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Abstract 
 

This thesis examines Russia as a case study and focuses on the particular political process of 

Russia’s modern history, namely the public protests that emerged in connection with allegedly 

unfair elections to the State Duma in December 2011 and presidential elections in March 2012. 

Drawing the parallels between the Russian government’s new policy labeled by the Kremlin’s 

political technologists as a “sovereign democracy” and the new Russian protest movement, this 

thesis seeks to determine the influence this set of practices had on the emergence and on the 

decline of the protest movement. This question is answered with the help of the political 

opportunity theory and the relevant empirical data in the form of legislative documents, 

transcripts of meetings as well as newspaper articles. This study suggests that Russia’s transition 

to full-fledged democracy is hampered by the scrupulously elaborated authoritarian system 

masked as a democracy of a special kind and states that the legal rights of Russian citizens are 

severely violated as the protest movement 2011-2012 proves. In particular, this thesis provides 

explanation of why the success of the Orange Revolution was not possible in Russia and argues 

that the set of practices elaborated by the government and called ‘sovereign democracy’ poses 

difficulties for development of democracy in Russia and, in a way, drags the country back to the 

Soviet past when the communist ideology turned the country into a totalitarian regime. 
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1. Introduction 
 

 
It is enough that the people know there was an election. The people who cast the votes decide nothing. The people who 

count the votes decide everything. 
Josef Stalin (1923) 

 
 

After the collapse of the Soviet Union, Russia became a young democracy, a country with 

quite unstable but still liberal democratic rule. The possibility of presidential and parliament elections 

seemed to become a relief for the country that for almost 70 years did not have a chance to choose 

political representatives. Gorbachev’s ‘glasnost’ and ‘perestroika’ fostered the transition to a new, 

more democratic order and elections became an integral part of the new Russia. Although they were 

not always convincing, election results in Russia did not cause any strong public discontent until 

very recently.  

But shortly after the dubious results of the election to the Russian Parliament, or the State 

Duma1 in December 2011, where Vladimir Putin and Dmitrii Medvedev’s party United Russia 

unexpectedly won an outright majority of seats in the Parliament,2 it became rather clear that 

Vladimir Putin, who had served Russian President two terms between years 2000-2008 and who had 

decided to run for president for the third term, had all the power and influence to win the election in 

March 2012, giving the other candidates3 slim chance. Despite the fact that §3 in the article 81 of the 

Russian Constitution4 states that “One and the same person cannot serve President of the Russian 

Federation more than two terms in a row”, Putin neatly avoided it by promoting Dmitrii Medvedev 

for presidency in 2008-2012, which enabled him to run for President again after Medvedev’s time in 

office was over. Meanwhile, Putin never left the Russian politics and served as Prime Minister and 

the leader of United Russia party until 2011 when Dmitrii Medvedev took over. This job swap as 

well as Putin’s decision to run for President for a third term and Medvedev’s will to step aside 

allowing Putin to run for president5 caused scathing criticism and denunciation among the citizenry 

and global community. It was evident that Vladimir Putin’s victory in the election had been 

predetermined.  

                                                 
1 Another abbreviation is Gosduma, from Russian “Gosudarstvennaya Duma” which stands for ”State 

Duma”. 

2 United Russia won by 49,3% and received 238 out of 450 seats in the Duma. 

3 The candidate from the Communist Party, Gennadii Zyuganov, who received most of the votes after 

Putin, got only 17,72% of the votes while Putin got as many as 71,31% of the support in the election.   

4 The Russian Constitution was adopted 12 December 1993 but later on some paragraphs were amended. 

As, for example, the 1st paragraph in the article 81 which was amended 31 December 2008 to extend 

presidential term of office from four years to six. 

5 Dmitrii Medvedev has been the only one term President in Russia so far serving between 2008-2012. 
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Around the same time, on 22 April 2012, France was electing a President. The coincidental 

timing of the presidential election in Russia and in France started an ironic joke: “How come the 

French have the presidential election, yet they still do not know who their next President will be?” 

Moreover, the process and the outcome of the Russian parliamentary election in 2011 and the 

presidential election in 2012 resulted in a rapid decline of trust in the government and mass 

demonstrations in Moscow as well as in other Russian cities and abroad that caught the Kremlin 

unawares. Thousands of people besieged Moscow’s city centre to express their discontent, claiming 

their legal right to fair and transparent elections and demanding re-election.  

