriotism during the Great Patriotic War were clearly used as legitimizing events.16 

			A further effort at elaborating on the Weberian ideal types was made by Leslie Holmes, who discerned, among other subtypes, what he called eudaemonic legitimacy.17 This is, basically, legitimacy gained through the provision of a certain level of material well-being and affluence, reasonably well dispersed among the population at large. Other scholars have referred to the same phenomenon using labels such as allocative legitimacy,18 output legitimacy,19 performance legitimation,20 and performative legitimacy.21 Legitimacy of this kind is prone to be fragile, as it is likely to erode in times of economic downturn. 

			Eudaemonic legitimation was a highly prevalent strategy during post-Stalin Soviet times. After the early decades of revolutionary fervor, Stalin-era terror and the cataclysms of the Great Patriotic War, basic stability finally seemed to emerge in Soviet society. Clearly delineated limits still restrained the politically permissible and the state instruments of repression were highly effective, but individuals who did not actively oppose the system had, in general, little to fear. Even if material well-being could not match the standards of the despised but envied West, there was a system of affordable housing, low taxes and functioning education and health care, which apparently sufficed to sustain the regime for several decades.

			Even if elements of ideational and goal-rational legitimacy were, to different degrees, consistent features, the predominant bases of legitimacy changed repeatedly throughout the history of the Soviet Union.22 They transformed abruptly again when the Soviet Union started to dissolve under Mikhail Gorbachev from the mid-1980s onwards. During his first term as the first president of post-Soviet Russia, Boris Yeltsin relied heavily on charismatic legitimacy,23 at the same time as there was initially also a strong element of legal-rational legitimacy to his hold on power, derived from his convincing win in the RFSFR presidential elections in 1991, which made him the first popularly elected president in Russian history. During his second presidency (1996-1999), Yeltsin’s charismatic legitimacy waned amidst increasing signs of ill health, and so the ideational foundation of his hold on power started to evaporate. The basic social, economic and political stability, which had been fundamental for the eudaemonic legitimation of the Soviet leaders during the 1970s and early 1980s, was lost, adding to the precariousness of his position. 

			Legitimacy and Political Myth 

			The convictions in people’s minds that arrangements of power are appropriate, just, and in keeping with agreed rules necessarily rest on an ideational basis.24 For legitimacy, political myth can provide such a foundation. Key political actors enact and communicate central political myths that cannot be assessed meaningfully with regard to their philosophical truth or falsity.25 Whether they are true or false is irrelevant here: the important thing is that a significant number of people believe in, relate to, and live by them as if they were true.26 The myths express naturalized, taken-for-granted cultural knowledge in the Barthesian sense of the word.27 It is in the best interest of political leaders to present themselves as those who most faithfully epitomize the myths and most successfully act to uphold them. The myths bestow legitimacy on those leaders who master the game. 

			Political myths concern core values that the populace holds dear. They contain an invitation, indeed even an invocation, to act here and now, since “the construction of myth impinges very closely on the freedom with which people live their lives.”28 The association with core values and emotionally cherished sentiments makes for strong links between legitimacy, political leaders and their actions as perceived by the populace, on the one hand, and political myth, on the other.29 

			To use the concept promoted by Duncan Bell, political myths are articulated and communicated in a “mythscape”, a “temporally and spatially extended discursive realm” where there is an incessant struggle for hegemony with other potentially contending myths.30 The myths will most often be top–down constructs, shaped by “deliberate manipulation and intentional action,”31 but in cases of widespread political discontent, they may also be challenged from below. Because of this unceasing contestation, what Anne Clunan calls “fitness tests” are continually performed among the political elites and the population at large.32 When passed, these fitness tests serve to legitimize the political leaders. When failed, the myths fade out, probably together with the leaders who have claimed to represent them. If political elites do not live up to the myths and do not deliver accordingly, the contents of the myths can contribute to bringing down the incumbents. This is “the myth’s cunning”33 – it may prove to be a treacherous companion. For social scientists, it is intriguing to try to gauge the outcome of these fitness tests, and assess the public support that political leaders enjoy for their interpretation and purported implementation of the political myths. 

			Political myth, just like the political rhetoric that promotes and communicates it, is characterized by the close intertwining of emotive and cognitive elements.34 Unless there is some emotive glue, no political entity will be likely to hold together in the longer run, as political leaders are certain to be aware. This is where we can establish a nexus between political myth, legitimacy, and charisma, as charismatic leaders are likely to be able to convey and recount the narrative of the myth to their followers, and see to it that they themselves play a pivotal role in its plot.35 Schlumberger and Bank found this link between political communication and legitimacy so central that they introduced the concept of “discourse legitimacy” for the phenomenon, stressing the importance of conveying the image of a superb political leader for the maintenance of regime stability and the securing of political power.36 Simply put, charismatic leaders are gifted storytellers who tell a story that is fundamentally convincing to their mass audiences.

			Certain political myths reappear in slightly shifting guises, in many settings and in many different countries.37 Murray Edelman enumerated three universally recognized master myths: the omnipresent conspiratorial enemy; the valiant and wise leader who saves the people from that enemy; and the people who in times of great need unite behind their leader to deliver their country from the gravest danger.38 All three myths are familiar to the Russian context. However, although the use of such political mythmaking has perhaps been particularly intense in Russia, Edelman’s observation underlines that Russia and its political leaders are not unique in their adherence to and use of political myth. This is widespread political practice, albeit perhaps particularly strong in authoritarian political settings.39  

			Legitimacy and Political Myth in Putin’s Russia

			The story that Boris Yeltsin successfully told his audience during the first part of his presidency was that he had emerged to save Russia from the scourges of Soviet communism. He figured as one of the very few who had dared to stand up and defend democratization at a time when the Soviet regime seemed close to staging a comeback. Yeltsin’s bold and defiant posture against the communist ringleaders during the August 1991 coup attempt was no doubt the kind of fabric that constitutes political myth.40 In the early 1990s, this narrative seemed to be an effective legitimating device. In the run-up to the presidential elections in 1996, when Yeltsin sought the presidency for the second time, denial and rejection of the Soviet era was still an essential component in his legitimation strategy.41 As mentioned above, however, Yeltsin’s charismatic legitimacy had begun to vaporize by this time, as persistent rumors about illness and abuse of alcohol took their toll. He was no longer a successful communicator. Instead, as disorder and instability beset Russian society, the myth’s cunning revealed itself, and the electorate gradually withdrew their support. Yet in turn, Boris Yeltsin’s progressive delegitimation laid the groundwork for Vladimir Putin’s successful strategies of acquiring legitimacy. 

			Throughout his presidencies, Putin has been highly skilled at capitalizing on a small number of overarching political myths, which have tended to dominate the contemporary Russian mythscape.42 First, there are Russia’s aspirations to be recognized as a great power, always and unconditionally. As manifested over the centuries, from Peter the Great to Stalin and up to Putin today, this belief seems to function as a basic pillar of Russian national identity.43 The idea of the country as being predestined to be a great power, one that will act and be treated with the proper respect, seems to be a dominant political myth upon which Russian we-ness largely relies.  

			Indeed, Putin’s reputation as the most credible keeper and guarantor of the great power tradition is central to his continued legitimacy. He has come across as the leader who, after the dissolution of the Soviet Union and the protracted domestic chaos of the turbulent 1990s, resurrected Russia, restored it to greatness, and then kept it there. The electorate has rewarded him for this, as his consistently high monthly personal approval ratings over the years bear out.44 Significantly, these favorability ratings have tended to peak after each assertive action taken in the international arena – whether directed at Georgia, Ukraine, or Syria.45 Some 86 percent of the respondents to a ROMIR/NEPORUS poll conducted in October 2014 held the Russian state’s ability to project and defend its national interests internationally to be very important or “close to very important” (8 to 10 on a 10-point scale).46 Apparently, the electorate has seen the president as largely successful in this endeavor.

			Another powerful political myth in today’s Russia concerns the belief in the paramount value of political stability upheld by a strong hand at the helm of power, someone who can steer the country clear from disorder and chaos. Many voters seem to prefer a strong figure able to avoid disasters that otherwise would befall the country.47 The bottom line is that whenever such a strong leader has been missing, “Times of Troubles” (sing. smuta, from the paradigmatic Time of Troubles between 1598 and 1613) have tended to reappear again and again.48 Such periods inhibit Russia’s aspirations to realizing its great power potential and they block the domestic and international recognition that is its rightful due.49 These are times of disorder, chaos, internal strife, power vacuums, and foreign intervention, which seem to put the very survival of the nation on the line. According to this political mythology, all previous periods of such internal weakness had ultimately successful endings – thanks to the valiance and perseverance of the Russian people who could unite behind the great and courageous leader who entered the stage at a fateful moment in time to save the nation from cataclysm and Armageddon. 

			According to this imaginary, the latest occurrence of smuta in recent Russian political history was indeed the Yeltsin era of the 1990s, marked by its deep economic crisis, protracted political weakness, and dependence on loans and subsidies from the Western powers.50 This was a period of internal unrest and centrifugal tendencies, with the first Chechen war as its epitome. From the outset of his first presidency in 1999/2000, Putin’s explicit ambition was to strengthen internal order, make Russia internationally respected again, and demonstrate that the country was its own master. The central message was that the Russian state had to be strong in order to fight internal disorder and to hold its external enemies at bay. As Vladimir Gel’man has pointed out, during these years the word “state” figured as prominently in Putin’s rhetoric as did the keyword “God” in religious texts.51 

			After coming to power, Putin spoke frankly in characterizing his immediate predecessors in the President’s and Prime Minister’s offices. Concerning the situation in the Northern Caucasus and Chechnya, for instance, he declared that the previous government “did not have enough guts to tackle the problems confronting it.”52 On the very eve of the presidential elections in 2000, Putin was equally condemnatory of Boris Yeltsin’s record of accomplishments, implying that he had squandered the country’s economic strength, prestige, and leading role in the world, and had permitted Russia to become ungovernable and unstable.53

			Putin’s central message was simple: the Russian state must be strong to fight internal disorder and to prevent its external enemies from intruding.54 He blamed his predecessor not so much for what he had done as for what he had neglected to do. Putin’s program for strengthening the power vertical was implemented effectively. It was also widely popular, earning Putin the reputation of being the one who managed to put an end to the Yeltsin-era smuta. He came across as the person who restored Russia to greatness and epitomized its newly regained power and glory, and was repeatedly depicted as outstanding and unique in his role.55

			The hero images constructed around Putin have often had clearly gendered connotations, with Putin appearing bare-chested on horseback or fishing in a stream, masculine, able, physically fit, thereby symbolizing Russia’s regained potency and might.56 Although it has often been ridiculed in the West, this imagery seems to have been popular, not least, perhaps, among Putin’s female voters; and as Elizabeth Wood argues, these traits of hypermasculinity seem to have bolstered the president’s domestic base of power and legitimacy.57 

			There are also other political myths of significance for the analysis of Russian politics today, and Putin has known how to play into these. As Ol’ga Malinova has noted, a central myth is the belief in a superior Russian spirituality constantly beset and beleaguered by aggressive Western scheming.58 This line of argument has become increasingly prominent during Putin’s third presidency and has surfaced in his political rhetoric, as expressed not least in a growing anti-Americanism during the years of the Obama administration.59 

			The justification of the annexation of Crimea in March 2014 and tough actions taken against Ukraine were paradigmatic examples of the narrative about the imminent beleaguering by the West. The bottom line of Putin’s uncompromising speech on the annexation was that the Russian actions had been inevitable, amounting to legitimate measures for defending the national interest – and ultimately Russia’s survival– in the face of aggressive Western and, above all, US actions. In a key passage of the speech, Putin pledged:

			They have lied to us many times, made decisions behind our backs, placed us before an accomplished fact. This happened with NATO’s expansion to the East, as well as the deployment of military infrastructure at our borders. They kept telling us the same thing: “Well, this does not concern you.” That’s easy to say. 60 

			The myth of foreign encirclement is also congruent with the frequent framing of Russia as a beacon for moral and family values, standing tall against the Western-led universal onslaught of depravity, untraditional gender roles, and perceived moral relaxation. This self-proclaimed mission, together with the tough stance promoting Russian nationalism and opposing migration from abroad, has made Putin’s Russia a favorite among right-wing populist parties across the Western world.61 In the Russian commentary on the Euromaidan events in Ukraine, the arguments about devious Western meddling, on the one hand, and Western liberal attitudes on LBTQ issues, on the other, were interwoven. The logic was that if the EU widened its influence in Ukraine, a relaxation of traditional family values would inevitably come in its wake, as signaled by the mocking reference to the EU as “Gayropa”.62 Enacting his hypermasculine role, assuming and providing leadership against the perceived moral onslaught from the West, Putin could depict himself as a defender of traditional values against attacks from abroad as well as from decadent elements within. This “morality politics” earned him the support of the Russian Orthodox Church and seemed, yet again, to work well to strengthen his legitimacy at home.63 

			Legitimacy and Charisma: The Putin Mix 

			In the convergence of the political myth about the hostile Western encirclement with the myth about the averted but ever-threatening Time of Troubles, we can recognize Edelman’s master myths about the conspiratorial foe, the valiant leader, and the perseverance of the people. These master myths, especially the one about the valiant leader who is able to fight back against the conspiring enemy and bring forth the supreme qualities of the people, are in line with the characteristics often attributed to a charismatic leader. Quite clearly, this also corresponds to the Russian mythscape, which Vladimir Putin has exploited with considerable success. 

			The results of the regular monthly approval polls from the Moscow-based Levada Center suggest a clear pattern.64 Except for minor dips (chiefly around 2011-2012),65 Vladimir Putin’s approval ratings have consistently been far above the 65 percent level – a result that most political leaders abroad could only dream of. Even though this measure may be un-nuanced, we may conclude that the president has been highly popular among the general Russian public, and that he has been continuously so throughout his almost 20 years at the center stage of Russian politics. Moreover, this is a matter of personal popularity, as his favorable ratings have consistently coexisted with indications of relative distrust of state institutions, signaling a poorly developed legal-rational legitimacy on the systemic level.66 At least for the time being, the president’s charismatic legitimacy makes up for this deficiency.

			Well into Putin’s third presidency an October 2014 ROMIR survey yielded high approval rates for Putin, whose favorability rating (7.546 on a 10-point scale) was far above those of other key state actors and potential contenders.67 The survey data also indicated that support for the president spread relatively evenly across age groups and gender, even if Putin drew slightly higher confidence among women than among men, and enjoyed strongest support in the age group 45 years and above.68 

			However, one should point out that not so long ago, Putin’s possession of the quality of durable charismatic legitimacy seemed in doubt. In the wake of the “castling move” agreed between then-Prime Minister Putin and President Dmitry Medvedev prior to the 2011/2012 elections – namely, that they would switch positions with each other afterwards – mass protests erupted in Moscow, St. Petersburg, and several other major cities. It was widely held that, in his deal with Medvedev, Putin violated the spirit of the Constitution, according to which no one should serve as president for more than two consecutive periods. With hundreds of thousands of protesters taking to the streets to protest against the deal and apparent election fraud in the December 2011 parliamentary elections, it seemed as if Putin’s carefully accumulated legitimacy was finally wearing thin.69 Gel’man labeled the massive protests against the 2011 Duma elections the “partial defeat of electoral authoritarianism in Russia” and held that the protest movement indicated the emergence of “cracks in the wall” that might eventually prove fateful for the regime.70 Did they perhaps also indicate cracks in the mythscape, and if so, how did the regime deal with these? 

			In the months immediately following the 2012 presidential elections, the newly reinstated president appeared visibly tired, lacking in vision, and needing new recipes for how to revive his former magic in relation to the public.71 In 2014, there was an abrupt change of scenery, and Putin and his team regained political initiative. First, the Winter Olympic Games were held in Sochi, giving Putin the opportunity to take center stage and appear publicly as the symbol and embodiment of Russia’s regained great-power status.72 Then in March, on the heels of the regime upheavals in Ukraine, came the annexation of Crimea, which served as a game-changer, boosting Putin’s popularity ratings far above 80 percent and keeping them there. Working with apparent success on the intersection of political myths of Russia as a predestined great power, the looming prospect of a Time of Troubles, and the present danger of hostile Western encirclement, Putin seemed to have restored his legitimacy, at least among the bulk of the electorate. The latter theme, in particular, seems to have become increasingly prominent during his third presidential term. If rightful great-power prowess and the looming threat of internal disorder were not enough to sway the masses, perhaps the specter of foreign ill will and hostile intentions was. 

			However, popular perceptions of the legitimacy of the 2011/2012 elections still seemed to be vacillating for quite some time. In the ROMIR/NEPORUS survey of October 2014, only 56.4 percent of the total number of 1,802 respondents said that they considered the 2012 presidential elections to have been “absolutely” or “at least for the most part” free and fair. (The corresponding figure for the 2011 parliamentary elections was 47 percent).73




			Table 1. Do you consider the 2012 presidential elections free and fair?
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Table 2. Do you consider the December 2011 parliamentary elections free and fair?
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This relatively low level of indicated trust would seem to signal that the presidential magic had become somewhat tainted after all. Similarly, only about 47 percent of the respondents held it to be certain or close to certain (8 to 10 on a 10-point scale) that, if given the choice, they would vote for Putin in the presidential elections in 2018. On the other hand, only 11.5 percent of those surveyed believed it to be certain or close to certain that they would not vote for the re-election of Putin at that future point in time.

			


Table 3. What do you think is the chance you will vote to reelect Vladimir Putin President of the Russian Federation in March 2018?
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These results would seem to indicate “legitimacy by default,” a label referring to the conundrum when there are no credible candidates around who might contest the incumbent’s continued bid for power.74 As a power basis for the regime, this would be frail in comparison to the Weberian subtypes of legitimating authority, and it could hardly supplant these, except for during a very limited time. This leads us to consider the dilemmas of succession and charismatic legitimacy in more detail. 

			Charismatic Legitimacy and Problems of Political Succession

			Weber defined “charisma” as denoting “a certain quality of an individual personality by virtue of which he is considered extraordinary and treated as endowed with supernatural, superhuman, or at least specifically exceptional powers or qualities.”75 Adapting this definition to more secular surroundings, Chung Joong-Gun argued that a leader who enjoys charismatic legitimacy must “possess some special qualities which can initially arouse the enthusiasm and emotional fidelity essential to leading to the establishment of charismatic authority.”76 Moreover, such a leader must be seen as an exemplary national hero or savior of the nation, as someone who has shown leadership in the initial stage of nation building and has created a cohesive and unified society. Finally, a leader with charismatic legitimacy is someone who can serve as the ultimate justification of the political and social order.77 The former Deputy Chief of the Presidential Staff, Vyacheslav Volodin, declared at the annual meeting of the Valdai Discussion Club in 2014: “There is no Russia today if there is no Putin.”78 This is an emotional form of relationship, rather than legitimacy based on rational principles and processes. To a considerable extent, it seems to characterize the relationship between Putin and his followers. 

			Charismatic legitimacy is the least durable variant of the Weberian ideal types of legitimacy. It may be elusive, but it is still not likely to vanish overnight. Rather, it will gradually drain away, as indeed seemed to be the case with Putin in the months before and after his victory in the 2012 elections. From the perspective of a charismatic leader, the obvious remedy against receding charisma would be to try to renew the old magic, continuously and increasingly appealing to and stirring up new emotions. This process may display the dark side of legitimacy, as behavior consistent with prevailing political myths may be condoned and accepted, even if it seems outright immoral or starkly contravenes basic principles of international law. The actions undertaken by Russia under Putin’s third presidency regarding the annexation of Crimea and the evident but officially denied involvement in the civil war in eastern Ukraine79 are cases in point. The president has been able to draw legitimacy from his forceful embodiment of the great-power myth, as well as from his perceived abilities to guarantee internal order and fight alleged foreign meddling and hostile encirclement. 

			This outcome has not come without a price tag, however. Charismatic legitimacy is not an entity that is either there or not there; it is a continuous process of persuasive communication and emotional allegiance, serving to link the political leader to the populace. It comes into being only through interaction with the audience, i.e. the public at large.80 Putin’s skills as a rhetorician, able to adapt his style of communication to fit the audience, are well known.81 He is the kind of gifted storyteller that the charismatic political leader is expected to be, and has the reputation of being able to convey to the electorate the stories he wishes to tell. However, Weber saw charisma as being unstable, mystical, and irrational.82 Because of these elusive characteristics, charismatic legitimacy would ultimately have to be routinized and transformed into either the traditional or the legal-rational type in order not to evaporate. From a Western democratic and normative perspective, the latter type would clearly be preferable. 