A few smaller preceding demonstrations in Moscow, culminating in the biggest and most 

overwhelming demonstration on Bolotnaya Square 10 December 2011 in the centre of the Russian 

capital, cast shadow on the legitimacy of Parliamentary elections held 4 December 2011. The 

elections of 2011 showed that any credible electoral competition could hardly take place due to the 

rather unexpected result of the election where the leading party United Russia gained 49.32% of 

votes. Their closest opponents, namely, the Communist Party (CPRF) and A Just Russia,6 scored 

19.19% and 13.24% respectively. The Liberal Democratic Party (LDPR) stood little chance and 

smaller parties had none at all. For instance the Green Party,7 who, for the first time in its history, 

had no possibility to take part in the election of 2011. The huge gap between the results scored by 

the government-backed party and the other parties, as well as certain misunderstandings and 

mismatch during the calculation process, resulted in mass discontent that later led to the 

mobilization of people and the spread of protests in Russia and abroad. 

In spite of low confidence Russia’s political parties in general, numerous different voting 

groups and individuals counted the parliamentary elections 2011 and expected to see at least some 

shift in Russia’s political stage by voting for other parties than United Russia. Popular political 

activist, lawyer and blogger Alexei Navalny, who is unofficially considered leader of the Russian 

opposition, started a campaign, urging people to vote for any political party except the party of 

“crooks and thieves” as he labeled United Russia.8 The result of the election and the Kremlin’s new, 

somewhat authoritarian, policy in the form of ‘sovereign democracy’ was a huge disappointment for 

many voters and was seen as a threat to democracy in Russia. Additionally, reports about various 

irregularities were received from a number of the polling stations and international observers9 

triggered a wave of the national and the international outcry.  

                                                 
6 In Russian: Spravedlivaya Rossiya (Справедливая Россия). A Just Russia is a social democratic party. 

7 In Russian: Партия Зелёных (Partiya Zelyonykh). 

8 Navalny’s labelling of United Russia became very popular with the Russians, especially among the 

young. 

9 Such as the above mentioned OSCE and its pricipal institution ODIHR. 
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It is remarkable that protests in Russia followed huge demonstrations and rebellions in 

former Czechoslovakia10, the Middle East11, the Balkans, Georgia, Kyrgyzstan and some years 

before in Ukraine. It is believed that there is a link between those and the protests in Russia in 2011-

2012. The 2004 Orange Revolution in Ukraine is often regarded as particularly influential for the 

Russian protest movement since the rise of the Ukrainian protest movement had very similar 

grounds to the Russian one: allegedly unfair elections in favour of pro-Russian candidate Victor 

Yanukovich, who also had support of the second President of independent Ukraine, Leonid 

Kuchma12 just as Vladimir Putin had the support of the preceding president Dmitrii Medvedev, 

corrupt government and the possibility of transition to arbitrary rule. The outcome of the Orange 

Revolution was a success since the majority of the Ukrainians, particularly those in central and 

western Ukraine, through their support of Victor Yushchenko, Victor Yanukovich’s main opponent, 

managed to discredit the voting results of Yanukovich and proclaim Yushchenko President of 

Ukraine. Thus, the Ukrainian example could have served as an inspiration and a model for the 

protesters in Russia.  

The Russian government did not favour the Orange Revolution from the beginning and saw 

it as a threat or the “orange virus”13 that could spread over from Ukraine to Russia. Therefore, they 

labeled the protests of 2011-2012 “colour revolution”, mainly in order to give them some negative 

connotation14 and to discourage people from going out on the streets. Since the protesters used 

white ribbons as a symbol of the struggle for the purity of the elections, the chain of the 

demonstrations was unofficially called “White Revolution”15 as a Russian variant of the Ukrainian 

Orange Revolution. The world would witness a confrontation of two powers: Russian citizens 

demanding justice and a still strong and influential government backed up by its new policy in the 

form of ‘sovereign democracy’. 

 

                                                 
10 The revolution in Czechoslovakia in 1989 was called “Velvet revolution” due to the fact that it 

constituted a non-violent peaceful movement. Later on, revolutions of a similar kind were labelled as 

color revolutions due to different colours used by demonstrators. 