			As several scholars have argued, it is not simply the matter of there being a chronological and one-way transition from popularity to charismatic legitimacy and then to legal-rational legitimacy. Rico Isaacs holds that a blend of radically diverse types of legitimation grounds could make it difficult to proceed in the direction of legal-rational legitimacy, as the different subtypes could suppress each other.83 Similarly, Gel’man has argued that Putin’s reliance on personal popularity and high rates of approval may inhibit the development of legal-rational legitimacy of state institutions.84 This would denote an adverse relationship between charismatic and legal-rational legitimacy. In addition, and as mentioned above, Putin’s high approval rates have co-existed with consistently low ratings regarding trust in state institutions,85 which is hardly a sustainable situation. 

			There is a fundamental dilemma linked to political succession in non-democratic settings. According to Gel’man, the uncertain prospects of political succession are the Achilles’ heel of authoritarian regimes.86 Can charismatic legitimacy carry over from one generation of political leaders to another? Above all, can it be transferred from one incumbent to the successor?87 Non-democratic states, with their often less than transparent rules of the political game, face the risk of encountering an “unpreparedness syndrome”88 – inter alia due to the absence of truly competitive elections, which normally help resolve questions of succession in democratic settings.89 

			Weber identified different processes of routinization of charisma through which the orderly succession from one generation of political leaders to another could take place. More recently, Isaacs has taken Weber’s theories as a point of departure for discussing ways of routinization of charisma that could be conceivable for the Central Asian states of Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan.90 The problem of succession from the present and aging charismatic leader seems to be more imminent in Kazakhstan than in Russia. In fact, Uzbekistan has already been plunged into a transition period following the death of its long-serving president, Islam Karimov, in September 2016. Karimov’s perennial prime minister, Shavkat Mirziyoyev, was swiftly appointed interim president after the demise of the former incumbent. In the December 2016 presidential elections, official figures reported that Mirziyoyev received a visibly reassuring 88.6 percent of the vote.91 

			Using Weber, Isaacs discussed in general terms the applicability of the processes of routinization through designation, hereditary strategies, and attempts to transfer charisma to bureaucratic office. The first would denote appointing a leader (“the Yeltsin path”); the second would mean passing on power to one of the incumbent’s kin (“the Aliev path”); and the third would involve the charismatic incumbent’s injecting legitimacy into parliamentary bodies, the prime minister’s office, or other state institutions, thereby giving a boost to the development of legal-rational legitimacy. Isaacs’ conclusion with respect to the Central Asian states is that the most likely way forward would be routinization by designation.92 The swift appointment of Mirziyoyev in Uzbekistan would seem to prove him right. 

			Would this route also be the most probable one for Russia? During the annual meeting of the Valdai Discussion Club in 2016, Yuri Slezkine, Professor of Russian History at Berkeley, asked Putin about the strategies for political succession held in stock by the Kremlin. Slezkine observed that in Russian history there had typically not been any mechanism for an orderly succession of power, and he was therefore wondering what was being done so that the future transition to the post-Putin period could work smoothly. To this, Putin merely answered that it was up to the Russian people to elect the next leader and work together with the new government, which would come to power when that time arrived.93 Regardless of whether he answered that way because he found the question improper or because he simply did not care, his dodging of the issue was apparent. 

			So far, Putin has not shown any indication of trying to elevate his kin into top positions, so the hereditary strategy foreseen by Weber would not appear applicable. The strategy of conferring legitimacy to parliamentary or state institutions and thereby achieving a modicum of legal-rational legitimacy also does not seem to be an option favored by the president. Measures such as the clampdown in recent years on political opponents and the hollowing-out of the importance of the Russian parliament would be central pieces of counter-evidence, among many others. 

			On the other hand, Putin has not seemed keen to groom any heir apparent at all, so in this sense, the alternative of designation would also seem distant. Of course, that need not signify anything more than that the president hopes to remain in office for as long as the current constitution permits him to, i.e. up until 2024, providing that he remains in good health and wins the presidential elections due in 2018. Putin may simply be assuming that his health will remain sound for several years yet, and that there is no rush about making provisions for someone to replace him. However, that might seem a risky strategy given that, while still rather young in comparison to several presidential colleagues abroad, Putin is halfway into his 60s, and good health can never be taken for granted. 

			Conclusion 

			During recent decades in Russian politics, Vladimir Putin has consistently enjoyed markedly high approval rates and has benefited from charismatic legitimacy, whereas systemic legal-rational legitimacy has remained poorly developed. This article has argued that Putin’s charismatic legitimacy stems not least from the way that he has persuasively communicated his politics and his own central role to the electorate, thereby using and exploiting an imaginary, which for analytical purposes has been referred to here as “political myth.” 

			Putin has come across as the sole guarantor of Russia’s great-power status, as well as of Russia’s continued stability and its defiance of and victory over allegedly hostile plots by Western powers. This success seems to have come at a price, however. Putin has been so adroit when it comes to portraying himself as the only available – and indeed the only imaginable – leader of any stature that no heir apparent is in sight and no one is there to challenge him for his office. Should he need to exit the political stage prematurely, a highly precarious power vacuum might appear.

			Authoritarian leaders who have not been able or willing to sustain legal-rational legitimation processes, have not founded a dynasty to follow them, and have no clearly designated successors may leave the way open for protracted power struggles and conflicts of succession after they leave the scene – even despite their intentions not to let this happen. To prevent this from occurring, processes of routinization of charisma should be set in motion to reduce insecurity in the political system. If the field is left entirely open, new contestants will be likely to launch political offensives to attract a following, using emotive appeals to define new legitimizing political myths or try to tag onto and reinforce old ones. This is a process with uncertain outcomes, as the whole board game, as well as its rules, may have to be defined anew. In their attempts to make themselves heard and heeded, the new contenders may go much further in their rhetorical claims than Vladimir Putin has ever done. Unless forestalled through carefully crafted mechanisms for handling the processes of succession, this is likely to become a highly volatile and sensitive period of political development. In such a situation, domestic and external observers alike may find themselves longing intensely for the materialization of the benevolent Weberian ideal type of entrenched legal-rational legitimacy with its well-established rules of transition. 
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			Russia’s political leaders maintain power through their ability to tailor domestic institutions and manage mechanisms as new challenges arise. The Presidential Administration’s Domestic Policy Directorate has become a headquarters for managing society and elites, not least in connection with elections. Instead of focusing on domestic policy, this directorate manages domestic politics. The main challenges facing the Kremlin are, first, overcoming the information deficit; second, keeping society in check and not allowing the emergence of a credible political alternative or criticism that could evolve into mass demonstrations; and, third, ensuring that elites do not build coalitions against the autocrat but instead participate in a power-sharing agreement. The focus and “curatorship” of domestic politics has changed with each person to hold the role of First Deputy Head of the Presidential Administration, and also with the need for constant adjustment of the defeat-proofing structures within the system as new challenges arise or old ones become more acute.

			

Pensioners! We would help you,

but I tell you in earnest, what is unvarnished and true:
“It happens in life that things are fair!
But not now. Not here. And not for you.”1




			By December 2016, it had become clear that there would be no second indexation of pensions in the foreseeable future.2 Meanwhile, prices had continued to rise. At her annual press conference that month, the Governor of Murmansk oblast, Marina Kovtun, had countered a question on pensions by stating, “Not all things in life are fair.” This created a minor scandal, as she was accused of having augmented her own salary, as well as being criticized for running up high hotel bills. 

			That small incident highlights some of the challenges facing Russia’s authoritarian political system at the end of 2016. First of all, how could the government measure possible rising discontent among pensioners while at the same time controlling information and suppressing bad news? The economic downturn was bringing increasing hardship for the population, making the task of controlling society more exacting. At the same time, the regional elites were under pressure to deliver: they were expected to fulfill the costly May 2012 Presidential Decrees at a time when budget transfers from the federal center were shrinking. And those who would be in the first line of fire had no intention of remaining patient. How could the leadership ensure that the regional elites stay loyal under such conditions? Adding to the picture were the looming presidential elections in 2018, where governors are expected to help secure votes for the incumbent. 

			At the same time, there appeared to be little risk of major political protests in Russia in late 2016. Vladimir Putin’s approval ratings never dipped below 80 percent and Levada polls measuring “protest potential” indicated a low propensity for protest and demonstrations.3 Yet repression increased, and Russian policy documents and policymakers pointed to the dangers of “destabilization of the domestic political and social situation in the country, including inspiration from ‘color revolutions’.”4 The political leadership thus appeared as vulnerable to challenges from below as before. The challenge entailed in defeat-proofing5 the system is threefold. First, there is the need to control society, for example, curbing dissatisfaction among pensioners before it develops into large-scale protests. Second, elites, including the governors, must be co-opted and power-sharing designed in such a way that they refrain from challenging the Kremlin, especially during the 2018 elections. Third, there is the information deficit problem: how to know the actual extent of dissatisfaction among various segments of society? How to keep track of the true ambitions of the elites when they are not allowed to compete for power openly? 

			Recent interest in how autocrats develop mechanisms for staying in power has been spurred by a backlash6 against the previous wave of democratization. It has resulted in a body of comparative research, not least on the role of institutions in authoritarian political systems. This research has indicated that institutions like parliaments, party systems and GONGOs (government-operated non-governmental organizations) are more than mere gloss over the lack of democracy.7 However, less attention has been paid to the specific bureaucratic mechanisms designed to manage these institutions.

			In addition to relying on Putin’s charisma, the bureaucratic system has regained its ability to dominate the political system after the demonstrations in 2011-2012.8 One of the headquarters for devising strategies and tactics for defeat-proofing Russia’s authoritarian system is the Presidential Administration (PA); in terms of domestic politics, the Domestic Policy Directorate (DPD) is of particular interest. Closer study of the specific role that the DPD plays in defeat-proofing9 the political system can yield insights into how institutions in an authoritarian system are managed in practice. In this article, I examine the remit of the DPD and how it has evolved with different “curators” at the helm. What tools does the DPD design and use to overcome the information deficit? How does it control society? And how does it ensure continued loyalty among the elites and avoid becoming too dependent upon one specific elite? 

			I begin by outlining the research on institutions in autocratic systems relevant for this article, and then describe the organization of the DPD and its development over time, focusing on the period after 2008. Next I examine, first, how the DPD handles the information deficit typical of autocratic systems; second, the various mechanisms for controlling society, not least during elections; and, third, how power-sharing with elites is organized and managed through the DPD. 

			Maintaining the authoritarian system is contingent on the political leadership having additional mechanisms available to them, mechanisms that fall outside the scope of this article. For example, control over economic assets is an important factor, as is the coercive apparatus. Furthermore, it is impossible to understand the full dynamics of Russian domestic politics without taking into account the role of foreign policy, most notably the “Crimean syndrome”10 and increasing propaganda and military patriotism. Further research into Russia’s bureaucracy that focuses on these aspects of regime survival would add to the body of knowledge on authoritarianism in practice.

			Challenges in Autocratic Systems and the Role of Institutions

			Russia’s autocratic system has become increasingly personalistic. Comparative research on autocratic regimes has indicated that this involves a higher risk for the incumbent; in case of a fall from power, there is limited or no chance of a continued political career – indeed, force is more likely to be involved when a personalistic autocrat is removed from power.11 Thus, the stakes are high for Russia’s political leadership.

			The role of the opposition in overthrowing authoritarian systems, including the content of narratives and the frames used to combat social movements, has been studied – but not the specific bureaucratic machinery that constructs the narratives, tactics, and strategies for maintaining the status quo: how the autocratic leadership develops its methods to “contain autonomous political activity.”12

			The dilemma for electoral authoritarian systems is that, although the goal is stable power for the incumbent, it is essential to make the authoritarian institutions appear democratic, which also ensures legitimacy for the autocrat: “democratic processes without democratic substance.”13 And, as Grigorii Golosov has noted, building institutions in authoritarian systems very much “aims to resolve this paradox, in other words, to minimize the risks that arise from the contradiction between authoritarian content and democratic form.”14 

			Generally, authoritarian regimes need to avoid challenges from society at large. They must take care not to fall victim to coups carried out by the elite while conveying a credible image of performance – which in turn risks making them dependent on the bureaucratic, military and security machinery and the people who populate these structures.15

			According to Lucan Way, autocrats in countries such as Russia and Belarus have learned how to thwart popular mobilization and how to control elections through repression and by using control over wealth and strategic economic resources to co-opt elites.16 Furthermore, as highlighted by Steven Levitsky and Lucan Way, “organizational power” – most importantly, state and party capacity – is critical for an autocrat who wishes to remain in power. In Russia, both state and party capacity increased during Vladimir Putin’s first two terms as president.17 

			Indeed, Graeme Robertson has indicated that the Kremlin created a “state of the art” authoritarian regime design for responding to protest.18 But it has also adjusted the design continuously. The Russian political leadership seemed shaken by protests in 2011-2012 and then by developments in Ukraine in the winter of 2013-2014. The information-deficit dilemma was evident. In a repressive society, gauging the true nature of discontent, as well as the tipping point where “bandwagoning” effects will kick in, borders on the impossible.19 Even a minor protest could snowball given the right conditions; moreover, this fact may tempt members of the elite to switch sides since it “might signal to regime insiders the possibility that a challenge to incumbent rulers could succeed.”20 Taking all of these challenges into account, “the building of an authoritarian polity is a continuous process driven by the need to deal with potential challenges, such as economic downturn, internal/external violence and conflict, leadership succession, and the enactment and implementation of policy.”21

			Organization of the DPD and Development over Time

			There are several state institutions in Russia designed to attract attention as engines of policy and implementation. Within the Presidential Administration, there is the apparatus of the Security Council22 as well as councils, committees and commissions whose meetings are duly reported on in the media and on official web pages. At the same time, most of the inner workings of the PA take place quietly. There is little transparency, and scrutiny is non-existent. Precious little information is made public about how the work is organized, or even the number of personnel employed. However, from earlier material, when information was more readily available, as well as from the statements that are put out by, for example, participants in PA meetings, it is possible to get an idea about the PA’s work and how it is organized.

			The Presidential Administration is mentioned in Article 83 of the Russian Constitution, but its remit and responsibilities are not. It took over many of the officials as well as the premises of the Central Committee of the Soviet Union Communist Party at the Old Square – a stone’s throw from the Kremlin.23 It started out as a relatively small entity and gradually expanded to a staff of some 2,000-3,000 employees. The regulations of the PA no longer state how many people are employed nor give details of how it is organized.24 The most recent available figures date from 2012, when Sergei Ivanov, then head of the PA, stated that 3,100 people were working for the PA, 2,350 of them in the central administration.25 

			The Head of the PA has overall responsibility for managing and coordinating the work of the Presidential Administration. His responsibilities and powers are broadly described and different heads of the PA have been more or less prone to get directly involved in the areas of responsibility of their deputies.26 According to an article by the news service Meduza, Anton Vaino, who has headed the PA since August 2016, interprets his remit according to the actual wording of the regulations of the PA. He focuses on coordination and the fight against corruption. He has not shown an interest in meddling directly into the realm of domestic politics.27 

			Meanwhile, it has become an open secret that one of the first deputy heads of the PA is responsible for domestic politics that extend beyond policy to “curating the domestic political bloc of the Kremlin” (kurirovat’ vnutripoliticheskii blok Kremlia).28 These “curators” have put their distinct stamp on Russia’s domestic political system. From his time as PA Deputy Head (from 2008 as First Deputy Head of the PA), Vladislav Surkov is usually credited with being one of the architects behind the “preventive counter-revolution” designed as a response to the color revolutions – the Orange Revolution in Ukraine in particular.29 As a part of this, the youth organization Nashi was created under the patronage of Surkov. In 2011, Viacheslav Volodin took over from Surkov. He came from United Russia (Edinaia Rossiia, ER); and, as Nashi gradually disappeared from political life, the youth organization of United Russia, Molodaia gvardiia, was given a more distinct role. Volodin also recruited some of his key officials for the DPD, Tat’iana Voronova and Timur Prokopenko, from Molodaia gvardiia (see Table 1). Volodin came up with the idea of creating an All-Russian Peoples’ Front (ONF), and opinion studies – especially secret sociological surveys – became an important feature of the work of the Domestic Policy Directorate.30 

			On the surface, it might appear that the various curators were appointed as a result of battles for power within the political leadership. However, another interpretation is equally convincing. The change of tactics that a new curator signals is part of the process of adjusting the mechanisms for defeat-proofing the system, of “resetting” Russian domestic politics as new challenges appear or old ones become more intense.31 With Sergei Kirienko becoming Deputy Head of the PA in September 2016, the management design for Russia’s political system was about to change again. There were rumors of a drastic reorganization of the PA as a whole in late 2016.32 However, six months later it appeared that Kirienko had opted instead for the DPD to rely, in part, on new channels for mobilizing the population in the coming presidential election. One of the new tactics would be to “use the corporate resource” in order to ensure a high turnout.33

			As of 2016, the Domestic Policy Directorate was the largest of the 21 directorates within the PA and possibly the most powerful part of the Russian bureaucracy as regards domestic politics.34 Together with the first deputy head of the PA responsible for domestic politics it has a broad mandate: it manages elites, society, parties, regions, and civil society – preferably without drawing attention to itself. The regulations for the Directorate itself do not reveal details such as the number of deputy heads of the DPD, overall number of staff or which departments there are.35

			


Table 1. Directorate for Domestic Politics of the PA, 2008-2016

			
				
					
					
					
					
					
					
				
				
					
							
							Position

						
							
							Name

						
							
							Years

						
							
							Responsible for:

						
							
							Former position:

						
							
							Went on to:

						
					

					
							
							First Dep. Head of PA

						
							
							Sergei 

							Kirienko

						
							
							2016–

						
							
							
							Rosatom

						
							
					

					
							
							Viacheslav Volodin

						
							
							2011–2016 

						
							
							
							ER

						
							
							Duma

						
					

					
							
							
							Vladislav Surkov

						
							
							2008–2011

						
							
							
							PA (dep. Head of PA)

						
							
							PA

						
					

					
							
							Head of Dir.

						
							
							Andrei Iarin

						
							
							2016–

						
							
							Regions

						
							
							Dep. Repr. TsFO

						
							
					

					
							
							
							Tat’iana 

							Voronova

						
							
							2015–2016

						
							
							
							PA

						
							
							Duma apparat

						
					

					
							
							
							Oleg 

							Morozov

						
							
							2012–2015

						
							
							
							
							MGU

						
					

					
							
							
							Konstantin Kostin

						
							
							2011–2012

						
							
							
							ER

						
							
							FoRGO (thinktank)

						
					

					
							
							
							Oleg 

							Govorun

						
							
							2006–2011

						
							
							
							PA

						
							
							ER; Repr. TsFO; PA

						
					

					
							
							
							Andrei 

							Popov

						
							
							2004–2006

						
							
							
							
							PA

						
					

					
							
							Dep. Head of Dir.

						
							
							Sergei 

							Novikov

						
							
							2016–

						
							
							Information policy

						
							
							Rosatom

						
							
					

					
							
							
							Aleksandr Kharichev

						
							
							2016–

						
							
							Elections (esp. in regions)

						
							
							Rosatom

						
							
					

					
							
							
							Timur Prokopenko

						
							
							2012–

						
							
							Parties, ONF, TsIK, youth policy, elections

						
							
							MGER, ER, ONF

						
							
					

					
							
							
							Mikhail 

							Belousov

						
							
							2012–

						
							
							Nationalities policy

						
							
							FSB; SC

						
							
					

					
							
							
							Igor’ Diveikin

						
							
							2015–2016

						
							
							Regions

						
							
							Pres. Sec. Service

						
							
							Duma

						
					

					
							
							
							Tat’iana 

							Voronova

						
							
							2012–2015

						
							
							Regions (earlier non-parliamentary parties, TsIK)

						
							
							MGER

						
							
							Head of Dir.

						
					

					
							
							
							Ol’ga 

							Sitnikova

						
							
							2014–2016

						
							
							Information policy

						
							
							Press Secr. Volodin

						
							
							Duma

						
					

					
							
							
							Viktor 

							Seliverstov

						
							
							2012–2014

						
							
							Regions

						
							
							ER

						
							
							ONF

						
					

					
							
							
							Radii Khabirov

						
							
							2009–2016

						
							
							Duma, Fed. Council, CoHR

						
							
							
					

					
							
							
							Dmitrii 

							Badovskii

						
							
							Jan.–Aug. 2012

						
							
							Expert community

						
							
							PM Office

						
							
							ISEPI

						
					

					
							
							
							Konstantin Kostin

						
							
							2008–2011

						
							
							ER

						
							
							
							Head of Dir.

						
					

					
							
							
							Georgii 

							Filimonov

						
							
							2005–2009

						
							
							Advisor (sovetnik)

						
							
							
							ISIP

						
					

					
							
							
							Aleksei 

							Chesnakov

						
							
							2001–2008

						
							
							Information policy, ER, sociology, expert community

						
							
							TsPK

						
							
							TsPK; ER; ONF

						
					

				
			

			


Note: Persons in place as of December 2016 in bold face.

			Sources: Natal’ia Bashlykova and Andrei Vinokurov. 2016. “Kirienko uchit vitse-gubernatorov internetu.” Gazeta.ru. December 12, 2016, At https://www.gazeta.ru/politics/2016/12/22_a_10443341.shtml, accessed January 11, 2016; Mariia Bondarenko. 2016. “Putin smenil nachal’nika upravleniia Kremlia po vnutrennei politike.” RBK, October 22, 2016, At http://www.rbc.ru/politics/22/10/2016/580b604f9a79473167628e8b, accessed October 25, 2016; Aleksandr Chernykh. 2016. “Ideologicheskaia neuspevaemost’”, Kommersant, October 24, 2016, http://kommersant.ru/doc/3124258, accessed October 24, 2016; Anastasiia Kashevarova and Svetlana Subbotina. 2014. “V administratsii prezidenta proizveli kadrovye perestanovki.” Izvestiia, December 23, 2014, At http://izvestia.ru/news/581181, accessed November 14, 2016; Irina Nagornykh. 2012. “Natsional’nuiu politiku povysili do generala.” Kommersant, September 17, 2012, At http://kommersant.ru/doc/2024204, accessed January 11, 2011; Mikhail Rubin, Farida Rustamova and Zhanna Ul’ianova. “Upravlenie vnutrennei politiki Kremlia peretriakhnuli k vyboram.” RBK. December 23, 2014, http://www.rbc.ru/politics/23/12/2014/549858c79a7947452016065d, accessed October 7, 2016; Mikhail Rubin, Maksim Solopov and Svetlana Bocharova. “Faktor Shaltai Boltai: kak khakery povliali na perestanovki v Kremle.” RBK. March 30, 2015, http://www.rbc.ru/politics/30/03/2015/551928d09a79477ca23e805d, accessed October 7, 2016; “‘Edinaia Rossiia’ pereshla iz ruk v ruki.” Kommersant. June 24, 2008, http://www.kommersant.ru/doc/905700, accessed October 13, 2016.

			Abbreviations: CoHR – Council on Human Rights; ER – United Russia; FoRGO – Civil Society Development Foundation; ISIP – Institute for Strategic Studies and Predictions; ISEPI - Institute of Socio-economic and Political Researches; MGER – Young Guard of United Russia; MGU – Moscow State University;  ONF – All-Russian Peoples Front; PA – Presidential Administration; SC – [Russian Federation] Security Council; TsFO – Central Federal District; TsIK – Central Electoral Commission; TsPK – Centre for Current  Policy 

			


However, according to an article in 2016, the Domestic Policy Directorate employed about 120 people.36 And a 2005-2006 phone directory for the PA on the internet made it possible to map the organization down to individual departments (departmenty) under directorates (upravleniia) at the time. It lists three deputy heads of the directorate (no first deputy heads) and eight subordinated departments:37 

			
					Department for Information and Political Planning

					Department for Relations with the Federal Assembly (parliament) and Political Parties

					Department for Regional Politics 

					Department for Social Monitoring of the Territories

					Department for Humanitarian Politics and Relations with Society

					Department for Supporting the Activity of Presidential Representatives in the Constitutional Court and the Houses of the Federal Assembly

					Department for Supporting the Activity of the Presidential Commissions for State Awards in Literature and Art

					Department for Organizational and Technical Support

			

			In 2005, Russia had carried out an administrative reform only a year earlier that aimed to reduce the number of first deputies and deputies of ministries, services and agencies. This is probably why there were only three deputy heads of the DPD at the time. Since then, it appears that the number of deputy heads of the directorate has increased to four or possibly five. One was probably added in June 2012 when Mikhail Belousov, whose background is in the Federal Security Service, was appointed Deputy Head of DPD. He became responsible for nationalities policy as well as being given a role in developing the policy on nationalities. A corresponding department was also created within the Directorate.38 

			Departments have thus been reshuffled in line with the agendas set by the “curators” as they succeeded each other as First Deputy Head of the PA. The names of departments have also changed, but the overall structure is probably much as before. The areas of responsibilities for the deputy heads of the DPD are also likely to be roughly the same (see Table 1).

			The DPD and the Information Deficit

			With increasing repression and censorship, the information deficit becomes more acute for the Kremlin. In the absence of fair elections or a free media with public scrutiny and transparency, the DPD has devised various mechanisms for gauging which issues provoke the population and the extent of corruption, abuse of office and incompetence among the elites (for feedback to the PA). The most important channels can be grouped into, first, the “petition to the Tsar” practice in modernized form, organizing channels for the public to make complaints directly to the various authorities at federal, regional and local levels; second, allowing certain critical media and research; and, third, creating a network of loyal think-tanks and opinion pollsters, as well as secret channels for measuring public discontent and opposition sentiments.

			In a way, the first kind of feedback channels constructed by the various authorities in line with central directives are reminiscent of the “complaints book” (kniga zhalob) that used to be a feature of Soviet cafés or the “letters to the editor” in major Soviet newspapers that were collected and analyzed.39 Ministries typically have webpages where citizens can direct questions or requests. However, it is unclear how these channels for communication with the public are run and what is done with the results. Moreover, there is every reason to suspect that truly dissatisfied members of the public who have lost faith in the system as a whole will not use these channels to express their opinions.

			There have been attempts to make this feedback channel more effective. In 2014, Dmitrii Kokh presented his web-based project “Angry citizen” (Serdityi grazhdanin) to Vladimir Putin at an Internet-Entrepreneur Forum. As a result, his company was tasked with developing the feedback channel for the Presidential Administration’s correspondence with citizens (rabota s obrashcheniami).40 Furthermore, Kokh was invited to a seminar for deputy governors organized by the DPD, to present the project to them.41 On the website “Angry citizen,” members of the public can register complaints, find advice on how to get help, and view the list that shows which authorities are most successful in resolving complaints. The “Angry citizen” project by no means rectifies the information-deficit problem, but it is an example of how the PA tries to find ways around it. Through the project it is possible to get an idea of which issues irritate the general public as well as which government ministries, services and agencies are especially efficient or hopelessly inefficient at solving the problems. 

			Another example of feedback presented at the same seminar was how Moscow City was using the websites “Our City” (Nash gorod) and “Active Citizen” (Aktivnyi grazhdanin).  According to the Moscow Deputy Mayor, Anastasiia Rakova, the Moscow authorities created the website “Our City” to establish direct channels of communication with the populace, as well as to increase efficiency in public spending. The residents of Moscow were to become “voluntary assistants to the mayor.” In effect, the website had become a sort of substitute for opposition projects, and the mayor gained in popularity as a result. Rakova claimed that “Active Citizen” increased the legitimacy of decisions taken by the Moscow authorities and was considerably cheaper than opinion polls.42 Many of these web-based projects resemble successful Internet-based initiatives launched by activists within the opposition. This is, in other words, an additional example of how the Russian leadership learns from the opposition and copies their methods of mobilizing the population.

			The second channel of information is those opposition media outlets that are still allowed to publish critical articles and to air programs. One of the deputy heads of DPD has usually been in charge of information and, later, of the Internet as well. Under Volodin, Ol’ga Sitnikova occupied this position.43 In Kirienko’s “team,” Sergei Novikov became Deputy Head of DPD responsible for information policy.44 The media are increasingly controlled, directly or indirectly, by the Russian political leadership. Most importantly, television, the main source of information for most Russians, is controlled; Internet freedom has been seriously circumscribed. However, there are a few media outlets that are regarded as more outspoken. In addition to journals and newspapers like New Times, Republic, and Novaia gazeta, and the television channel Dozhd’, there is the radio station Ekho Moskvy, where presenters read out poems sent in by the public on the theme “not all things in life are fair.” It has remained relatively independent, despite being owned by a subsidiary of Gazprom. And Dozhd’, for one, was invited to DPD briefings with Kirienko and Novikov in 2016-17, alongside more conservative or Kremlin-loyal outlets.45 However, these media outlets live under constant threat of being closed down or taken over. Perhaps one reason why they have been allowed to continue is because they also aid in overcoming the information deficit. 

			Finally, the DPD has worked extensively with an array of trusted think tanks, educational institutions, and opinion pollsters not only to overcome the information deficit, but also to influence the debate. Some of these think tanks were even founded by former officials of the DPD. Thus, Konstantin Kostin left the DPD and established the think tank FoRGO (Fond razvitiia grazhdanskogo obshchestva), which among other things produces an index of how governors and other regional leaders are performing. Another top former DPD official, Aleksei Chesnakov, joined the Center for Current Policy (Tsentr politicheskoi kon’iunktury) (see Table 2). The head of the Institute of Socio-economic and Political Researches (ISEPI), Dmitrii Badovskii, and Aleksei Chadaev, from the Russian Presidential Academy of National Economy and Public Administration, both became advisors (sovetniki) to Volodin when he was elected Speaker of the Duma.46 Badovskii and his institute are frequently singled out as being behind the creation of several parties as “political projects.”47

			As curator of domestic politics, Volodin displayed a keen interest in opinion polls.48 The PA commissions polls from the Russian Public Opinion Research Center (VTsIOM) and the Public Opinion Foundation (FOM), as well as secret ones delivered by the Federal Protective Service (FSO).49 Representatives of VTsIOM and FOM attend meetings arranged by the DPD.50 Volodin also regularly invited political scientists and “political technologists” (polittekhnologi) to meetings at the DPD.51 In addition, the head of FOM, Aleksandr Olson, and the General Director of VTsIOM, Valerii Fedorov, were among those whom Kirienko gathered around himself as advisors in January 2017.52

			


Table 2. Think Tanks Close to the Domestic Policy Directorate

			
				
					
					
					
					
					
				
				
					
							
							
							Think tank 

						
							
							Key name(s)

						
							
							Former PA official

						
							
							Kirienko seminars 
Nov.–Dec. 2016

						
					

					
							
							APEK

						
							
							Agency for Political and Economic Communication (Agenstvo politicheskikh i ekonomicheskikh kommunikatsii)

						
							
							Dmitrii Orlov

						
							
							X

						
							
							X

						
					

					
							
							FoRGO

						
							
							Civil Society Development Foundation (Fond razvitiia grazhdanskogo obshchestva)

						
							
							Konstantin Kostin*

						
							
							X

						
							
							X

						
					

					
							
							IMA grupp

						
							
							Ima Group

						
							
							Andrei 

							Gnatiuk

						
							
							–

						
							
							(invited)

						
					

					
							
							ISEPI

						
							
							Institute of socio-economic and political researches 
(Institut sotsial’no-ekonomicheskikh issledovanii)

						
							
							Dmitrii 

							Badovskii

						
							
							X

						
							
					

					
							
							ISIP

						
							
							Institute for Strategic Studies and Predictions 

						
							
							Nikita Daniuk

						
							
							X

						
							
					

					
							
							KROS

						
							
							Team for Development of Relations with Society (Kompaniia Razvitiia obshchestvennykh sviazei)

						
							
							Sergei Zverev*

						
							
							X

						
							
							X

						
					

					
							
							
							Mikhailov i partner

						
							
							Mikhail Sobolev

							Igor’ 

							Simonov*

						
							
							
							X

						
					

					
							
							
							Minchenko-konsalting

						
							
							Yevgenii Minchenko

						
							
							
							X

						
					

					
							
							
							Nikkolo M

						
							
							Igor Mintusov

						
							
							
							(invited)

						
					

					
							
							
							Staraia ploshchad’

						
							
							Svetlana

							 Kolosova

						
							
							
							(invited)

						
					

					
							
							TsPA

						
							
							Centre for Political Analysis (Tsentr politicheskogo analiza)

						
							
							
							
					

					
							
							TsPK

						
							
							Centre for Current Policy (Tsentr politicheskoi kon’iunktury)

						
							
							Aleksei Chesnakov

						
							
							X

						
							
							X

						
					

				
			

			


Notes: *Advisors to First Deputy Head of the PA Sergei Kirienko from January 2017, “Pervyi zamglavy administratsii Kremlia naznachil 11 novykh sovetnikov, kotorye zaimutsia podgotovkoi k vyboram prezidenta 2018 goda.” Newsru.com, January 20:17, At http://www.newsru.com/russia/20jan2017/kirienko_11sovetnikov
.html?tema, accessed January 23, 2017.

			Sources: Natal’ia Bashlykova and Andrei Vinokurov. “Kirienko uchit vitse-gubernatorov internetu.” Gazeta.ru, December 12:16, At https://www.gazeta.ru/politics/2016/12/22_a_10443341.shtml, accessed January 11, 2016; Irina Nagornykh. “Sergei Kirienko poobshchalsia s polittekhnologami.” Kommersant, November 02:16, At http://kommersant.ru/doc/3132465, accessed November 16, 2016.




			On becoming Deputy Head of the PA, Kirienko invited sociologists and political technologists to his meetings with the expert community. The theme for his meeting with sociologists was the dominant mood among the population in relation to the economic crisis. The political technologists were asked to outline the main risks and challenges ahead.53 Later, a participant in one of the meetings stated that gathering a wide array of political technologists made perfect sense. In his view, the Presidential Administration probably intended all the experts to support the “main candidate” (osnovnoi kandidat) in the presidential election. In addition, the experts were invited to present their views on how the political leadership could “effectively win the presidential elections” and how “the stability (ustoichivost’) of the political system should be preserved.” Possible election campaigns were discussed, and which sectors of the population should be the main basis of support. It had already been decided that the task was to achieve high turnout at the presidential elections.54

			Various mechanisms have thus been designed to overcome the information deficit – not least, the use of trusted political technologists, many of whom have worked in the DPD before, and sociologists. Using social media and websites is relatively new, and serves the dual purpose of providing information and furnishing an aura of democracy legitimacy around decision-making, while simultaneously undermining similar web projects devised by the non-systemic opposition. The idea is not only to gauge the actual degree of discontent among the population, but also to gather information about how well the bureaucracy is performing. Again, the mechanisms used are not static, but evolve over time, adjusting to the situation at hand and drawing on new technologies and ideas – which often originate from the non-systemic opposition.

			Control over Society

			There are two main tasks involved in controlling society. One is to ensure the “correct” result at elections, but it is equally important to make sure that social or economic protests do not evolve into major demonstrations that could threaten the authoritarian system. Thus, the period between elections is important, and then not merely as a preparation interlude. To this end, ersatz movements are created, most notably the All-Russian Popular Front (ONF). Volodin was behind the creation of the ONF; one of the deputy heads of the DPD, Prokopenko, was recruited from the ONF while a former deputy head, Viktor Seliverstov, went on to head the ONF Moscow office (see Table 1). Kirienko met with top ONF officials shortly after becoming Deputy Head of the PA. One of his suggestions was for the ONF to develop new “social standards” to measure the quality of life of Russians.55 

			There are other examples, not least in the field of youth politics and arranging demonstrations to crowd out opposition rallies or to demonstrate support for the political leadership. Particular attention is devoted to certain sectors of society. The creation of a Department for Nationalities Policy within the DPD in 2012 was mentioned above. Exactly how this work is implemented is less public than other areas of responsibility of the DPD.56 The younger generation has also been identified as a sector of society especially susceptible to detrimental influences and which needs to be targeted so as to instill patriotic and traditional moral values.57 The demonstrations on March 26, 2017, probably underlined these concerns, as many of the people who took part were young, including under-eighteens.58 The creation of Nashi in the wake of the Orange Revolution was an example of how the DPD under Surkov sought to engage young people in support of the authoritarian system.59 Under Volodin, the youth wing of United Russia, the Young Guard (MGER, Molodaia gvardiia), in addition to Nashi, became a recruitment pool for the DPD,60 and as Deputy Head of the DPD, Timur Prokopenko took part in the decision-making process when appointments were made to top positions inside MGER.61 With the advent of Kirienko as curator of domestic politics, MGER was set to take an active part in monitoring the mood among students.62 This was probably also the rationale behind the project “Scenarios for Future Russia,” developed by the Institute for Strategic Studies and Predictions (ISIP).63 However, the “Scenarios” developed into a scandal after the head of ISIP, Nikita Daniuk, stated at a congress for provosts responsible for educational (vospitatelnaia) work that the project was a way of monitoring protest potential among students and teachers.64 The ISIP is closely linked to the PA, not least through its director, Georgii Filimonov, who worked as advisor to the DPD between 2005 and 2009 (see Table 1 above).65

			The most important aspect of the work of the DPD, however, appears to be that of monitoring, managing, and controlling elections. The head of the Central Electoral Commission, Ella Pamfilova, was among the people Kirienko met with upon becoming First Deputy Head of the PA.66 A wide array of GONGOs specializing in electoral monitoring has emerged in response to election monitoring from below. Many of these GONGOs were headed by United Russia officials. However, it appears that the activity of these GONGOs was at best marginal, and a Russian representative of an independent elections monitoring organization has indicated that the Kremlin supported these “monitors-loyalists” essentially from habit rather than because they had proven effective.67 

			A substantial part of the DPD’s work on elections is conducted through the regions, and one of the deputy heads of the DPD is usually in charge of this. Under Volodin, Tat’iana Voronova was responsible for elections in the regions, and when she moved to the Duma with Volodin, she was replaced by Aleksandr Kharichev (see Table 1). This work goes through the deputy governors responsible for domestic policy, who are direct channels for the DPD into the regions (see more on this below). 

			However, the DPD also works at the federal level. Its close links to United Russia are well documented, but the DPD also appears to decide which parties and candidates are allowed to run and even creates ersatz parties. In the words of Vladimir Gel’man, “not only did the dominant party itself informally serve as a branch of the presidential administration, but in Russia the very party system as such performed the same role.”68 Within the party system, we must distinguish between what is termed the “systemic opposition,” which is represented in the Duma and is loyal towards, as well as dependent on, the political leadership, and the non-systemic opposition outside the Duma.69 Thus, the party Rodina was “designed to attract votes from the KPRF,”70 and Just Russia appears to have been concocted as a “green” alternative originally intended to counter environmental activism as grounds for protest and dissent. According to the former deputy head of the DPD, Aleksei Chesnakov, FOM president Aleksandr Olson, during “the traditional Thursday consultation (soveshchanie) with the deputy head of [the presidential] administration Vladislav Surkov, advanced the hypothesis that within the electorate a new niche had appeared and was continuously growing – ‘greens’,” in turn leading Surkov to propose the creation of a special “niche” party, which developed into Just Russia.71

			There are many newspapers and journals loyal to the current political leadership. The DPD has been at least indirectly involved in placing articles, purportedly written by journalists, in selected newspapers and news sites such as Komsomol’skaia Pravda, Moskovskii komsomolets, and Polit.ru. One of those behind this practice was Aleksei Chesnakov, who headed an “agitbloc.”72 The chief editor of the journal Ekspert, Valerii Fadeev, was invited to attend the November 2016 meeting called by Sergei Kirienko for “political technologists” to discuss the 2018 presidential elections.73

			When it comes to deciding who will be allowed to run in presidential elections, the DPD also plays a role. Running against Putin has been anything but a good career move. In 2004, KPRF candidate Nikolai Kharitonov wanted to withdraw from the presidential race, but was prevented from doing so by the Central Electoral Commission (TsIK).74 In late 2016, the question was still very much who should run against the “main candidate” (osnovnoi kandidat), whom everyone assumed would be either Putin or someone appointed by him. The leaders of the main systemic opposition parties, Gennadii Ziuganov of KPRF and Vladimir Zhirinovskii of LDPR, were both beyond the pension age, at 72 and 70 years respectively, and there were doubts as to whether their participation would contribute to a high turnout.75

			Turnout levels and election results are, if not controlled, at least clearly communicated as targets by the DPD. One of the tasks for the presidential elections in 2018 will be to achieve high turnout, “but not as high as, for example, that of Karimov.”76 According to the DPD, among the mechanisms intended to play a key role in the 2018 elections is the use of social media and the Internet in general, drawing on lessons from the 2016 US presidential elections.77 At an “educational seminar” held in late December 2016, Kirienko informed regional officials (the deputy governors responsible for domestic policy) that the target for the 2018 presidential elections was a 70 percent turnout, with 70 percent of voters selecting the “main candidate.” Although a DPD representative stated that this was not to be interpreted as an order, several deputy governors certainly interpreted the message as such.78 In a system that hinges on Putin’s personal popularity,79 low election turnout would send an unwelcome signal.