11 The longest one was the Cedar revolution in Lebanon in 2005; however, the chain of color revolutions 

in the Middle East embraced a number of other countries, such as Iraq, Iran, Kuwait, Egypt and Tunisia in 

different years. 

12 Leonid Kuchma’s term in office: 1994-2005. 

13 Ambrosio, 2009, p.45. 

14 On a pro-Putin demonstration in the republic of Karachaevo-Cherkessia, leader of the Trade Unions 

Raisa Aybazova said the following: “We do not want to repeat the fate of Egypt and Libya, we do not 

need a revolution. That is why we must defend our spiritual values and keep the progressive evolutionary 

development. All this can be guaranteed only by one candidate for president - Vladimir Putin.” 

15 The term was not officially employed in regard to the protest movement in Russia. Another definition 

was also ‘Snow revolution’. See “Previous Research” section for details.  
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2. Aims and Research Questions 

 

Many scholarly contributions indicate the recent shift from the democratic to an 

authoritarian rule in Russia which emerged during Vladimir Putin’s second term in office (2004-

2008). The aim of this thesis will be to take a closer look at a particular time period when the 

authoritarian system elaborated by the government was challenged by a sudden wave of protests 

across the country and even abroad on the solid grounds of the allegedly unfair elections. The 

period of time under analysis is rather short and encompasses merely six months from December 

2011 to May 2012. However, these six months brought about an almost exponential change into the 

relations between the government and the citizenry of Russia. These relations used to be rather 

neutral for quite a while after the military coup initiated by President Boris Yeltsin and his 

supporters in 199116 and were mostly characterized by, if not harmony, but at least ‘stability’, the 

term related to Putin’s political, social and economic stability as compared to the chaotic years of 

Yeltsin’s presidency.  

Things changed in December 2011 when the stability proved to be a disguise of the lack of 

democratic freedoms. It should be noted that the opposition protests 2011-2012 did not give rise to 

the opposition movement in Russia. The opposition movement has always been active to a certain 

degree, but the resentment, caused by the electoral irregularities, consolidated the oppositional 

forces and stirred up political activity among citizens. This consolidation and its activity as opposed 

to the feedback of the government will be looked upon.  

Despite numerous similarities with the Ukrainian situation, the purpose with the present 

thesis will not be to compare Ukraine’s Orange Revolution with the protests in Russia as, 

concurrently with the similarities, there are quite many differences between the upheavals in the two 

countries. Instead, the new wave of the protest movement in Russia as such requires thorough 

expertise and will be further analyzed with the help of a case study. However, some minor parallels 

with the Ukrainian case will be drawn where the Orange Revolution will be used as a model of a 

successful endeavor that brought about the changes which the protesters hoped for.  

The possibility of launching a real revolution in Russia nowadays is noticeably lower than in 

Ukraine mainly due to Russia’s territorial and national complexity but also due to the counter-

revolutionary set of practices put together by Russian authorities. This set of practices was chosen as 

                                                 
16 Boris Yeltsin – the first Russian president – came to power in 1991 and strengthened his position as 

President of Russia with the help of his supporters and proponents by overthrowing Mikhail Gorbachyov 

in August 1991. Yeltsin was advocating a multiparty system and was seen as a democratic leader eager to 

get rid of the Soviet constituent. The years of his presidency, however, were characterized by political, 

economic and social disorder, repeated replacements of prime ministers, emergence of oligarchy, 

corruption and devastating war in Chechnya.  
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a new political course and was labeled ‘sovereign democracy’17 as a “Russian response” to 

democracy of the western type. This political course was adopted in order to consolidate the power 

of United Russia and its leaders. But it could not prevent the rise of political upheavals; rather, it 

intensified the tensions between the government and the civic movement. Therefore, this thesis 

aims to shed light on possible reasons behind the current impossibility of a successful struggle for 

the observance of such basic rights as taking part in elections with democratically asserted 

preconditions and without severe violations during the voting process and especially during the polls 

which are believed to have been the main reasons behind the upheavals both in Russia in 2011-2012.  