			In a way, Putin has become trapped in his own popularity, with ratings constantly above 80 percent.  During a closed Valdai Club session in 2014, Volodin reportedly stated that while “Putin exists, Russia exists; if there is no Putin, there is no Russia.”80 A main research project of Konstantin Kostin’s think tank is “The Putin Majority,” which regularly arrives at the conclusion that such a majority does indeed exist and that it has the potential to develop even further. Commenting on this, Kostin explained that the “Putin Majority” was an important factor in the modern Russian political system, adding that support for Putin was evident across parties.81 In other words, Putin with his majority is not just a matter of a politician and his ratings – it essentially constitutes the system. Parties matter less: no matter which party you vote for in Duma elections, you are voting for Putin. Low turnout and a slim majority would undermine his position not just vis-á-vis society, but also among the elites and perhaps even internationally. In the words of Valerii Fedorov, head of VTsIOm and advisor to Kirienko, “the legitimacy of our system hinges not on the Constitution, the laws, but on the popularity of the first person.”82 In an increasingly personalistic system, the stakes are getting higher – and this at a time when real incomes are falling. 

			Managing the Elites

			The DPD regularly invites all the parties represented in the Duma, as well as representatives of the non-systemic opposition, to consultations. However, the relationship between the DPD and United Russia (Edinaia Rossiia, ER) has been unique, especially under Volodin, as DPD officials were recruited from ER and then went on to top positions in the party when they left the DPD (see Table 1). Relations with ER and the systemic opposition are the key to managing the Duma as well as the Federation Council, as most governors are members of ER.83 

			The challenge consists in providing incentives for these elites to remain loyal, but also in rejuvenating the cadres so that new and capable people are co-opted. Perhaps even more importantly, they must at least appear competent and effective to the general public, and especially to the electorate. This was part of the rationale for introducing primaries for ER and Volodin’s appeal for “competition, openness and legitimacy.” Certain candidates from the opposition were allowed to run, since this was regarded as a small risk that could also strengthen the system, a move characterized by one political scientist as “competition without the possibility of changing the authorities (vlast’).”84 In the run-up to the Duma elections, the Speaker of the Federation Council, Valentina Matvienko, stated: “The authorities (vlast’) must alternate, the authorities need to be updated, people with different views must be introduced, with different opinions, young, fresh [and] educated.”85 However, this applied only to the Duma election primaries – certainly not to the 2018 presidential elections. Instead, renewing United Russia was a way of avoiding renewing or changing the president and, probably, the people around him as well.

			Sections of the non-systemic opposition and civil society activists are also actively co-opted by the PA through the DPD. It has invited prominent members of civil society into councils and other institutions created ostensibly to protect human rights and democracy, promote civil society, and create dialogue. At the same time, the inclusion of members of various ersatz movements, or GONGOs, has severely diluted the human rights aspect of such councils.86

			An important task of the DPD is to keep track of events in the regions, particularly those seen as conflict-prone regions. Under the purview of the Domestic Policy Directorate there is the “institute of regional curatorship” (institute regional’nogo kuratorstva).87 This body consists of “curators” who are responsible for monitoring the situation in the regions, who deliver recommendation from the PA to the regional elites. The regional curators had a key role in the 1990s, but their importance decreased when Surkov became Deputy Head in 1999. One reasons why the regional curators were reined in was that they tended to become corrupt and “knitted together” with the regions they were supposed to monitor. Surkov’s successor, Volodin, instigated a change of tactics: the regional curators travelled less frequently to the regions, relying instead on outside experts to monitor election campaigns, and the position of “deputy governor for domestic policy” was introduced. The Domestic Policy Directorate now received its information on regions from these outside experts and from the deputy governors for domestic policy. To instruct the regional elites, there were seminars for governors and deputy governors, as well as “anonymous media signals.” The ONF also played a role in monitoring the governors, under the banner of an anti-corruption campaign.88

			With the arrival of Kirienko, tactics were set to change again. During his first weeks in office, he gathered his regional curators and encouraged them to travel about once a month to the regions they were responsible for in order to familiarize themselves with the local situation and even formulate prognoses.89 Kirienko also made several trips to regions. A participant at one of his meetings reported that they had been told to manage as they saw fit, but to avoid conflicts. As of December 2016, a deputy head of the Domestic Policy Directorate responsible for the regions had yet to be appointed. According to the deputy governor in one of the central regions, they were “expecting changes when all appointments are made.”90 From December 2016, among the most important indicators for the careers of regional governors would be “economic and social results.” This was not an entirely new invention. The practice of using think tanks to compile lists of successful and unsuccessful governors according to ratings was already established. Think tanks close to the Kremlin, such as “Petersburg Politics” (Fond “Peterburgskaia politika”) and the Foundation for Developing Civil Society (FoRGO), publish ratings based on how well regions have fulfilled budget requirements (including the May Decrees) and the degree of social unrest in the regions.91

			Upon becoming Deputy Head of the PA, Kirienko furthermore took the initiative to a meeting with prominent theatre directors. This followed on the heels of a speech in which Konstantin Raikin, director of the Satirikon Theater, denounced the growing censorship of cultural life in Russia. The meeting was held at the PA and could be seen as a response to this. However, it was one in a series of meetings that Kirienko held in the space of a few weeks; and one participant claimed that Volodin also regularly invited leading people from the cultural sphere – especially when a scandal occurred, and always behind closed doors.92

			Conclusions

			When newspapers write that “Putin has increased control over the elections,” it is, in fact, shorthand for a machinery that has increased the political leadership’s control. One of the most important initiators of this change in domestic politics in Russia is the Domestic Policy Directorate of the PA. The Russian word “politika” can be translated both as “policy” and as “politics.” The translation provided by the Russian PA on its website for its DPD is “Domestic Policy Directorate” and the Directorate statutes enumerate tasks that are policy-related. Nevertheless, closer analysis of the activities and modes of the DPD’s operations indicates that its main task is that of managing the country’s political life. It not only micro-manages the selection of top cadres inside United Russia, it creates spoiler parties and ersatz movements and determines the fate of regional leaders, as well as targets for election turnout and which candidates should be allowed to run. This is done with the assistance of an extensive network of loyal parties, youth movements, government NGOs (GONGOs), loyal mass media, think tanks, and semi-governmental institutions like the Public Chamber.

			That personnel walk in and out of government and party positions is not unique to Russia or to hybrid political systems, but the role played by the Domestic Policy Directorate in managing the country’s politics is unique. As shown by the analysis presented here, we may speak of a distinct cadre tasked with controlling Russia’s political life – both within the DPD and outside it, through parties, GONGOs and think tanks. And the DPD remit is wider than that of a party whip. It controls opposition parties within the system, and decides which parties are allowed to run in elections. Interestingly, there is a certain degree of secrecy around the DPD, mixed with blunt statements of its unconstitutional purpose. On the one hand, too much publicity is unwanted; on the other hand, the political signals that are sent should be heard loud and clear.

			The focus and the operating mode of the DPD has changed with the curator in charge, but the existence of deep divisions between the various teams should not be exaggerated. It lies in the very nature of the task that there is a constant need to tinker with the mechanisms used for achieving success in order for the political leadership not to be defeated. For example, new technologies have led to new tools being invented for overcoming the information deficit; and when an aging elite needed to be rejuvenated, primaries were introduced. 

			In this personalistic authoritarian system where legitimacy hinges, to a considerable degree, on the popularity of Vladimir Putin, the need for further tinkering and adjusting the mechanisms for defeat-proofing the system will remain high, especially in connection with the upcoming presidential elections.93 Adding to the challenge is the economic situation of falling real incomes and lower federal transfers to regional budgets, meaning that crafting a power-sharing relationship with the elites will demand new efforts. Furthermore, as repression and censorship become increasingly pervasive, the information deficit risks becoming even greater. For example, there were signs that the e-democracy initiative Active Citizen, launched by the authorities of Moscow City, was used to legitimize decisions that had already been taken.94 The strong tendency to prioritize control over reliable information risked undermining the new initiatives as well. There is every reason to assume that the Domestic Policy Directorate will need to continue to fine-tune its design of the authoritarian system in Russia. 
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			Russian truck drivers’ massive protest against new fees in late 2015 attracted wide attention in Russian liberal circles and abroad, with some movement entrepreneurs seeing it as the start of a democratic revolution in Russia. The regime was clearly taken aback by this challenge, which differed from previous Putin-era waves of contention. Unlike the protests in 2005 and 2011-2012, the activists could apparently neither be bought off with partial concessions nor framed as isolated from “the people” and their everyday concerns. However, after hectic activity during the first month, the level of protest decreased drastically, and the strand calling for substantial political change became marginalized. This article analyzes the interaction between protesters and political actors in the initial, critical phase in order to show how the protest became drawn into the dynamics of the Russian hybrid political system. The sharp discursive divide between (legitimate) economic and (illegitimate) political protest made it difficult for “politicizers” to be accepted by the protesters, whereas the “systemic opposition,” through its active support, paradoxically prevented radicalization and rendered the protests largely toothless. Well-meaning arbiters such as the Presidential Council for Human Rights and Civil Society served mainly to channel discontent and stall the protests.

			In November 2015, a new system for collecting fees from vehicles heavier than 12 metric tonnes was introduced in Russia.1 Under this new system, called “Platon” (oplata za tonnu, i.e. pay per tonne), 3.73 rubles per vehicle per kilometer would be collected on federal roads. Drivers were forced to register their routes in advance or by using a satellite-based tracking device.2 Apart from a guaranteed 10.6 billion ruble annual commission to the operator, closely linked to two of Putin’s closest cronies, the amount collected would help finance road maintenance. The legal foundation for Platon was laid in 2011, with a fee stipulated on the grounds that heavy vehicles damage roads. After numerous delays, a 13-year contract for developing and operating the system was awarded to RT-invest transportnye sistemy (RTITS), at the time controlled by the state company Rostekh.

			The introduction of Platon outraged many truck drivers, who objected that they were victims of “triple taxation” (transport tax and fuel tax, in addition to Platon), and also that the new fee would remove their profit margin and result in rising prices for the average consumer. Further, they complained that the system did not function properly; that the electronic tracking devices were not available; and that the system restricted their freedom to choose assignments. Truck drivers from many regions across the country engaged in disruptive action, establishing camps, partly blocking roads, and organizing street demonstrations. At the height of the tensions, it was reported that 800 truck drivers from Dagestan had formed a column ready to paralyze traffic in Moscow by blocking the outer Ring Road (MKAD).3

			The sheer force of the protests lit a flame of hope among opposition-minded observers and some Western commentators. Oligarch-cum-democracy-activist Mikhail Khodorkovskii declared that the truck drivers’ protests were the first signs of an inevitable revolution.4 A Forbes commentator indicated that Putin might have “met his match” in the truck drivers, and stated that “apolitical Russian long-distance truck drivers can set off a Russian Spring, just as a small Tunisian merchant set off the Arab Spring, in response to public revulsion over corruption and mismanagement.”5 

			However, by January 2016, they seemed to have been proved wrong. Despite active involvement by a range of activists, protest activity had dropped. Attempts at politicization or linking up with other groups of discontented citizens had not enjoyed much success. One year after the protests began, protest events still occurred regularly, but on a far smaller scale and with less intensity than in late 2015. Thus far, the authorities appeared to be on the winning side, with politicizing forces largely marginalized.

			To be sure, the authorities deployed their usual carrot-and-stick tactics.6 They lowered the fines hundredfold and introduced a transport tax deduction based on the payment through Platon. They also cut the fee by more than 50 percent, although sending mixed messages as to whether or when it would be increased again. A repressive law severely restricting driving in columns (avtoprobegi) was quickly initiated and passed.7 In addition, there have been numerous reports of petty harassment and detainments of national and regional activists; of the traffic police severely restricting truck movements prior to rumoured or announced protest actions; and of administrative obstacles to demonstrations. Social media content that relates in any way to trucks has at times been blocked and manipulated.8 

			However, concessions and repression alone cannot explain why the politicizing protesters ended up marginalized and the protest action fizzled. In this article, I show how the dialogue and interaction between protesters on the one side and politicians and officials on the other served to prevent the politicization and radicalization of the protest movement. Though these actors had different – and, in some cases, diametrically opposed – goals, they ended up contributing to the failed politicization of the protest. I divide these actors into a) “external politicizers” (non-systemic opposition politicians); b) “internal spoilers” (non-independent unions serving the interests of the authorities); and c) “delaying arbiters” (the Presidential Council for Human Rights and Civil Society). The analysis focuses on high-level instances of interaction in Moscow and St. Petersburg during the first, critical weeks from mid-November to mid-December 2015. While the wave of collective action consisted of geographically dispersed and poorly coordinated events, it was in these two main cities that the pivotal instances of interaction between protesters and political actors and officials unfolded. The concept of “politicization” must be seen in the specific Russian context, where there is a discursive divide between “economic” and “political” protest.

			Political Versus Economic Protest in Russia

			In hybrid regimes, where “authoritarian control coexists with legally sanctioned, if limited, competition for political office,”9 certain kinds of protests are tolerated while others are not. In the public discourse and political practice of the Putin era, there has been a sharp divide between “economic” (or “social”) and “political” protests. The ideal-typical Russian “economic” protest promotes specific and often local demands concerning matters such as wage arrears, the loss or reorganization of workplaces, problems with healthcare, or other issues related to people’s private economy and welfare. Ideal-typical “political” protests address broader issues, often of a more abstract character, like democracy, human rights, and the rule of law. The latter are often – though sometimes wrongly – associated with demands for regime change, even if this is not expressed by the activists. In Russia today, economic protests, even unsanctioned demonstrations, are generally seen as legitimate expressions of the popular will and a way for the people to appeal to the authorities. Conversely, in public discourse, political protests are seen as illegitimate or even illegal, and it is often difficult to get permission to conduct a street demonstration. The regime has itself cultivated this divide as a way of limiting protest action.10 Polls have shown that civic organizations working with concrete social issues are far more popular than opposition political parties or movements working with more general political issues.11

			This has to do with the authoritarian nature of the Russian regime. Although the social contract has evolved since Putin’s return to the presidency in 2012,12 putting greater emphasis on identity and security than on economic growth, the regime must provide at least a base-line level of living standards and social services in order to retain popular legitimacy. From this perspective, such protests are a valid mode of expression of social discontent. Rather than questioning the legitimacy of the regime, these protesters are voicing their discontent by appealing to the authorities on the level above that viewed as responsible for the problems, simply “informing” them about the problems their subordinates are creating. The illegitimacy of political protest is partly connected with the regime strategy (since the 2004–2005 Orange Revolution in Ukraine, and increasingly since the 2011–2012 post-electoral demonstrations in Russia and the Euromaidan uprising in Ukraine in 2013–2014) of presenting almost any political opposition as artificially created/supported by “the West” in order to topple the Putin regime. 

			The Putin era has seen two large-scale cycles of contention. The post-electoral protests in 2011/2012 were mainly political, spurred by online documentation of widespread and blatant election fraud. Protesters initially sported slogans for free elections, urging the head of the elections commission to resign. They soon became bolder and started calling for Putin to resign. These demonstrations stopped short of addressing social issues in any meaningful way, failing to attract wider social strata. In fact, well-educated, relatively well-off urbanites made up the majority of participants.13 Thus, Boris Kagarlitskii, a Marxist observer, dubbed the protest “the rebellion of the middle class.”14 In the Russian context, that means that most protesters belonged to a numerically marginal group whose interests and preferences are (or are at least perceived as being) radically different from that of the majority.15

			By contrast, the previous wave of mass protest, in early 2005, can be categorized as “social.” Activist demands were limited and specific, and thus far from those of the “angry urbanites.” Pensioners, invalids, war veterans, and others were outraged at a welfare reform which they saw as a creeping reduction of their benefits, like free public transport and free medicines, by way of decentralizing and monetizing them. The unrest, involving spontaneous street demonstrations and roadblocks, continued for several weeks. While several pundits saw a “color revolution” coming, this scenario did not materialize.16 To be sure, some oppositional politicians were trying to politicize the protest, but their attempts ultimately failed.17

			The regime was caught by surprise both times, but managed to contain the protests. In 2011–2012, the state-controlled media successfully presented the protesters as over-fed, spoiled town brats with no grasp of the problems of “ordinary people,”18 or even as “extremists” funded and supported by the US State Department. The latter framing strategy could perhaps be called “hyper-politicization,” in the sense that the regime elevated the protests to the level of geopolitics and national security rather than a question of election fraud and regime legitimacy. A few insignificant concessions were granted, some rank-and-file activists were persecuted, and – after the protests had peaked – the screws were gradually tightened with increasingly draconian laws. The protest movement also contributed to marginalizing itself, as its leaders were unable to bridge the gap between themselves and the broader mass of the public. In 2005, the regime’s difficulties were considerable, as the protesters as a whole could hardly be presented as elitists or foreign agents. But because the initial demands – basically, that the status quo be retained – were limited, the requests could generally be granted or presented as being granted, and so the protests faded.

			The sharp distinction between economic and political protest is largely a discursive construct. Perhaps especially in a corrupt, authoritarian state such as Russia, the relative poverty of the biudzhetniki (state employees and pensioners) is a consequence of (failed) state policies, for which the president is ultimately responsible, just as he got the credit for soaring living standards during his first two terms. Thus, their discontent should, in theory, be directed against the regime as such. As for the “political” protests, their mostly well-educated and cosmopolitan leaders would do well to address concrete social issues in order to increase support for their protest movement. 

			The Truck Drivers’ Protest and the Potential for Politicization

			The truck drivers’ protest differs from the ideal-typical social and political protests. On the one hand, the protesters are not biudzhetniki totally dependent on economic support from the state and generally apolitical as long as their basic needs are covered. Quite the contrary – a significant number of truck drivers are independent. Russia’s nearly 1.9 million trucks are owned by as many as 1.14 million people and companies,19 making for a high degree of self-employment with numerous small businesses. On the other hand, unlike the liberals who took part in the 2011–2012 demonstrations, detached from life outside the major cities, the protesters come from many regions across the country. For obvious reasons, it is difficult to portray them as elitists or as “fifth columnists” funded by Russia’s enemies.20 As to cultural preferences, it is fair to assume that they represent the broad strata of “the people.” 

			At the same time, this protest has the potential to be politicized. It takes issue with the arbitrariness of the authorities and the failings of the “system,” such as corruption and social injustice, in a much more direct way than the demonstrations against the monetization of social benefits did. Here, a significant part of the funds collected through Platon goes directly into the pockets of Putin’s confidants. 

			A brief look at the process of choosing the operator reveals a picture of opaque and probably corrupt dealings involving state and private companies, personal ties to the top political leadership, the privatization of profits, and the nationalization of financial risk. Several employees of the company responsible for performing background research and recommending the introduction of Platon went on to fill positions in RTITS, the operating company. RTITS, which receives a 20 percent cut of all funds collected, is partly (50%) owned by Igor’ Rotenberg, the son of Arkadii Rotenberg, one of Putin’s closest cronies. The tender for the contract was announced in April 2013. However, the deadline was moved four times, and in August 2014, the tender was, at the request of the state high-tech corporation Rostekh, cancelled by executive order from Prime Minister Dmitry Medvedev. The official rationale behind the decision was the need to exclude foreign companies for security reasons: by operating such a system, the company would get access to sensitive information.21 At the time when the Platon contract was signed, RTITS was owned by Rostekh (50.01%) and RT-Invest (49.99%), which in turn was owned by Rostekh (25.01%) and Tsaritsyn kapital (74.99%). However, subsequent deals unexpectedly resulted in Igor’ Rotenberg and RT-Invest each owning half of RTITS,22 spurring speculations that Rostekh CEO Sergei Chemezov had “given away” the share (which belonged to the Russian state) as part of a corruption scheme.23 In addition, state-controlled Gazprombank has helped finance the Platon project with a 27 billion ruble loan. 24 Igor’ Rotenberg himself might profit not only from the commission, but also from the Platon-collected funds earmarked for road maintenance, as he is also heavily involved in road construction.25

			These facts are not lost on the truck drivers. One of the emerging leading figures, self-employed truck driver Iurii Bubnov, wrote on Ekho Moskvy: “For a long time, I was trying to remember what this was so painstakingly reminiscent of. And then it occurred to me. It is a plain 1990s extortion scheme, only now it is disguised as a state measure.”26 

			The protest was well-known among the public, and people were generally supportive. In late December 2015, the truck drivers’ protest was by far the one that was best-known among the Russian population: 78% had heard of the protests,27 whereas only half of respondents had heard of the quintessentially liberal “Peace March” of September 2014.28 In early December 2015, 70 percent of Moscow’s population supported the truck drivers’ protest.29 Nationally, 63 percent of respondents said they supported it.30 In addition, it seemed clear that it was not only the truck drivers who would suffer due to Platon. Several analysts declared that it was likely to cause price hikes and increased inflation.31 If communicated in the right way, the truck drivers’ case could be “expanded” to appeal to broader strata, a process that social movements scholar James Jasper calls “grievance extension.”32 Movement entrepreneurs (here called “politicizers”) were ready to exploit this potential.