Any research is centered on a research question or a number of research questions. For this 

research, qualitative method will be chosen and for the purpose of its conducting an open-ended 

question will be employed. The aim of the present thesis is not to test a hypothesis or to provide a 

limited number of options to choose from, which normally results into a limited area of research 

outcome, but to open up opportunities to see beyond seemingly evident facts empirically and to 

provide further implications for theory. Based on this strategy, the research question that will be 

answered in this thesis is as follows: 

 

• What influence did the new Russian set of practices called ‘sovereign democracy’ 

have on the rise and fall of the protest movement in connection with parliamentary and 

presidential elections in 2011-2012? • 

 

Consequently, it will be important to find out why the demonstrations occurred, what major 

demands the protesting masses had, whether there was a shift in the demands as each new 

demonstration took place and how the authorities reacted to insurgents’ demands and to that fact 

that the demonstrations started taking place. Additionally, this study can be scientifically relevant as 

a promotion of democratization in Russia, which is yet a very unstable democracy followed by 

almost seven decades of the authoritarian Soviet rule and which is still somewhere in between the 

modern democratic order and the old Soviet political traditions. 

According to its constitution, Russia is a democracy of the presidential kind. To avoid any 

moral judgment, it should be pointed out that the aim of this thesis is not to discredit the 

government in Russia but to elucidate what flaws it has and how these flaws hinder its natural 

transition to a fully-fledged democracy. Moreover, the author of this thesis firmly holds that it is a 

purpose of political science to focus on malfunctions in the political life of the state under scrutiny. 

Therefore, the thesis is aimed at bringing research results that may promote change in the relations 

in the government-citizen pattern in the state in question from unilateral to bilateral. 

                                                 
17 In other sources: managed democracy, directed democracy.  



 - 10 - 

3. Definitions of Terms and Concepts 

 

Any research operates on terminology and concepts which serve as its pillars. Therefore, it is 

essential to give clear objective definitions of terms and concepts relevant to the study. Unlike a 

‘term,’ a ‘concept’ is a multifaceted notion and can be hard to define. Therefore, this research seeks 

to clarify such a controversial concept as ‘sovereign democracy’ and provide definitions of such 

terms as ‘social movement’ and ‘political opportunity’ in order to create a clear conceptual and 

terminological framework for the whole thesis.  

 

(A) ‘Sovereign Democracy’ 

The concept of sovereign democracy was first introduced by the then-deputy director of the 

presidential administration Vladislav Surkov in July 2005. Surkov is largely considered one of the so-

called ‘political technologists’ or even “the Kremlin’s infamous grand masters of manipulation,”18 

working for Putin and his administration. One of the editors of the Journal of Democracy Ivan 

Krastev compared the Kremlin’s need of generators of new policies with that of the Soviet Union in 

order to show that ‘sovereign’ or ‘managed’ democracy is not a short-term political project but a 

scrupulously elaborated set of ideas aimed at becoming practices:  

 

Just as the Soviet regime could not be properly understood without reference to communist ideology, 

managed democracy today cannot be grasped without reference to the political technologists and their view 

of democracy and politics.19 

 

  Later on the concept was employed by Surkov and his colleagues in various political 

speeches as a promotion of Russia’s new political course. According to Surkov, “Russia’s 

sovereignty is under threat from external forces”20 and has to be secured from any foreign influence 

and intrusion. The idea of ‘sovereign democracy’ is to show that Russia is a sovereign independent 

country which has its own form of democracy, not like in other countries. The Kremlin’s political 

technologists developed the course in order to protect Russia’s interests at a global level.  

In 2006 Vladislav Surkov wrote an article where he provided a detailed definition of the set 

of practices called ‘sovereign democracy’. The article was published in the weekly business magazine 

“Expert”, which is owned by a Russian oligarch Oleg Deripaska. The definition was as follows:  

 

                                                 
18 Krastev, April 2006, p.55. 

19 Ibid. 

20 Ambrosio, 2009, p.71. 
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Sovereign democracy is the society’s political way of life in which the diverse and united Russian 

nation chooses forms and directs the authorities, their institutions and acts in order to achieve material 

wealth, freedom and justice by all the citizens, social groups and peoples which comprise the Russian 

nation.”21  

 

Later on, however, Surkov and other ‘political technologists’ of the Kremlin took a tougher 

stance on their view of ‘sovereign democracy’ in Russia and specified that “a sovereign democracy 

would be directed from above and would not tolerate much dissent.”22 The concept received much 

critique from political scientists as well as even from the then-Prime Minister Dmitrii Medvedev 

whose policy was considered to be more democratically oriented than Vladimir Putin’s. Opponents 

of ‘sovereign democracy’ regard the notion as a pretext for centralized power and a troubled 

democracy. ‘Sovereign democracy’ is often seen as a synonym of ‘managed,’23 ‘directed’ or ‘guided’ 

democracy but the term is normally applied specifically in the context of Russia. The latter three 

terms, however, unlike ‘sovereign democracy, are not used in order to define only the political 

course of Russia but can be typical of some other countries, too. Nevertheless, in the political 

discourse these terms are often related to Russia.  

 

(B) Protest Demonstration 

Such a seemingly easy term as a protest demonstration also requires specification in order to 

be used in the context of this thesis. According to Barbara Wejnert, “Protest Demonstrations are 

indexed as a non-violent gathering of people organized for the announced purpose of protesting 

against a regime, government, or one or more of its leaders; or against its ideology, policy, intended 

policy, or lack of policy; or against its previous action or intended action. This variable is intended to 

encompass peaceful protest outside the formal structures of government and, therefore, excludes 

election meetings, rallies, and boycotts.”24 Protest demonstrations are usually accompanied by such 

forms of communication as a) slogans, caricatures, symbols; b) banners, posters and displayed 

communication; c) leaflets, pamphlets and books; d) newspapers and journals; e) records, radio and 

television and even f) sky writing and earth writing.25 Methods used in a nonviolent, peaceful protest 

                                                 
21 The definition is given by Surkov himself in his article “Nationalization of the future” (Russian: 

”Национализация будущего”). The article was published in the online magazine “Expert” on the 20th of 

November 2006 and is available at 

http://web.archive.org/web/20061205211300/http://www.expert.ru/printissues/expert/2006/43/nacionaliza

ciya_buduschego/.  (Last accessed: 21 May 2014). The translation is provided by the author.  

22 Ambrosio, 2009. p.72. 

23 Bjorkman, 2003, p.61.  

24 Wejnert, 2014, p.313. 

25 Sharp, 1973, pp.125-130.  
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demonstration can be formal statements in the form of a) public speeches; b) letters of opposition 

or support; c) declarations by organizations and institutions; d) signed public statements; e) 

declarations of indictment and intention; f) group or mass petitions.26 Grievances can also be 

expressed through symbolic public acts. Among them there are usually a) displays of flags and 

symbolic colors; b) mock elections; c) wearing of symbols; d) prayer and worship; e) symbolic lights; 

f) displays of portraits; g) paint as protest; h) new signs and names; i) symbolic sounds; j) symbolic 

reclamations; k) rude gestures.27 Some protest demonstrations are still and occur in a fixed place; 

others can occur as a) marches; b) parades; c) religious processions; d) pilgrimages; e) motorcades.28 

There are many different active techniques and methods employed in protest demonstrations, and 

these are among the most common ones.  

 

(C) Social Movement 

A social movement, as defined by Charles Tilly, is a “sustained series of interactions between 

power holders and persons successfully claiming to speak on behalf of a constituency lacking formal 

representation, in the course of which those persons make publicly visible demands for changes in 

the distribution or exercise of power, and back those demands with public demonstrations of 

support.”29 In general, there are many other definitions of social movements and some of them are 

more single-purposed than others. For instance, some years earlier Tilly provided another definition 

of a social movement, saying that it is a “group of people identified by their attachment to some 

particular set of beliefs”30 and provided women’s movement as an example. As opposed to a single 

demonstration, a social movement usually encompasses larger time periods and has a long-lasting 

influence. A movement lasts as long as it holds to its beliefs and cannot survive if there is no 

agreement between its members or member groups. Social movements can occur both individually 

or in a “chain” as in the 1960s when there was a “proliferation in the very kinds of social 

movements and revolutions”31 and a lot of movements, such as the student movements in France 

and Germany, the Civil Rights Movement in the USA, the environmental movements, the Anti-war 

movement against the war in Vietnam and many others.  