			External Politicizers Versus the Internal Spoiler

			St. Petersburg was a hotbed of protest activity and a scene for politicizing moves. On 24 November, 2015, 600 trucks and cars reportedly formed a column outside the city. The police tried to break it up with vehicle controls. However, approximately 50 vehicles showed up outside the city hall, demanding negotiations with the deputy governor. Six people were invited in for a meeting, but the protesters refused to accept the proposition, threatening to block the city center if serious negotiations did not commence. In the end, Andrei Bazhutin, who emerged as a leader, argued for stopping the event. After a few hours, the trucks left.33 During the protest, Aleksandr Rastorguev, coordinator of TIGR (Tovarishchestvo initsiativnykh grazhdan), a car owners’ organization, stood out as one of the “external politicizers” and would-be “coordinators” of the protest. However, Rastorguev is no truck driver, but the leader of PARNAS, a liberal opposition party, in the Leningrad District. In the 2011–2012 post-electoral wave of protests, he helped organize several demonstrations in St. Petersburg and his home town of Gatchina. He later characterized 12 more years with Putin as president as “dictatorship.”34 

			Another such actor is Sergei Guliaev, who also presented himself as a “coordinator” helping the protesters. Despite his active involvement in the protest, he is not a truck driver by profession, but a St. Petersburg liberal-nationalist politician, writer, editor, and journalist who had recently tried to run for governor of the Leningrad district on the PARNAS ballot.35 Not hiding his antipathy towards the regime, Guliaev said in an interview36 that he would help the truck drivers write a petition to the president, but added that it was comparable to “complaining to ISIS about ISIS.” He envisaged a two-step process, where the economic protest would turn into a civic (grazhdanskii) protest, which in turn would be politicized in case of a violent crackdown by the riot police. 

			After the November 24 protest, it was announced that the Minister of Transport would come to St. Petersburg on November 28 to meet representatives of the protesters. The day before, a group of approximately 40 protesters and others met at the city headquarters of the Communist Party of the Russian Federation (CPRF), under a large bust of Lenin, to elect delegates to the meeting. A video made available online offers a microcosm of the dynamics of politicization and depoliticization.37 Despite being few in number, the participants spanned the political spectrum, from (external and internal) radical politicizers to those focusing solely on getting Platon abolished to representatives of structures close to the state apparatus.

			Vladimir Matiagin, an “internal spoiler,” is an example of the last group. His credo is “we are not playing political games, we are presenting economic demands and will work in a legal way.” 38 An asset for the regime in the Platon conflict, he functioned from the very beginning as a link between the protesting truck drivers and the authorities, while claiming to represent the interests of the former. The owner of a transport company, his numerous positions in advisory bodies give him many connections to official structures. Matiagin is both president of Gruzavtotrans, an association of truck owners (which allegedly has only two members),39 and active in Delovaia Rossiia, an entrepreneurs’ union.40 The Russian president’s business ombudsman, Boris Titov, is a member of the board of the latter organization,41 demonstrating Matiagin’s links to state structures. A member of United Russia, Matiagin openly represented the party at a meeting with truck drivers in St. Petersburg on November 15, 2015. Here, he recommended that the activists should restrict themselves to writing complaints.42 

			A video made available online43 shows Matiagin’s role in the November 27 meeting: Andrei Bazhutin, who was later to be elected leader of the new trade union, is making an introduction, stating that they are gathered to work for the complete abolition of Platon. Then, he politely hints to Matiagin, who had literally taken the main seat, that he should sit somewhere else, prompting Matiagin to exclaim “Who are you?” and claim that he himself had ordered the meeting. Then Matiagin states that those who wanted to go to the meeting with the minister should leave the room with him.

			Sitting ringside, Rastorguev and Guliaev were attacked from both sides. Matiagin declared that members of the opposition, “who try to provoke people […] creating chaos” would have to leave, explictly mentioning the representatives of TIGR and Guliaev. Although Matiagin’s appearance was highly unpopular among the participants, the agenda was set. When resuming the agenda, Bazhutin, too, confronted Rastorguev and Guliaev, noting their radical statements and actions at a previous demonstration. The former defended his organization by claiming that it included members of United Russia as well as the Communists and that the radical manifesto to which Bazhutin was referring was not his. More seriously, Guliaev was charged with “provocations” in the form of demanding the resignation of the government and burning tires. Defending himself, Guliaev admitted that he was an opposition politician, not a truck driver, but went on to build up his image as an Afghanistan veteran, unemployed for eight years and a man of simple means. Acknowledging that he was behind the tire-burning, he said that it was not his goal to create a “Maidan”: he highlighted his protest experience and connections to regional protesters. Some participants shouted that the opposition should leave. However, Iurii Bubnov (later to emerge as an internal politicizer demanding the resignation of the government and the president), intervened, saying that they should not reject any help, whether from the Communists, Just Russia, United Russia, Iabloko or Naval’nyi, if it was “real help.” That was met with approval.44

			After Matiagin had left, the meeting went on to elect six representatives, none of whom were admitted to the meeting with the minister the next day. 45 When asked why, Matiagin claimed that he had organized an ad hoc meeting with “more than a hundred” representatives of Gruzavtotrans from several regions, electing those who were to meet the minister. He also stated that he had asked the group from the previous meeting to nominate six candidates, but had received no answer.46 One activist who managed to sit in on the meeting for a few minutes claimed that Matiagin had had him physically removed from the premises.47 

			From Radical to Internal Spoiler to Radical Again: The “Kotov Incident”

			Aleksandr Kotov, founder and longtime leader of the Inter-Regional Trade Union of Professional Drivers (MPVP), has vacillated greatly as regards the protests. Although nominally independent, the MPVP has previously rallied for the regime. In the state-initiated “Anti-Maidan” demonstration in Moscow on February 21, 2015, Kotov led the union’s column.48 Always opposed to Platon, Kotov initially supported and helped initiate the protest action against the fee. On November 4, he warned that the situation was getting out of hand and was heading towards civil war. Supporting the demand that Sokolov resign, he even criticized Putin for putting his friend’s (Rotenberg’s) interests above the interests of the nation.49 However, on November 17, having urged a large-scale strike only two days earlier, Kotov suddenly called for an end to the civil disobedience.50 Starting from November 20, MPVP would not take any responsibility for the protest action, he declared.51 This abrupt about-face created dissatisfaction and disunity in the ranks of the protesters. 

			On November 25, he announced that there would be a protest and a gathering of regional coordinators in Rostov-on-Don on November 29. That was only one day before a planned major protest in Moscow, making it almost impossible for activists to take part in both.52 That could be interpreted as a way of reducing participation in the Moscow event. Furthermore, on November 29, he stated that there would be no protest the next day, only on December 4.53 The postponement of the protest was presented as a collective and unequivocal decision made by representatives of several regions gathered in Rostov. The rationale was that the government should be given enough time to “react to the previous protests and take corresponding measures.”54 For the protesting drivers who had arrived from around the country, however, this meant that they were forced to wait for several days. 

			The press secretary of the permanent protest camp in Khimki (Bazhutin’s base) declared that Kotov had now discredited himself completely.55 Communist State Duma deputy Valerii Rashkin (with whom Kotov had met on November 30)56 claimed that Kotov had been promised a seat in the Duma if he would dissolve the protests.57 The latter dismissed this allegation, adding that political forces were brazenly trying to exploit the truck drivers “[…] including Mr. Naval’nyi, including the Communist Party, including individual State Duma deputies.”58 

			However, his opposition to Platon as such was not in question. At the demonstration in Moscow on April 3, 2016 (see below), he declared: “[w]ithout changing the government, without electing a new president, we cannot change the economic situation in the country. […] There is a raid going on. […] We will fight till the end! The government must go! Putin must go!”59 At an interview after the demonstration, Kotov said he feared that there would be activists, particularly in Siberia, who would take up arms if Platon were not scrapped.60 By then, however, it was clear that the critical moment had passed. Trucks were no longer ready to “march on Moscow,” other protest activity had subsided, and, as we will see in the next section, radical but largely empty statements had become part of even the systemic opposition’s repertoire. 

			Systemic Spoiler from the Left: CPRF 

			When the protests erupted in November 2015, the Communist Party of the Russian Federation (CPRF) approached the protesters. The introduction of Platon and the truck drivers’ protests had opened up a political space that neither the biudzhetniki nor liberal urbanites had been able to access: that of legitimate protest attracting, on the federal level, the support of powerful forces inside “the system.” CPRF leader Gennadii Ziuganov emblematically stated that his party supported the workers (i.e. the truck drivers), but “in a smart and energetic way, so as to avoid taking the bait of naval’nys and other provocateurs.”61 With this, he was acting in line with the discourse, essentially deeming the protests legitimate and support from the non-systemic opposition illegitimate. The Communists maintained regular contact with the truck drivers, both in the federal center and in the regions, helping them with legal issues and applications for permission to hold demonstrations.62

			On November 30, 2015, a delegation of leading protesters, several of whom had been present in St. Petersburg, met with Communist State Duma Deputy Vladimir Rodin. A video recording was made available online.63 The meeting was conducted in a welcoming atmosphere, and the protesters were given ample time to present their views. They took care to present their case in economic and legal terms, pointing out the various procedural and technical mistakes. Bubnov emphasized that there had been no “excesses” in any of the protest events. Law enforcement had warned that if there were any political slogans, the protesters would be detained.

			Responding to the complaints, Rodin avowed that the Communists were “exercising pressure.” However, he took care to discourage the activists from any protest action involving trucks: “[…] you have never heard from us: ‘Let’s march on Moscow’. A march on Moscow is chaos and unpredictable movement.” Rodin also emphasized that there were limits as to what CPRF could do. They would not be able to stop arrests, he said, and warned that the anti-riot forces had been put on alert. Instead of a “march on Moscow,” he proposed that they should arrange a joint public meeting on December 5. Here, he explained, all factions would be allowed to speak, “not hierarchically, like at this table, but passionately, as befits a popular meeting.” Rodin proposed considering a moratorium, i.e. the suspension of Platon, while also pointing out that there were far too few protesters across the country.

			Referring to the meeting, liberal journalist Arsenii Vesnin mused on Twitter that Rodin had told the truck drivers to come to a CPRF campaign rally instead of blocking the roads.64 Rodin’s intervention should here serve as a prime example of a depoliticizing and, first and foremost, deradicalizing move. In the course of a few minutes, he managed to express support and promise help, while reminding his audience that he could not guarantee any results. He discouraged the protesters from the planned drastic collective action (a “march on Moscow”). This he did both by implicitly threatening them with arrests and by offering a “reality check” of their organizational force. As another tool for “managing” the protest, Rodin arranged for a safety valve in the form of a public meeting. Whereas the protesters had approached the CPRF as what James Jasper and Cynthia Gordon have termed a “linking organization”65 that could provide political access, weight, and organizational support for their fight, they had also been exposed to the danger of just such a strategy: that the linking organization might shape the agenda and the means to reach the goal. 

			The CPRF leapt into action. In the Duma on the very next day, the party presented an address to the President proposing a one-year moratorium on the toll. Repeating the arguments of the truck drivers, the document stated that the fee was unconstitutional and called it a “feudal tribute from ordinary people to financially ‘help’ oligarchs close to the authorities.” The authorities were accused of refusing to listen to the protesters and obstructing their protests with force, which could “seriously destabilize the situation in the country and delegitimize the authorities.” Thus, the President was urged to abolish the system. Not surprisingly, given the strong wording and the composition of the Duma, the address failed to gain support.66 Nevertheless, on the next day, three Communist deputies formally proposed a bill establishing the same moratorium.67 A few days later, the party declared that it supported the establishment of a new trade union and had even set up a team to work on protest action to support the truck drivers.68 On December 16, CPRF State Duma deputies unanimously addressed the Constitutional Court, challenging the constitutionality of Platon.69

			The public meeting on December 5 went ahead as proposed.70 A poster shaped like a actual-size garbage truck featured the CPRF logo and photos of regime cronies like Arkadii Rotenberg, Vladimir Iakunin, and Igor’ Sechin behind prison bars. On the side was written “to the heap.” As a backdrop to the stage, there was a poster demanding that Platon be abolished and that the government resign, a slogan that was repeated by Rodin. Seven State Duma deputies attended, along with local politicians. In his impassioned opening speech, Valerii Rashkin drew a historical analogy with Russia’s counter-attack against Nazi Germany, which had started on the same date. Like that offensive, he stated, this one (the fight against Platon) would also lead to victory. Ordinary truck drivers spoke alongside leading activists and Communist politicians; and, as promised, a wide range of opinions was expressed, from support of Putin to harsh criticism. Igor’ Pasynkov of the Dal’noboishchik organization, who had been present at the first meeting with Rodin, focused on Platon, but also stated that the fee had to be abolished in order for the country to be able to “exist as a unified whole.” The meeting ended with the adoption (by acclamation) of a declaration calling for Platon to be scrapped and the government to resign.

			Paradoxically, though hostile towards the government, the public meeting could – given the context – be seen as serving the interests of the regime. Three leading protesters were present, which meant they abandoned the plan of a “march on Moscow.” Such a scenario, involving hundreds of heavy trucks driven by angry protesters, would have been far worse than a modestly attended and easily managed public meeting. The meeting as a whole (with the exception of a few individual expressions) was not directed against Putin, but rather urged him to “clear up the mess” that his subordinates had created. The faces on the “garbage truck poster” were not even members of the government, but the usual scapegoats. Thus, the poster could be seen as an attempted Freudian displacement, blaming the cronies instead of their protectors.

			In addition, the Communists’ heavy investment in the truck driver protests could have been spurred by their own agenda in an election year. First, the party demonstrated how close it was to “the people,” which could of course enhance its prospects in the elections. Second, and more importantly, the party positioned itself as a mediator between non-systemic opposition groups and the regime. From this perspective, the Communists should be interested in weakening the truck drivers’ protest movement. The party’s standing vis-à-vis the regime would then be strengthened, as the party had become a necessary tool for stalling popular protest.71 In sum, the Communists’ contribution during these weeks was consonant with their role as a systemic opposition: to contain radical protest, serve as an outlet of social discontent, and give the impression of political pluralism – without seriously challenging the regime.

			Systemic Spoiler from the Right: Dmitrii Potapenko

			The protesting truck drivers were also approached from the business community, most visibly by a plain-spoken businessman named Dmitrii Potapenko. A darling of independent media outlets like RBK and TV Dozhd’, Potapenko pitted the business community and ordinary people against the authorities and the bureaucracy.72 He gained fame at the Moscow Economic Forum in early December 2015, where he, amusing the audience with his lively language, dismissed the state-controlled media’s narrative of external forces damaging the Russian economy. Comparing the dialogue between the business community and the authorities with that between a cow and a butcher, Potapenko73 stated that the tax authorities were worse than 1990s-style gangsters. Lambasting the government for, among other things, unnecessary “knock-out punches” like the embargo against certain Western foodstuffs74 and bad conditions for credits, he was particularly enraged by Platon, which he characterized as a way to redistribute (perepilivat’) rents within the elite. 

			Potapenko helped the truck drivers set up their new, independent trade union, the Union of Russian Transporters (OPR), where Bazhutin was elected as leader. He often functioned as a motivator for pioneering union activists in the regions, talking on video links and urging them to join the organization.75 By late February 2016, however, it had already become clear that he had joined the ranks of the “systemic opposition,” featuring in the leadership of pro-Kremlin liberal party Right Cause (which soon changed its name to the Party of Growth). In May, it was reported that he would run for the State Duma in the same district as Dmitrii Gudkov, the sole independent State Duma deputy, which fueled allegations that the regime envisaged Potapenko as their “spoiler.”76 Making no secret of his view of the Russian “system” as corrupt, Potapenko also made it clear that he had scant respect for the divided liberal opposition, stressing that he preferred to fight for economic reform from the inside. However unfavorable the odds for real change, it would be better than the alternative. Crucially, but paradoxically for a politician, he distanced himself from politics. Using the same colorful language, he characterized politics as “economics wrapped in shit.”77 Paraphrasing the Marxist thesis of the economy as the basis and politics as the superstructure, he declared that his goal was to “finally cleanse the economy of all politics. There is too much politics in Russia.”78 At the same time, he continued his support for the protesting truck drivers. For instance, in the early summer of 2016, he took part in a protest drive in the regions, together with OPR and Bazhutin.79 

			By then, however, the days of mass protest appeared to be over. Activists had switched to a much less intense modus operandi – from appealing directly to the authorities and threatening to paralyze the transport sector, they now set about the painstaking, more far-sighted work of building a viable organization. The protest drive took place in successive places, thus arguably representing far less of a danger than holding mass protests in all these places simultaneously. The OPR and its leader focused on the truck drivers’ situation, and did not opt for grievance extension or linkages with other organizations.

			Naval’nyi as External Politicizer: Too Little, Too Late

			Aleksei Naval’nyi is the most visible figure of the non-systemic opposition. Seeking to capitalize on and politicize the high levels of social discontent, he has focused on exposing corruption and nepotism in the upper echelons of power, framing the elite – and perhaps particularly Putin cronies like the Rotenberg brothers – as “crooks and thieves” who rob the people of state assets. That meant that Platon was right up his alley, and he tried to exploit it. As major protests were raging on November 19, 2015, he seized on the subject, describing the case as a “perfect illustration” of the corruption destroying Russia, a scheme with the sole aim of enriching the son of Putin’s friend. Noting the dubious process leading to the license grant, the technical and economic inefficiency of the system, and its detrimental effect on small businesses, Naval’nyi called for the moral support of the protesters, even joking that the Rotenbergs and their bureaucrats should be attached to rockets and sent to ISIS as a “terrible weapon.”80 

			Reiterating and broadening the argument over the next days, he went on, acting on behalf of his Fund for Combating Corruption (FBK) and his Progress Party, to offer legal support for protesters from all regions.81 The party even organized a temporary call-center and mobile teams of legal specialists on the eve of the announced demonstrations on November 30.82 Naval’nyi also published a video address83 to the truck drivers, urging them to take part in protest action. Crucially, he tried to politicize the protest by explaining how everyone would be paying a “tax” to the Rotenbergs due to Platon-induced price hikes. He went on to frame the protest as pitting “the honest working people” against a handful of “crooked billionaires,” concluding that “this is wrong, unfair and illegal.” He even reached out to the “systemic opposition,” stressing that all political parties except United Russia had supported the protesters.

			In late December 2015, Naval’nyi published what he presented as the license agreement, which he said had been sent to the FBK’s virtual “dead drop.” According to the document, RTITS was awarded the concession without payment (and would get a guaranteed 10.61 billion rubles annually). Claiming that this was illegal, as was the granting of the license without competition, Naval’nyi vowed to take the case to the Moscow Arbitrage Court to get it declared null and void.84 RTITS refrained from commenting on the published agreement, simply stating that it could not confirm its authenticity.85 After the initial court hearing, where RTITS at first refused to submit the agreement, Naval’nyi’s team ridiculed their counterpart for trying to avoid the essence of the case, and also berated the Court for its slow work, as the next meeting was set to more than a month later.86 In fact, the meeting was then postponed until April 4, when the complaint was rejected.87 The Moscow District Arbitrage Court finally dismissed the complaint in mid-October, whereupon FBK lawyer Ivan Zhdanov declared that all legal means had been exhausted, leaving the opponents of Platon with only direct forms of protest activity.88 By then, however, the momentum of the protest was long gone, and Naval’nyi and his most prominent collaborators seemed to have lost interest in the cause.

			Delaying Arbiters

			The protesters also received attention from the political establishment, with several individuals and groups proposing compromises to solve the conflict. On November 20, 2015, Boris Titov, the presidential business ombudsman, proposed a one-year trial period for Platon, on the grounds of numerous technical problems. A few days earlier, United Russia Duma deputy and member of the Duma Transport Committee Evgenii Moskvichev had made a similar proposal, and Just Russia even filed a bill proposing a three-year test period.89 The governor of Primorskii krai, Vladimir Miklushevskii (United Russia), followed suit on December 2. Predictably, none of these proposals gained the required majority, but they carried the message that the protesters had been heard.

			The most high-profile instance of arbitration came from the “systemic human rights defenders,” i.e. the Presidential Council for Human Rights and Civil Society (PCHRCS), a “proxy structure” the mandate of which was widened under former president Medvedev. On November 30, 2015, the Council launched itself as arbiter – without the truck drivers having requested this, according to Council chairman Mikhail Fedotov.90 Very soon, on December 2 and 4, with the threat of a “march on Moscow” still looming, extended meetings were held in the State Duma Committee on Constitutional Lawmaking and State Building. Among others, the Minister of Transport, the head of Rosavtodor, the director of RTITS and a representative of the traffic police attended. The other side was represented by Valerii Voitko and Igor’ Pasynkov, among others. However, 12 members of the Presidential Council were also in attendance, in addition to Ella Pamfilova (the Russian Human Rights ombudsperson) and two United Russia Duma deputies who had shown sympathy towards some of the truck drivers’ demands. In other words, what we can call arbiters of various strains made up more than half of the meeting.91 

			Minister Sokolov had brought along a standard PowerPoint presentation explaining the rationale behind Platon (that trucks allegedly do greater damage to the roads than lighter vehicles do). This was disputed by representatives of the truck drivers. In the course of three-and-a-half hours, the truck drivers and their opponents were able to express their views in a generally professional, inclusive atmosphere. The protesters were by and large supported by members of the Presidential Council. For instance, Irina Khakamada criticized the Minister sharply for ruining small businesses with an excessive tax burden while receiving only part of the funds needed for road maintenance.92 Igor’ Iurgens urged the minister to enter into negotiations with the protesters.93 

			Soft-spoken and diplomatic, Fedotov led the meeting, facilitating an open dialogue and emphasizing that a well-functioning transport sector and good roads was in the interest of all. Tellingly, when a few of the truck drivers had spoken at length, Fedotov gave the floor to one of the regional leaders of the protesters. From the back bench, he initially declined to speak, claiming that everything had been said already. In a friendly way, Fedotov invited him to sit next to him at the end of the table or come to the rostrum in order to be heard: “It would be a pity if your talk were left out of the minutes.” The representative reluctantly sat at the table and gave a very brief presentation.94

			Others were more confrontational. Igor’ Pasynkov referred to a shooting incident at a provincial Platon office. Asking the authorities rhetorically if they wanted bloodshed or a social explosion, he warned that “a vertical, feudal decisionmaking process in the context of capitalist production will, at best, result in a peaceful and almost bloodless storming of the Bastille, or, at worst, to a prolonged Hundred Years’ War.” Disarmingly, Fedotov replied that that was exactly the reason for the present meeting, to “transfer this conflict onto the path of a normal discussion, a normal, working deliberation […] instead of threatening to shoot at each other.”95 The meeting ended with Fedotov concluding that a report with the Council’s recommendations should be presented in the course of a few days. 

			The report, which arrived on December 11, 2015, took into account several of the truck drivers’ complaints as well as the concessions already made by the government.96 Viewing the conflict from the perspective of the basic human right to economic activity, the Council also mentioned the President’s recommendation not to increase the tax burden as well as the negative social consequences, like price hikes and the loss of many small businesses in the sector. The Council urged the government to initiate dialogue with the protesters. The total scrapping of Platon should at least be considered, along with adjustments in the overall taxation of truck drivers. The Council also suggested that the rationale behind Platon be clarified and the details concerning the license and its legality be examined.

			Since the Council is only an advisory body, this remained merely a statement that was not followed up in practice by the government. The Minister of Transport disagreed strongly with the statement of PCHRCS about the Platon procedure being a breach of human rights, branding the statement opportunistic (kon’iunkturnyi).97 The Communists held an appeal a few days later where they urged the government to take the report into account.98 However, the PCHRCS meetings brought no concrete results for the protesters.99 On the other hand, in retrospect, we can recognize the obvious value of the meetings for the government. Focusing on Platon and the truck drivers specifically, it prevented links between them and other disgruntled groups. While Pasynkov made impassioned analogies to the French Revolution, the defenders of Platon, including the Minister of Transport, avoided politicization and kept their arguments on the technical level. Arranged at a critical moment, the meetings provided both parties with a venue for discussion, keeping radicals like Pasynkov busy sitting at meetings and letting off steam, instead of coordinating trucks headed for Moscow. Regardless of the possibly noble motives of Pamfilova, Fedotov, and the members of the PCHRCS, they ended up “buying time” for the authorities. 

			Aftermath

			Although there were several protests in the first months of 2016, time worked to the advantage of Platon, and the activists lost momentum. More significantly, the division between those who advocated for broader cooperation with political parties and other organizations and groups, on the one hand, and those who focused on Platon and the truck drivers’ cause, on the other, had become entrenched. When a group of politicizers, including Iurii Bubnov and truck owner/Iabloko politician Svetlana Stosha, together with borrowers (people with now-expensive loans in foreign currency) and local opposition politicians, held a demonstration on the outskirts of St. Petersburg, only some 200 or 250 people turned up.100 

			By late March 2016, the leading protesters confirmed that there was a schism between the politicizers like Bubnov and Stosha and the “orthodox,” led by Bazhutin. The latter focused on building an independent union without the help of politicians, whereas Bubnov stated: “My main demand is the resignation of the government. And then […] to initiate a procedure towards impeachment of the president for failing to prevent violations of the Constitution.”101 Shortly thereafter, Bubnov and Stosha arranged a demonstration in Moscow, but failed to attract more participants than in St. Petersburg. Even this tiny crowd ended up divided, partly because of the appearance on the stage of Natal’ia Pelevina, a PARNAS politician who had recently been badly smeared on federal television. This incident resulted in Stosha accusing Pelevina of exploiting the demonstration for personal goals; she urged the protesters to boycott PARNAS.102

			Conclusions

			This analysis of the dialogue and interaction between the protesting truck drivers and political actors of various positions and orientations indicates that a combination of factors contributed to preventing real politicization and radicalization. The external politicizers from the non-systemic opposition – like Guliaev, Rastorguev, and Naval’nyi – were captive to the political discourse and its rigid divide between economic and political protest. From the outset, they had to defend themselves against accusations of being “fifth columnists.”

			Matiagin and Kotov, rather predictably, functioned as internal spoilers. Representing unions that, at least at critical moments, served as the prolonged arm of the regime, they both contributed to preventing politicization. Matiagin selected “moderate” representatives to be coopted by the authorities, while Kotov confused and split the protesters instead of informing and coordinating them.

			To a large extent, the support of the CPRF became a bear’s embrace. On the surface, the Communists provided real help: political access and weight; a stage (literally speaking); organizational and administrative support; and parliamentary initiatives. However, the way in which they took action deprived the protesters of linkage with other groups and of their most powerful weapon – trucks capable of paralyzing traffic. The December 5, 2015 event had a highly politicized slogan (“Platon to the heap, the government to resign”). However, in this genre of protest (i.e. a Communist popular meeting), the slogan was rendered devoid of real content. The legal initiatives helped to cultivate a wait-and-see attitude and ended up failing, which should not be surprising, given the composition of the Duma. That, of course, was something the CPRF “working group” knew very well in advance. The party acted in full consonance with its role as systemic opposition, only now the truck drivers who participated had become part of “the system.” 

			Dmitrii Potapenko’s role was similar to that of the Communists, in that he offered real organizational and rhetorical support. His blunt style and small-government attitude seemed, in theory, to be instruments that would bridge the gap between truck drivers and business owners or even liberals. But whatever his initial motives, he also ended up disappointing those who wanted profound change, as he contributed to pulling part of the protest movement, most notably Bazhutin, into the systemic opposition. Bazhutin’s “apolitical” strategy resonated well with Potapenko, the avowedly apolitical politician, keeping the organization on the “correct” side of the economic/political discursive divide.

			The two most visible politicizing protest events against Platon appeared as sad displays of impotence. In many ways, the organizers followed the script of “colored” protest, by including other discontented groups, inviting opposition politicians, playing on humour and irony, and so on. However, the action-oriented outrage of the mass of truck drivers was gone, and participation was low. Leading federal opposition politicians were not in evidence. Perhaps particularly telling was the Moscow demonstration: few of the other groups that were invited actually showed up, and the tear-jerking appearance of recently defamed Natal’ia Pelevina backfired severely.

			Taking a broader view, we can conclude that the Russian hybrid system at large (which includes not only the state but also the opposition) responded to the truck drivers’ protest in self-preserving, mostly predictable ways. The harassment, repression, and “administrative resources” – as well as the partial, retractable concessions and sometimes confusing signals – were all standard responses. Two of the organizations that purported to represent the truck drivers served as spoilers, coopting and confusing activists. In the political theater, the main actors dealing with the protesters played their usual roles, only now they included the protesters. The systemic left and right opposition supported and helped the protesters while at the same time guiding them onto a harmless track and using the protesters to profile themselves as defenders of “the people.” Naval’nyi followed his anti-corruption script, blogging and taking legal action, but given the (probably intentional) sluggishness of the courts, this was fruitless. Helped by the PCHRCS, the government entered into direct dialogue with the protesters, diffused aggression and kept the protesters busy, thereby helping to stall the most radical protests. 

			However, the protests against Platon have not ended. While the regime succeeded in preventing the specter of a “color revolution,” the truck drivers’ discontent stayed. When the first wave of collective action ebbed, many activists began to focus on developing the Union of Russian Transporters (OPR) as a solid and independent trade union. On March 27, 2017, this organization launched a new wave of better coordinated protests that are still ongoing as of mid-June 2017 and whose outcome is difficult to predict. The truck drivers are in it for the long haul, and apart from the already visible increased harassment of the activists,103 the regime has hardly any other tools on which to rely than those depicted in this article.
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			This article analyzes framing strategies and mobilization in the annual youth “monstrations” (Monstratsiia) in Russian cities. Examining the collective identity strategies and framing processes in these marches from their inception in 2004 and onwards to 2016, the article suggests that the monstrations represent an apolitical undercurrent, which explores the boundaries between articulation and politics in the context of authoritarian rule. Framing absurdity has a strategic aim: to derail traditional hybrid-regime defeat-proofing strategies by amplifying the inherent protest-code. Acting against monstrators, the regime becomes part of a performance of the absurd. This speaks to the centrality of culture for creative framing processes. Framing processes can transcend and defuse state-sponsored mobilization by utilizing punctuated, absurd and disruptive frames to challenge major cultural codes in Putin’s official nationalism. 

			The privilege of absurdity; to which no living creature is subject, but man only. 

									–Thomas Hobbes

			On the freezing Eurasian taiga in Novosibirsk, students and youth activists have, since 2004, held their annual “monstration” (monstratsiia) march on May 1.1 Echoing the academic spring festivities of the Novosibirsk Akademgorodok in the 1960s, and also the late Soviet practices of stiob,2 these parades were at first designed as an ironic punning on the Soviet and post-Soviet Russian May 1 parades. The first one drew less than 100 young people from local educational institutions and local artist circles. Since 2005, however, more people have come out to “monstrate,” and after the front-figure Artem Loskutov was arrested by local police in 2009,3 similar parades cropped up in Moscow, Iaroslavl, Khabarovsk, and Simferopol’, among other places. Some of these events have attracted several thousand participants, most of them young, under absurd slogans. Amidst the posters carried in the 2016 monstration in Novosibirsk were, for instance, “How come y’all are so gloomy? Been exiled to Siberia?” (Che khmurye takie, budto vas v Sibir’ soslali?), “Monstrations for mocracy” (Monstratsiia za mokratiiu), and “How to drive even absurdity to the absurd” (Kak dovesti do absurda sam absurd). 

			In the Russian context, these monstrations may seem an anomaly. As Valerie Sperling has noted, the authoritarian regime has cultivated mass youth organizations ever since 2004, partly to “foster the dual illusion of mass-support for the regime and popular participation in the polity,”4 but also to target non-systemic youth protest organizations. Authorized and state-sponsored youth organizations have grown stronger and become better organized than non-systemic youth opposition groups; the former enjoy numerical and resource-based supremacy. Moreover, since the 2011-12 electoral cycle protests, the regime has clamped down on most kinds of unauthorized collective action, as well as maintaining tight surveillance on activists capable of mustering larger support rallies, such as the nationally oriented liberal and anti-corruption activist Aleksey Naval’nyi. In addition to the traditional defeat-proofing mechanisms of singling out individuals for court prosecution, using administrative incentives to win demonstrators over, or simply co-opting and derailing protesters by the use of selective sanction mechanisms, 5 more restrictive measures are employed against youth, such as intimidation, threats, withdrawal of passports, and fabricated court cases, not to mention provocations, like planting drugs on activists. 

			These restrictions notwithstanding, the Novosibirsk monstration trademark has spread to several cities and seems to attract a steady group of performers every year. Why is this the case? In this article, I argue that it is partly due to the branding of being “apolitical,” and the strategic framing activity. Monstration activists are not preoccupied with politics and political networking. What they explore is the border between carnivalesque performance and public frame articulation. Their collective street performance act tangibly challenges the strict borders between public articulation and collective action under authoritarian rule. While subtle irony is prevalent in the marches, unlike stiob, the main rationale of the youth mobilization is not to ironize by means of identifying with public symbols,6 but to tease out state reaction by adopting nonsensical frames. The end result is a refined challenging code, which implies that regime sanctions become part of their performance. 

			The article is based on a careful content analysis of language, symbols, and frames (in Russian) available in YouTube videos on annual monstrations, as well as iconographic material provided in Internet-based news outlets like Novayagazeta.ru, Sib.fm, Kommersant.ru, Meduza.io and the Russian-language version of Radio Free Europe (RFE/RL). It also draws on interviews conducted with human rights defenders for the NEPORUS project.7 Arguing, with John A. Noakes and Hank Johnston, that frames, framing processes, and frame resonance are central for analyzing emerging social movements and collective action, and also that culture and cultural sensitivity is the core tool for creative framing, the case study examines how even numerically small protests can create public resonance by using innocence, irony and absurdity in collective action performances.8 Hence, the case speaks to a) analyzing the socio-cultural context of “interest articulation” in an authoritarian state, and, subsequently, how prohibitions of this articulation are enforced, thereby making absurdity an adequate expression of protest; and b) recognizing the centrality of culturally sensitive framing in evoking passive protest and resistance in an authoritarian context. 

			Culture, Framing and Authoritarianism

			Exploring the effect of youthful framing and collective action in contemporary Russia raises multiple theoretical questions. As Doug McAdam holds, the authoritarian context is such that “the interaction between movements and other sets of actors is expected to conform to very different dynamics than those evident within ostensibly democratic systems.”9 This could be amplified further, by suggesting that collective action and political framing activity are not sustainable under such conditions. Not only are the structural conditions for collective action close to absent, but the regime also provides incentives for authorized collective action, while the police structures crack down on what there is of unauthorized collective protests. 

			Still, as demonstrated in Graeme B. Robertson’s pioneering study of social mobilization in Russia, Russia’s hybrid regime is challenged by disruptive contentious action, and although its responses are becoming less diverse and more authoritarian, protests do in fact occur. The most visible feature, he argues, is not the absence of protest innovation, but “the difficulty of creating and maintaining the kind of social movements or organizations that are so commonly associated with protest politics in democracies.”10 The absence of political opportunity structures notwithstanding, the protest repertoire has also become more complex, moving, in the 2000s, from a focus on economic demands and livelihood demands towards civic rights and labor issues. After the electoral cycle protests, innovative single-issue protests and pickets have been circulated widely on the web, showing that dissent may take many forms and not always that of large-scale collective action. 

			The argument in this article is that culturally sensitive frame analysis can provide a central tool for understanding the inherent power of minuscule collective action displays, as well as their strategic rationale and sustainability. This evokes some corrections to the assertion of social movement theories that structural contexts for mobilization (opportunity structures), resources available for mobilization, and strategic framing (signs, symbols, cultural contexts) go hand in hand as conditions for collective action. In the academic literature, these three approaches have coexisted, but theories of framing have never really gained parity with the focus on resources and structures, let alone autonomy from these. As noted by Hank Johnston and Bert Klandermans, culture was considered to be about “soft” issues, “ones that are at their heart mental and subjective, [and] that are difficult to define operationally.”11 Subsequently, in order to extrapolate “culture” from the alleged subjective domain, scholars fell back on defining it as a hegemonic superstructure, arguing that “culture can be seen as a characteristic of a movement’s environment that functions to channel or constrain its developments, and that defines what behaviors are legitimate and acceptable.”12 

			This article reactivates the concept of culture and suggests that innovative micro-scale framing that challenges dominant codes is a central tool for collective action in today’s Russia. Creative framing is a central feature of what Mischa Gabowitsch refers to as flatly structured, non-hierarchical “copy-cat” movement organizations, i.e. smaller movements that cultivate homegrown contextual frames that constitute a sustained challenge to state-controlled and authorized public activity. As Gabowitsch’s analysis of the Russian Run movement suggested, a fitness culture can be “borrowed” from the Western repertoire, but is made culturally relevant only by creative framing and cultural adaptation.13 Similarly, a Russian popular youth culture can be inspired by Western youth cultures, but position itself in a different cultural and systemic context. As it is widely suggested that authoritarian regimes narrow down opportunities, and strangle resource availability, this fact alone would visibly shape expressions of discontent and have an impact on the strategies chosen. Hence, drawing on models derived from the Noakes and Johnston volume, I ask: a) Can the “software” of cultural analysis offer more grounded explanations for movement success or failure than that of hardware analysis of structures and resources?; b) Can frame analysis be successfully applied to contexts where resources and opportunities are few and the costs of collective action are high?; and c) Can non-Western cultural contexts yield new and important information on the importance of cultural framing? 

			This approach is based on two assumptions. First, I hold that the monstrations involve the “conscious strategic effort of movement groups to fashion meaningful accounts of themselves and the issues at hand.”14 In the monstration case, the “conscious” challenge is launched by the very act of “standing out” from the social background of an authoritarian state. Second, this activity unveils a specifically sensitive point for an authoritarian system: the gray zone of “perception” in the formation of politics – or rather the inclination to define everything as “politics,” even “perceptions” that are not. In other words, to the extent that an authoritarian regime cannot, by means of standardized mechanisms of defeat-proofing, contain collective action, it will begin to prohibit expressions of “civility,” thereby stretching the borders of selective control and administrative punishment. 

			The reasons for considering these events of micro-scale collective action a challenge are also derived from the case and its context. First, the Russian authoritarian system, by default, seeks to control small-scale protests, for the single reason that legitimacy is extremely sensitive to “perception.” As Graeme B. Robertson observes, “authoritarian rulers tend to lack widely legitimate institutional means for dispute resolution,” and “authoritarian stability … depends heavily on perceptions of the incumbent’s strength.”15 This dependence, he concludes, is due to the structures of incentives: “given the incentives in authoritarian systems to dissemble and fake loyalty, they [the regime] have little information on, and a great deal of uncertainty about, what others are thinking.”16 This “lack of information” becomes manifest in a volatile enforcement of the law and exaggerated suspicion towards anything that is not “authorized” – i.e. collective action backed up by the particularly ritualistic state-granted “permission.”17 Subsequently, even the absurd monstrations are viewed as a threat, as young people are putting “thinking” on display. 

			Second, given the proclivity of authoritarian regimes to rely on grand narratives of “identity,” “history,” and “foreign interference” – what social movement theories call “dominant cultural frames” – these culturally produced frames can also become the central battleground for contentious politics. Since 2012, Putinite politics have become more aligned with “traditional” conservative values – construing these partly for domestic consumption, partly to press adjacent states into economic and political submission, and partly for export to international arenas like the UN and to cozy up to similarly-minded right-wing political parties in Europe.18 This attempt to frame “traditional values” as a specific domain for export does not imply, however, that these dominant codes are not challenged from within. On the contrary, what the regime seeks to export seems distant from real life in Russia, and this may serve to provide framing opportunities for contentious action. 

			In sum, understanding the cultural context of framing is essential if we are to understand the protest potential in the Russian populace. The contribution of this article is thus to argue that a micro-study of framing can yield macro-information about the strength and sustainability of collective action in an authoritarian state, as well as about deliberate strategies for circumscribing and challenging these. When dominant codes increasingly permeate the policy of hybrid-regime maintenance and police force is utilized to discover and unseat “political” threats to the regime even where there is no “politics,” this opens a space for symbolic framing and contentious politics that can exemplify and mirror state repression. That is the essence of the monstrations. 

			Operationalization: The Case and the Theories 

			Are the Monstrations the inception of a more classic social movement? Answering this question requires considering the significance of numbers, purpose and sustainability. On Sidney Tarrow’s definition, networks must be “dense,” based on permanent “connective structures,” and draw on “legitimate, action-oriented cultural frames.” Tarrow continues: “In such cases – and only in such cases – we are in the presence of a social movement.”19 While Tarrow seems to be indicating a contingent relationship between sustainability, network and challenge, James Jasper has noted that structures and numbers should not hold us back from understanding micro-scale motivation: “to explain a social movement, we need to explain why certain individuals come together at certain times to do things together.”20 Rather than the numerical challenge, what is of interest is the manner of challenge: hence also Tarrow’s observation, “movements characteristically mount contentious challenges through disruptive action against elites, authorities, other groups, or cultural codes.”21 

			The exact relationship between numerical strength and sustainability and “cultural impact” is not always clear, but we can assume that the inception of protest as an idea is highly sensitive to cultural contexts, and that that such inceptions take place also in an authoritarian system. As Sidney Tarrow suggests, symbols are important in this context: “in authoritarian systems, where overt protest is likely to be repressed, they [collective actions] can also be symbolized by slogans, forms of dress or music, graffiti, or renaming of familiar objects with new or different symbols.”22 

			In this latter definition, the term “overt” seems to indicate that there must be a “critical mass” for contentious politics to take place, and also for a movement to become manifest. In this article, I avoid the over-amplification of numerical strength as a criterion for assessing the effect of “protest” and focus on framing as a viable alternative. Clearly, the recognition of frame dissonance with the major cultural codes promoted in an authoritarian state is a powerful incentive for protest – but it is also a specific context for how protest is expressed. As Noakes and Johnston hold, framing begins as a micro-scale activity, simply because culture is a “tool-kit that an individual carries around.”23 This tool-kit serves as a means of interpreting the social world: “a person’s social experiences are made meaningful by shared components contained in the tool-kit.”24 For a certain frame to hold relevance, or for it to rise to the level of being an adequate (resonant) frame for collective action, the entrepreneur will need to be “attuned to the cultural stock of his or her target audience and to the social and political context in which the movement is operating.”25 Moreover, framing activity should be recognizable (resonant) on a small scale, before it can emerge as a larger cultural compound, capable of providing a reinterpretation of the dominant cultural codes. 

			In other words, innovative framing can, by means of de-constructing “context,” create a frame of reference that transcends the familiar and recognizable features of “overt protest,” to rephrase Sidney Tarrow. To be sure, such frames might deviate from the criteria that “a frame identifies a problem that is social or political in nature, the parties responsible for causing the problem, and a solution.”26 On the other hand, a frame with no specific meaning could still “‘break the frames’ of quiescence and acceptance of the status quo that characterizes everyday life.”27 This is especially valid under conditions of authoritarianism, where any statement that can be attributed to a political claim would be met with fierce authoritarian resistance and reprisals. Hence, I suggest, with Noakes and Johnston, that entrepreneurs should be “attuned” to the specific cultural context; framing should clearly be innovative and not always explicit.28 Processes of articulation, punctuation and amplification should be adapted to context, and designed to “frame” context.

			Below, I operationalize these assumptions in two tables on the monstrations’ organizational identity (Table 1) and the process of “frame amplification” enacted by the monstrations (Table 2). In compiling these tables, I have followed the model of “dual attunement” proposed by Noakes and Johnston: that the entrepreneur of a social movement should be attuned to the “cultural stock of his or her target audience” in order to find resonance and also effectively counter state-sponsored framing, and, further, that the scholar studying a social movement should be “attuned to the systems of meaning and interpretation operating in every moment of contentious politics.”29 

			“Monstrating”: Collective Identity and Frame Amplification

			Monstrations started out as a youthful experiment echoing the ironic distance to state officialdom felt by Soviet intellectuals and academics living in Novosibirsk in the 1960s. In 2004, a small circle of young people, centered on local artist Artem Loskutov, grabbed the idea and transformed it into an annual event, the “monstrations”. Unlike the Akademgorodok parades, these young people quickly rallied around a concept; to “monstrate” – a pun derived partly from modern media theory, partly from a truncated allusion to “de-monstration” – became a brand name which has, since 2008, spread to other localities, defying the logic of oppression. The authorities have tried, from 2005 onwards, to halt the march of absurdities: they detained Artem Loskutov in 2005 and denied the young people permission to walk in file with other sections in the May 1 parades. However, these and other restrictions have only fueled recruitment, as well as pushing the annual monstrations up on the liberal media agenda. Despite numerous detentions of Loskutov and sympathizers, the monstrations have remained true to their “apolitical” identity. An expression of innovation and “normalcy,” they have attracted attention from liberal non-system political notables. In 2006, Il’ia Ponomarev, a physicist elected to the 2007 State Duma from Novosibirsk, blogged about the parade. In 2011, Il’ia Iashin, a former member of Iabloko and member of Boris Nemtsov’s Solidarity, took part in the parade himself.30 

			How can we explain these annual actions, and the fact that they have proven sustainable and have spread to other cities? Clearly, absurdity continues to rule; despite threats of being disbanded, arrested and fined, the monstrations have maintained their brandname and collective identity, and do not engage in framing traditional grievances. For this reason, they have also secured sufficient bystander support to negotiate their way into the annual May 1 parades in Novosibirsk and elsewhere. Since direct violence against young people dressed up as clowns, vegetables, or rock artists would look even more absurd than the slogans, police authorities have – in addition to arrests, framings and targeted actions against organizers – used other administrative measures to try to exert control. For instance, the monstrations are generally placed at the very end of the May parades, at a considerable distance from the officially approved part of it. Sometimes, as in Iaroslavl, the monstrations have had no relation whatsoever to the main parade – but even here, a small group of monstrators carrying ready-printed posters were escorted away from the Nekrasov Memorial and along the Volga River by police trucks.31 Hence, as one interviewee explained in 2016, the authorities fear the monstrations, for the simple reason that people should “not be out on the streets, but sit in their homes and drink beer.”32 

			The reason for the success of these monstrations, I hold, is the framing process, and its deep cultural sensitivity to context. Displaying absurdness is a conscious strategy like any other movement strategy, even though the content messages are non-explicit in the way they frame grievances. Table 1 shows how movement entrepreneurs articulate and amplify the frames used in collective action by means of punctuation and articulation, and amplify these in collective action. In Table 2, I suggest that articulation and amplification processes are different under authoritarian rule than in established democracies, and demonstrate this by drawing on the vast material on the annual monstrations. While Table 1 gives an overview of annual masterframes for monstrations, as well as arrests and surveillance, Table 2 explicitly lays out the framing strategy behind the monstrations. 

			As indicated in Table 1, through the 12 years of this art-performance, monstrations have become more sensitive to the context of official nationalism and state-sponsored counter-mobilization. This sensitivity, I hold, is part of the overall strategy of the monstrations: to mirror authoritarianism and bring it into the wider performance of the absurd, including by integrating state sanctions into the annual performance. In Table 2, the empirical material is organized so as to support the empirically based argument of this article – that the monstrations, through articulation and amplification, explore the borders of the political in authoritarian Russia. This is done not by politicizing frames, but by performing freedom of speech in public: that is, “monstrating” authoritarianism by activating the prohibition of “politics” as a key ingredient in aggressive pro-patriotic mobilization and regime pressure.




			Table 1. Annual Monstrations and Main Banners (2004–2016)

			
				
					
					
					
					
					
				
				
					
							
							Year

						
							
							Cities

						
							
							Main (front) banner(s)

						
							
							State sanctions against Novosibirsk monstration and leader Loskutov

						
							
							Number of participants in Novosibirsk

						
					

					
							
							2004

						
							
							Novosibirsk

						
							
							Multiple:

							“Tania – don’t Cry” (Tania – ne plach’)

							“One Way or The Other” (Kak-nibud’ tak)

						
							
							Unauthorized, arrests and fines, placed behind the NatsBol in the parade

						
							
							80–100

						
					

					
							
							2005

						
							
							Novosibirsk

						
							
							Multiple:

							“Thank God” (Slava Bogu)

							“What? You’re Kidding!” (Che? Pravda?)

						
							
							Unauthorized; Loskutov arrested

						
							
							100–150

						
					

					
							
							2006

						
							
							Novosibirsk

						
							
							Multiple:

							“Novosibirsk – the Capital of the Cosmos”

							“Who’s in Charge Here?” (Kto zdes’ glavnyi?)

							“Seize the Day” (Lovi moment)

						
							
							Unauthorized, large police forces, monstrators break through the barricades and dance in Lenin Square

						
							
							800–1000

						
					

					
							
							2007

						
							
							Novosibirsk

						
							
							Multiple:

							“Papa – Don’t Drink; Mama – don’t Eat!” (Papa, ne pei, mama, ne esh’)

						
							
							Authorized, monstrators attend main meeting and throw all slogans in a pile as a part of the performance/ gather in front of the city administration.

						
							
							600–-800

						
					

					
							
							2008

						
							
							Novosibirsk

						
							
							 “Don’t Try to Teach Us How To Live – Or We’ll Teach You” (Ne uchite nas zhit’, a to my nauchim vas)

						
							
							Authorized, but at a considerable distance from main parade; Loskutov arrested.

						
							
							500

						
					

					
							
							2009

						
							
							Novosibirsk

						
							
							Multiple

						
							
							Unauthorized; Loskutov arrested for alleged possession of marijuana. 

						
							
							500–600

						
					

					
							
							2010

						
							
							Novosibirsk

							Omsk

						
							
							“If Everybody Starts Walking Around Like That – There’ll Be Anarchy” (Esli vse vot tak khodit’ nachnut – eto kakaia-to anarkhiia nastanet)

						
							
							Unauthorized; Loskutov put on trial and sentenced to one year in prison; Loskutov fined RUB 20,000. 

						
							
					

					
							
							2011

						
							
							Novosibirsk

							Moscow

						
							
							“The More We Are Together, the Less There is to Say” (Bol’she-to s Vami – i govorit’ ne o chem)

							“You Had Better Go to Work” (Luchshe by rabotat’ shli)

						
							
							
							3000–4000 (Iashin estimate)

							2500–000 (Taiga estimate)

						
					

					
							
							2012

						
							
							Novosibirsk

							Simferopol’

							Krasnoiarsk

							Moscow

							Naberezhnye chelny (Tatarstan)

						
							
							“We – That’s You” (My – eto vy)

							“Inscription in Japanese” 

							(日本語で碑文)

							“We aren’t with them. We’re behind them” (My ne s nimi. My za nimi)

							None/stopped

							None

						
							
							
							Organizers applied for 6666 participants

						
					

					
							
							2013

						
							
							Novosibirsk

							Iaroslavl

							Krasnoiarsk

							Yekaterinburg

						
							
							“Forward into the Dark Past” (Vpered v temnoe proshloe)

							“Monstration for Mocracy” (Monstratsiia za mokratiiu)

							“No slogan is more comprehensible than this” (Net lozunga poniatnee chem etot)

							None

						
							
							
							3500

						
					

					
							
							2014

						
							
							Novosibirsk

							Iaroslavl

							Krasnoiarsk

							Simferopol’

							Yekaterinburg

							Omsk

						
							
							 “Hell is Ours” (Ad nash)

							“You! We! You!” (Vy! My! Ty!)

							“It’s Not Futile that May (Omission) is Given to Us” (Nam ne zria mai (probel) dan)

							“We’re Walking Behind You” (My Idem za Vami)

							None

						
							
							Unauthorized; Loskutov negotiates with KPRF mayor while working at the Dozhd’ TV station in Moscow

						
							
							4000

						
					

					
							
							2015

						
							
							Novosibirsk

							Iaroslavl

							Kursk

							Krasnoiarsk

							Odessa

							Khabarovsk

							Yekaterinburg

							Omsk

						
							
							“God Forgive Us” (Gospodi prosti)

							“All Kinds of People Walk Around” (Khodiat tut Vsiakie)

							“We Didn’t Watch 50 Shades of Grey” (My ne smotreli 50 ottenkov)

							“Skidding – 1.5 meters” (Zanos 1,5 metra)

							“And When Shall We Live?” (A zhit’ kogda?)

							“Are You Really Seeing Us?” (Vy chto nas vidite?)

							None

							“It’s All Due to Old Spice” (Eto vse iz-za Old Spaisa)

						
							
							Unauthorized; Loskutov arrested and held in solitary confinement for ten days.

						
							
					

					
							
							2016

						
							
							Novosibirsk

							Omsk

							Iaroslavl

							Krasnoiarsk

							Khabarovsk

							Nizhniy Novgorod

							Yekaterinburg

							Mariupol

						
							
							“It’s Not Like You’re in Moscow” (Zdes’ Vam ne Moskva)

							“#CultureCultPersonality” (#Kul’tkulichnost’)

							“Gabble, gabble!” (Shaltay, Boltay!)

							“Without Registration and SMS” (Bez registratsiia i sms)

							“Your Future is Behind You – Back Up!” (Za vami budushchee. Otoidite)

							“Reindeer – you are the world/you are peace” (Olen’ – ty mir)

							None

							“It Shall Not Pass” (Ne proidet)

						
							
							Unauthorized; Loskutov arrested and fined.

						
							
					

				
			

			 Source: The Table is compiled from multiple sources, drawing particularly on a NEPORUS project endnote library of visual material collected from YouTube, Vimeos and other live footage from the Internet. The library is available upon request to the author.

			


Table 2. Identity, Framing and Amplification in Monstrations

			
				
					
					
					
				
				
					
							
							Basic 

							framing components

						
							
							Meaning 

							amplification:

							Explicit/ 

							non-explicit

						
							
							Case-specific examples 

						
					

					
							
							Identity

						
							
							Explicit

						
							
							- “Monstrations” held on same day every year.

							- Distinguishable leader and visual identity.

							- Youth and educated class (intellectuals) group identity. 

						
					

					
							
							Agency

						
							
							Non-explicit

						
							
							- Irony, humor, nonsensical frames indicating the futility of political action. 

							- Subtle de-construction of dominant cultural codes.

						
					

					
							
							Injustice

						
							
							Explicit/non-explicit

						
							
							- Arrests, persecution as “monstrated” examples of volatile authoritarian rule.

							- Political counter-framings of dominant cultural codes. 

						
					

				
			

			


As the Tables show, the monstrations are conceptually coherent and yet evolutionary. True, they do not formulate classic masterframes that evolve around issues of civil liberties, equality, injustice, and voters’ rights. Still, the evolution of the monstrations indicates that the use of front banners has become more common from 2008 and onwards. This suggests that front banners are a deliberate strategic framing effort, and in Novosibirsk, central cultural codes have been challenged. Absurdity also strengthens individual expression as a collective identity, as monstrators are invited to contemplate and express absurdity freely and without supervision. When asked about the framing process, Artem Loskutov suggested simply that the monstrators were “narrators” – i.e. people telling individual stories from individual lives: 

			Normally, I prepare only one slogan, like everyone else: each person has his or her own slogan. I assume that people who attend the May 1 monstration will recall everything that has happened in their lives since last year, and that they in some way or another will put this on posters, give some sense to it, and explain their attitude towards it.33

			Indeed, as the head banners have become manifest practice, the slogans themselves have become discursively pitted against the dominant cultural codes of Putinism. This is especially notable in Novosibirsk, where the head banners have become increasingly more articulate in challenging dominant codes, such as the “Forward into the Dark Past” (Vpered v temnoe proshloe), echoing the essence of “official nationalism,” and “Hell is Ours” (Ad nash), mirroring the state-sponsored “Crimea is Ours” (Krym nash) campaign in 2014. Moreover, in 2016, when the annual appeal to hold the monstrations was refused, monstrators simply took the words of the official’s refusal: “it’s not like you’re in Moscow” (Zdes’ vam ne Moskva) as their main banner.34 

			In addition to the strategic framing evolution in head banners, a collective identity has been formed that gravitates towards the strategic frame amplification outlined in Table 2. In fact, the strategic “mirroring” of police action as a part of the performance was conceived as early as 2004. When the Novosibirsk monstrators were fined for the first time, they decided to “make the actions of the police a part of the performance,” and paid the fine in a 10-kilo bag of small change, publicizing the event on YouTube afterwards.35 While clearly a conscious framing strategy, in an interview with Gazeta.ru in 2012, Loskutov, the brains behind “monstration,” explicitly referred to the “monstrations” as “street happenings” (ulichnye kheppeningi), arguing that they had nothing in common with “political” movements. 36 Loskutov was also adamant that it was a local initiative, and he seemed to attribute the absence of monstratsiia initiative groups in St. Petersburg and Moscow to the fact that there was already “too much going on there,” as well as to a specific “lack of irony” among those demonstrating in the big cities:

			[…] Not everyone has the time for irony and self-doubt. Today, when the so-called leaders are intent on legitimizing Seliger through their presence there, or supporting Roizman; when the organizers of the “march of millions” brand citizens who defend themselves against OMON truncheons as provocateurs, this is indeed a time for the “monstration” we in 2004 invited people to take part in, a time for “artistic injection.”37

			This quote displays the role played by “cognition” and sensitivity to context. The “street-monstration” of these demonstrations construes a narrative not solely of the present, but also as an illustration of “what becomes of the present.” As performances, the monstrations stage “absurdness” in such a manner as to demonstrate it in action, but not the action of the demonstrators: rather, it is that of the state. While not embracing “politics”, Loskutov still indicated that the state was politicizing everything, even artistic naiveté. Hence his response when asked which line street culture crossed over to become street politics:

			L: In a situation when a demonstration consisting of fools and toys is violently dispersed, there is no longer room for the apolitical. Any gesture can be interpreted as a political gesture.

			J: And how do you suggest that one should behave?

			L: The concept is always the same [for us]. The only adequate response to concrete violence is an abstraction. The best advertisement ever made is a black square [alluding to Kazimir Malevich]. The best president is a red circle (krasnyi krug). Childish squabbling is the program of our party. Every abstract gesture we make is a concrete response to those that claim to have power over our lives.38 

			As indicated in Table 2, the monstration framing process should hence be understood as forging a collective identity of apolitical framing (identity). By means of amplification, however, grievances (injustice and violation of the right to expression) are demonstrated in real time and real life. As can be seen from Table 1, the regional authorities have variously tried to contain, derail, and cancel monstration marches from the very beginning, and numerous Vimeo footage postings demonstrate the level of violence employed.39 These postings become, however, an extension of the monstration’s framing process. “Injustice” is not explicitly framed, but implicitly “monstrated” or displayed. Indeed, Loskutov has been quite explicit about the group’s aim of “monstrating” public reactions by drawing the fire of established politicians and the authorities, while also making it clear that life itself is a demonstration of absurdity, of which the authorities become part. In an interview from 2015, he stated: 

			I cannot escape the feeling that I live in an absurd place. When I read the news, I have no idea of where we are going. This is why “Monstration” is the most honest and adequate response to our life world. We are not pretending that we want to achieve something. We are only observing facts and serve as a litmus test for our society.40

			On this perspective, the actions of the regional authorities and the police become part and parcel of the performance. Loskutov put this framing strategy into words when he was detained in 2015, the year when the police forces of the regional authorities were backed up by interior OMON troops. When asked what 10 nights in solitary confinement (SIZO) did to him, Loskutov stated:

			These ten nights in isolation became an integral part of this year’s monstration. It made the action what it was. The reaction of the authorities is also an important part of the art-performance. I don’t think this will stop me. I was prepared for it.41 

			While the monstrations formally have a non-hierarchical structure, Loskutov’s protest-biography plays an important role. In holding these annual events, Loskutov risks personal reputation, career, and financial security. This notwithstanding, the collective experience has the potential to resonate with participants and bystanders. The framing of absurdity is woven into a collective identity, which effectively links expression with the search for dignity and collective ontological security. As James Jasper explains, these are two sides of the same coin: “ontological security involves what might be termed dignity, a serenity and pride that come from confidence in one’s place, whether that place is one’s social role or physical surroundings.”42 Monstrations are marches without safety nets, and there is always the risk of being arrested. In this sense, the litmus test for successful framing is whether the monstrations have been effective in appealing to bystander support on the basis of a coherent collective action identity. Below, I analyze the implicit emotional and dignifying content of absurdity framing, as well as bystander responses. 

			Collective Identity: Dignity and Ontological Security

			As indicated, the strategic framing of the “monstrators” is amplified in a manner that mirrors regime sanctions. Authorities and police are drawn into a spectacle where state reprisals and violence stand out as the core message of “absurdity” framed by the “monstrators.” Moreover, by deliberately transcending group boundaries and politics, “monstrators” seek to establish a practice of “walking together” under other banners than those given by official statehood and politics. Underneath this subtle framing and collective action, frames of solidarity also proliferate. Messages of solidarity, humanity and desire to belong dominate in most video-based primary source material where participants are interviewed. This “human dimension” has also become evident in the main banners, as at the 2012 Novosibirsk rally, where “monstrators” walked behind the banner “We – that’s You” (My – eto Vy). 

			In the following, I analyze selected interview statements published online in detail, examining whether the practice of human solidarity and “apolitical” activity can be understood as resonating with participants and bystanders. The bulk of the material indicates that participants enjoy collective action on the streets, and that the expression of absurdity is closely linked to the desire to experience ontological security and a sense of dignity. Direct interviews brought forth that participants also expressed absurdity in their dealings with the local media. For instance, one monstrator in Iaroslavl was wearing a pirate costume; when asked why, he responded:

			- Well, I don’t know, maybe because we are kind of a pirate-population. (…) You see (pointing at the poster), my voice is not heard, and that’s a minus, but I am not persecuted, and that’s a plus. So, overall, it’s perhaps good that our situation is as bad as it is.43 

			As illustrated by the quote, irony permeates most communications in the monstrations. Moving along the official May parade with a camera, one activist in Krasnoiarsk in 2015 greeted people along the way, and, when he came to the designated meeting point, he giggled delightedly to find only ten people there. “You see,” he said, “we are not here to protest. We live in the best of all countries, how can we protest?” 44 Absurdity – and, indirectly, the collective identity of being apolitical – seems deeply implanted in participants. Evasiveness serves a strategic purpose. As one young man who took part in the 2016 monstrations in Novosibirsk stated: “This is a fabulous event. Although they’ve been trying to politicize this event, this has been futile. It’s really a cool event (krutoe meropriiatie).”45 Similarly, in the 2013 Iaroslavl monstration, organizers stated explicitly that the sole condition for taking part was that participants not carry banners with slogans “expressing extremism, or with political content.”46 

			In the context of the marches, however, this apolitical message becomes politicized. Video footage from the 2015 Novosibirsk parade, which was not authorized by the police, confirmed that news reporters were also tagging on to ironic puns; one stated: “the more ridiculous the people who came to the square to attend the monstrations, the graver the police looked.”47 At that same event, participants took videos of massive police forces moving swiftly to disband the crowd, which was chanting: “We can’t hear you! We can’t hear you!”48 Participants had come to defend their right to say absurd things, and also to narrate their aspirations – and they stood their ground. As one man dressed up like a flower announced: “Power changes. Monstrations will last forever,”49 indicating that the collective identity of the monstrators would outlive attempts to limit and prohibit it. And monstrators were indeed expressing themselves. As one young girl in a wheelchair, holding the poster: “Give me wings. There are no inclusive designs for the disabled” (Daite kryl’ia – net dostupnoi sredy), explained to the journalist interviewing her:

			I’ve always wanted to have wings. But I didn’t have the time to make them, so I decided to write that I wanted to grow wings in this country. For people like me, only wings will help. (…) All these prohibitions on the part of the local authorities are really stupid. It would have been easier by far and even more secure to allow actions like this, so that people could be calm. Because now, it is, you see, some kind of freedom of expression (svoboda slova). Living in a free country means being able to attend the monstrations.50 

			This statement, expressing a combination of desire for ontological security as well as freedom of expression, was not a unique one. Participants often identified their very presence with freedom of expression. As one participant in the 2015 monstrations in Novosibirsk exclaimed, when asked what she felt: “It’s a sea of emotions, washing over me.” Another, who was there for the first time, stated, “I’ve never felt like this before.”51 In Yekaterinburg, one monstrator was asked:

			- Why do we need these monstrations? Explain please.

			- I believe that people need monstrations to express themselves and feel good at least one day of the year.52

			Similarly, a middle-aged woman in Novosibirsk stated:

			- Here I meet something positive, and this keeps me going for a whole year. Where else can you see so many happy people? 

			- And what do you think about the fact that this year, the monstration was not allowed to be part of the official parade (shestvie)?

			- Well, I feel bad about it.

			- Why? What happened this year, in your opinion?

			- What happened? Well, why did the Tannhaüser opera thing happen? 53 

			This search for ontological security is a dynamic and performative one in two ways. First, organizers underline the importance of individual expression – or, as one organizer of the Khabarovsk monstration in 2014 stated, “Some people (rebiata) try to find slogans on the Internet, but we tend to say that it is better to make up a slogan yourself, since this is a march for self-expression (samovyrazhenie).”54 Second, the chanting of slogans that takes place during the monstrations is spontaneous, and sometimes also echoes the main slogans in the main May 1st parade. One example was the small and relatively disorganized monstration in Krasnoiarsk, where police had ordered monstrators to walk more than 300 meters behind the main parade. Walking through the streets behind the chanting of patriotic slogans, the monstrators exclaimed: “I want to eat! I want to eat!” (Kushat’! Kushat’!), and continued:

			- Spiderman is an enemy of the state!

			- Crowd: Spiderman is an enemy of the state!

			- The threat of Spiderman! (Pauch’ia ugroza)

			- Crowd: The threat of Spiderman!55

			Monstrators can also improvise while marching, such as in the May 1 event in Simferopol’ in 2014. Here monstrators walked behind the main banner “We are walking behind you” (My idem za vami). Two elderly local women unfolded their communist banner, however, and tried to shout louder than the monstrators. As they chanted: “Ukraine is Russia,” and “Glory to Putin,” monstrators started to chant “Pushtin! Pushtin!”56 

			These shows of self-expression are under constant surveillance, however. Even though monstrators want to walk in the official parade (as in Novosibirsk, where they made numerous appeals to the KPRF and Iabloko), the police seal them off.57 Responses to this treatment have consistently been non-violent. For instance, in 2015, Novosibirsk monstrators were held back by the police, and even prevented from dispersing into smaller groups, under accusations that they were organizing “massive unrest” (massovye besporiadki). As the youth dispersed and regrouped, police continued to escort them, although they were moving in the opposite direction to the official May 1 parade. Once the march reached the end of the street, OMON trucks stopped them – whereupon the monstrators simply turned around and marched back, this time escorted by the police and the OMON. One participant expressed grievance, not about police surveillance but the possibility of people being frightened away:

			It’s a pity, of course. But I hope that we will have a good time (chto budet veselo). It’s sad that everything is so muddled (sumburno) this year. I hope that the organizers, and also, people will still wish to take part next year.58 

			Asked about what he felt about the presence of the police, he shrugged his shoulders and said: “I don’t know.” – Are you polite towards them? – Me, yes, I am.”59 

			Such displays of police force are not unique to Novosibirsk. In Moscow, the 2012 monstration was nipped in the bud, with the police detaining five young people for no apparent reason. Monstrators could prove that they had written applications to hold the event, and even lectured the police on law and legal affairs, but as the municipal authorities did not respond in time, they were taken away by the police and filmed by the security forces. Moreover, despite remaining passive and law-abiding, the organizer was still detained for having organized “massive unrest” (there were 10 to 15 people present). One participant jotted down the words “I call for massive order” (Prizyvaiu k massovym poriadkam) on a sheet of yellow paper, and held it up in front of a police officer, who promptly detained her and put her in the police van.60

			Absurdness notwithstanding, monstrations have also drawn the fire of violent counter-demonstrators, as in Simferopol’ in 2014. When the monstration reached the square with the banner “We are walking behind you” (My idem za Vami), one person attacked them. More people joined him; they tore away the front banner and started to snatch posters out of the hands of the monstrators. The monstrators began by chanting “Shame! Shame!” (Pozor, Pozor), but as their opponents became more aggressive, they switched to “Thank You! Thank You!” (Spasibo! Spasibo!).61 This bystander violence did not scare monstrators off, however. They kept on marching, pretending that they were still carrying the main banner, even lifting up the invisible “banner” in a coordinated movement, as if to let people pass under it.62 

			In sum, the “artistic injection” of the monstrations, to use Loskutov’s frame, is an emotional event, but the emotions displayed are humor, irony, and joy. Underlying these emotions is the simple desire to be there, or, as some young people in Iaroslavl answered the question “Why are you here?”:

			 – Oh, just to hang out (potusit’). – Likewise (analogichno). (…) – It’s some kind of movement (dvizhukha). – It’s really cool (zdorovo).”63 

			Moreover, this collective action is not grievance-focused: it is oriented toward expressing these moods and emotions through the act of walking together. As one thoroughly chilled monstrator in Krasnoiarsk sang out, holding a minuscule piece of cardboard on a stick: “This is the smallest poster ever; this is the most frozen voice ever.” He then laughingly added that he was freezing his hands off.64

			The subtle subtexts indicate the emotional situation of the society around them. In Odessa in 2015, monstrators walked under the banner “The Dictatorship of Winter Stops Here!” (Zimodiktatura ne proidet!), and claimed to be “against the coming of winter.” One woman, who had painted her face white, made the subtext more explicit. Carrying a poster with the inscription “the winter brings VRI (Viral Respiratory Infection)”, she introduced herself as the “ghost of winterophobia” (prizrak zimofobii). Asked about her name, she responded:

			- It used to be Christina, when I was alive. Now I have no name.

			- And you are carrying the poster “the winter brings VRI”? (Zima prinosit ORVI).

			- Yes, it happened to me. I met the winter. I got VRI. And as a result, I died. So, I came here to monstrate against the winter, because it brings VRI.

			- Now, October is here. What should we do?

			- We should hide from the winter. It is such a dreadful thing (strashnaia veshch’) – so this is the only thing to do.65

			Do these messages make sense to bystanders, or are they codes that only the young monstrators can understand? On the one hand, understatements, irony, and subtle codes can provide a collective identity for youth; on the other, the subtleness of the messages may make these performances little else than amusement shows. Importantly, however, monstrators echo Loskutov’s idea of self-expression and absurd slogans as the only adequate response to the May parades, and also to police surveillance. As one organizer in Simferopol’ explained: 

			It is really positive that the young people are coming together, and that we’re doing something, especially if we consider the theatre of the absurd that takes place on the streets in the center of the town. This is really a worthy alternative.66

			This strategy of positive and even dignifying event-making seems to resonate with bystander perceptions. In the Iaroslavl monstration, two bystanders were interviewed; an elderly woman said: “everyone wants to surprise (udivit’) someone, and always, with something that hits below the belt (nizhe poiasa)” – at which a younger woman leaned forward and interjected:

			This is not true, what she says. We have come for one reason, to see this. We read about it yesterday in the news. Of course, this is all about the youth wanting to show itself, to talk freely. Let them just make fools out of themselves; they are young people. And anyhow, the control displayed by the institutions of power, well, that’s just the funniest thing about it all (eto voobshche samy glavny prikol).67

			Clearly, the monstrations also have the potential to challenge dominant cultural codes. Humor and irony lower the threshold for collective action and reduce the risk. On the other hand, puns, word twisting and youthfulness tease out reactions from state-authorized institutions. The more “official” these reactions get, the more crafted the response of the monstrations, as suggested by the example below. 

			Anti-Monstrations: The Russian Orthodox Church and Official Nationalism

			The amplification of frames radiating a sense of normal, dignified humane security is a powerful challenging code. Despite being explicitly apolitical, the monstrations have not only drawn the attention of regional police forces. Representatives of Putin’s heavily value-laden “official nationalism” have targeted monstrations with increasing fervor, seeing in these events a specific challenge to the dominant cultural codes professed by Putinism. Most active have been representatives of the Liberal Democratic Party of Russia (LDPR) and regional clergy and activists of the Russian Orthodox Church (ROC). While the LDPR has been around for decades, the ROC clergy has risen to a distinctly more politicized position during Putin’s third term in office, and radical nationalists are increasingly acting as if on behalf of the Church. 

			The ROC’s most important regime-saving function in the public discourse has clearly been to sound the alarm on alleged attempts to stage “color revolutions” in Russia, while also providing a spiritual component to the Putin regime’s program of “traditional values.” In 2015, the ROC, led by Metropolitan Tikhon of Novosibirsk, referred to the monstrations as acts of “immoral aggression,” and indicated that the 2015 main banner “God forgive” (Gospodi prosti) was an insult to believers (oskorblenie chuvst veruiushchikh), which is a criminal offence in Russia.68 According to Metropolitan Tikhon, the monstrations “propagated values that are alien to the Russian people;” further, “One feels that there is some kind of immoral aggression taking place (…) Strange immoral and indecent actions with slogans that insult not only believers, but all people.”69 This particular “aggression” was soon to be reframed as coming from the “West,” and not from the social context in Russia proper. Recalling what he termed the “onslaught” of the rock-group Behemot from 2014, a concert that was stopped by local ROC activists, the Metropolitan went on to interpret the “monstrations” as part of a deeper spiritual-geopolitical crisis:

			We have lived through several civilizational crises, which sometimes have threatened the continued existence of Russia, but every time we have found the strength to be reborn and rise. Today, we are living through yet another crisis, which is rooted in the weakening of our own identity (identichnost’) and the magnetism of our geopolitical adversaries. We need to free ourselves from this civilizational hypnosis.70 

			To this, the Russian monstrators responded that they were Russian. Indeed, the linguistic puns, and the allusions they create, would not make sense to anyone outside the Russian cultural-linguistic context. Moreover, in yet another act of adaptation and irony, the monstrators staged their monstrations as explicitly “anti-globalization marches.” Further, the monstrators insisted, and showed in practice, that they were non-confrontational as well as non-violent. Loskutov has remained adamant that the monstrations have had nothing to do with alleged anti-religious sentiments. Defending the 2014 main banner “Hell is ours,” he stated:

			We do not see the ROC or the Orthodox Easter as adversaries, nor do we see adversaries among communists (…) Last year they refused our petition, fearing that we would insult the veterans, and this year, they fear that we will insult the Orthodox believers. I wonder what they will think up next year. We haven’t heard, so far. After the fact, they recall the slogan “Hell is ours” (Ad nash) from 2014, and they keep insisting that we must explain the meaning of this slogan, but we will not repeat ourselves. Why should we? We said everything we wanted to say about this in 2014. And in 2015, we had the main banner “God forgive” (Gospodi prosti), which in my view is absolutely conciliatory and quite unambiguous as regards [these allegations of] confronting religion.71 

			Loskutov’s accommodating position mirrors the non-violent and apolitical collective identity of the monstrations, but this has not prevented the challenging code from having an effect on politics as well. Whereas ROC activists saw in the monstrations an embryo of a spiritual force designed to implant degenerative values in Russia, the established parties within the system, like the flamboyant nationalist-creed party of Vladimir Zhirinovsky, have seen a deeper “revolutionary” scheme in the absurd messages of the monstrators. Jumping onto the bandwagon of the ROC inquisition, Zhirinovsky intimated that the monstrations were an “onslaught on Orthodoxy.” Further, he claimed to have discovered a dubious, possibly ironic, frame resonance in the slogan “Hell is ours” (Ad nash): “Hell is ours – this is an attack, a blow, (udar) against Orthodoxy and a hint that they live there, in Novosibirsk, in hell. And they compare “Crimea is ours” (Krym nash) with “Hell is ours” (Ad nash), which is a negative assessment.”72 This was followed by an open personal attack on Loskutov, directly from the rostrum of the State Duma:

			Maidan in Ukraine also did not start overnight. Who is this organizer, Artem Loskutov? Is he a physicist, or a new Novosibirsk revolutionary? These are the most dangerous people that are introduced into political life. This man sticks his neck out so far that he is noticed abroad, and he will get funding. That is how the Gosdep [the US State Department] wants to dismember our country.73

			In fact, the monstrations have not been financed from abroad. Quite the contrary: Loskutov received a RUB 200,000 innovation prize from the Ministry of Culture in 2010, for what was termed “artistic innovation” in the category of “regional projects.” 74 This represented a boost for Loskutov. On receiving the 2010 Innovation Prize in Moscow, he stated: “In Novosibirsk, they were quite unhappy about our being nominated (…). Now we can apply for next year’s monstration, and this time, with the Ministry of Culture on our side.” 75 Finally, the Novosibirsk monstrators did not in any way profile their parade as a “Western” march or a political march. Instead, monstration activists spoke of themselves as “Siberians” (korennye sibiriane), and they declared that the monstrations were an anti-globalization parade. Also activists and organizers in other locations have prided themselves on having a regional monstration, one that gave color to their cities. 

			The reactions of the ROC and LDPR still echo the effect of sustained collective action over time and the effect of frame amplification. The mere fact that the monstrations take place, and are increasingly attractive to other cities, speaks to the inherent power of the apolitical code. Moreover, with the involvement of the regional police in these parades, which amplifies the message of absurdity, the monstrations have put representatives of the dominant cultural code on public display. As Loskutov dryly indicated while rebuking Orthodox conservative activists, the monstrations have become a performance of “mass psychotherapy.” He continued, “This allows us to look into the brains of people, to see what is really happening there.”76 While clergy seem to be saying that odd-looking youth marches, dancing in city squares, and marches featuring people dressed up as flowers and foxes or with paper bags on their heads are indications of Western-sponsored color revolution, the young people themselves see their actions as deriving from the immediate cultural setting surrounding them. Culture is, in this context, a tool for activists, not a marker of Western dominance. In fact, the strategic framing of “everyday narration” initiated by Loskutov has served to boost a “local” identity: the monstrations have offered an arena for a shared sense of the absurd, and the collective manifestation of this sense of absurdity has confirmed the unreal reality of living under authoritarianism. 

			Conclusion

			This article has argued that, even in the absence of resources and opportunity structures, numerically small movements can still provide a considerable challenge to authoritarian regimes. Apolitical and absurd frames serve the purpose of both forging a visible collective identity and teasing out state reaction and sanctions, thereby amplifying the effect of the frames chosen. Innovative framing activity also sustains collective action over time, and has the potential to evolve into a frame discourse with public slogans. Throughout, the monstrators have shown remarkable resilience in the face of law enforcement pressure; moreover, they have put the harsh reality of authoritarian rule on display. Their collective identity is also visible. Between 2008 and 2010, the local authorities tried intimidation, false accusations and framing as a strategy, and more recent attempts have been made by the Novosibirsk administration to “hide” the demonstration away by having the monstrators walk at the tail end of the youth parade “All are marching” (Vseshestvie). All these efforts have proved futile.77 Monstrations are still taking place, and the protest biography of Loskutov has gained salience, including in Moscow. 

			This strategy is not a novel one. Late Soviet carnevalesque marches were precusors to the monstrations; hence, monstrations mark a fundamental continuity with a known cultural repertoire. Moreover, as Mischa Gabowitsch has shown, there are several movements in contemporary Russia that have an apolitical identity for strategic purposes. Adopting an identity as “apolitical,” serves the purpose of a) defending the movement from state repression or co-optation; and b) putting personal life-experiences at center court, rather than state-sponsored and authorized expressions of human life.78 The specific contribution of this article is, however, to point to the centrality of culturally sensitive framing and a culture-laden analysis of framing activity. Rather than suggest that the authoritarian context is non-permissive, and that social protest activity therefore cannot arise and attain the shapes and forms of Western-style movements, analysts should be sensitive to the specific ways repression shapes movement strategies, and how creative framing can put repression on public display. 

			True, the presence of such challenging codes does not mean that the grand-scale “Russian identity” project of Vladimir Putin’s official nationalism is not endorsed in public polls (analyzed by a contributor to this issue). 79 It does, however, challenge the assumption that these “values” are uniform, and that innovative framing cannot challenge them. Indeed, it is widely recognized that irony can be utilized to create and impose a “moral shock” on the public.80 Monstrators use irony and evasiveness strategically, and their collective self-understanding is strongly aligned with the freedom of expression, dignity, and ontological security. Hence, they demonstrate that the specific context offered by the authoritarian regime of Putin cannot successfully control perceptions and what people think and feel. The monstrations are expressions of the right to articulate – to articulate even the very notion of absurdity. Prohibition of this is exactly what the monstrators have been saying: it is indeed absurd. 
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