 

 

                                                 
26 Sharp, 1973, pp.119-125. 

27 Ibid., pp.135-145. 

28 Ibid., pp. 152-157. 

29 Tilly, 1984, p.306. 

30 Tilly, 1978, p.9. 

31 McAdam et al., 1996, p.1. 
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(D) Political Opportunity 

In sociology an opportunity is a “relationship between a group and a world around it”32, 

whereas a political opportunity is a “consistent but not necessarily formal, permanent, or national 

signals to social or political actors which either encourage or discourage them to use their internal 

resources to form social movements.”33 A political opportunity provides a connection between 

institutionalized politics and a social movement that means that any changes within the political 

system in question affect a social movement. Political opportunity is regarded as a positive condition 

for a social movement and provides for a group’s action, or inaction.34 A negative condition for a 

social movement or a group becomes a political constraint35 which hampers a group’s strategies. An 

opportunity is considered one of the factors that give start to social movements along with resources 

and formal organization and helps “to explain the emergence of a particular movement or “cycle of 

protest.”36 There are many definitions of a political opportunity, and they can be applied in different 

ways to different social movements. Political opportunity is also one of the three components of 

political process theory (which is also called ‘political opportunity theory’). The other two are: 

mobilizing structures and framing processes (see the theoretical framework section for more details).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
32 Tilly, 1978, p.7. 

33 Tarrow, Sidney in McAdam et al., 1996, p.54. 

34 Tilly, 1978, p.7. 

35 McAdam et al., 1996, p.3. 

36 Ibid., p.17 
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4. Previous Research 

 

Unlike the Orange revolution, the wave of the protests in Russia in 2011-2012 has not got as 

much attention from academia. This fact can be explained by the recent nature of the Russian 

events, and studies on the protest movement are yet to be published.37 Quite many scholars speak 

about the protests and relate to them in their writings, but no substantial research has been 

conducted. This could possibly depend on the fact that the protest movement was not classified as a 

revolution. Furthermore, there is a divergence of views on how to label the protests and no 

particular labeling has been officially approved. Some scholars speak about these anti-government 

demonstrations as of the “White revolution.”38 39 

The other accepted, but again, not official labeling of the events in Russia is a “Snow 

Revolution”.40 This labeling implies that the protests against the electoral irregularities and political 

arbitrariness were mostly taking place during the winter 2011-2012 but it could easily be explained 

the same way as the “White Revolution” denoting the white ribbons worn by protesters as a sign of 

purity and transparency which the parliamentary and presidential elections lacked.  

As it can be seen above, there is no consensus between scholars about how exactly to refer 

to the Russian protests. There is, however, a substantial unity among scholars as far as the influence 

of the Orange Revolution on Russian policy-making is concerned. Prior to the popular movement 

2011-2012, Dr. Robert Horvath accomplished a study on the new strategy of the Russian 

government which he denoted “preventive counter-revolution”.41 The strategy was closely 

connected to the Ukrainian Orange Revolution since the Kremlin, by all means, tried to avoid the 

Ukrainian scenario in Russia. In order to strengthen their position and to make sure they can 

prevent any social unrest, President Putin and his administration took several preliminary measures. 

Horvath distinguishes three counter-revolutionary campaigns run by Putin’s administration:  

                                                 
37 Among them there is a book entitled “Moscow in Movement: Power and Opposition in Putin’s Russia” by 

Samuel A. Greene. The book is expected to be published in August 2014 by the time this thesis is accomplished. 

38 Umland, Andreas “Russia’s ‘White Revolution’: why Putin failed and the Russian democrats may follow.” 

Available at: https://www.opendemocracy.net/od-russia/andreas-umland/russia%E2%80%99s-

%E2%80%98white-revolution%E2%80%99-why-putin-failed-and-russian-democrats-may-foll. (Last accessed: 

12 March 2014). 

 39 The term, however, has been attributed to a series of reforms in Iran in 1963 by the former ruler Shah      

Mohammad Reza Pahlavi. The revolution was called “white” because it was bloodless. There is also a book 

entitled “India’s White Revolution: Operation Flood, Food Aid and Development” (2010), which is concerned 

with India’s dairy development project launched in the 1990s and aimed at turning India into world’s largest 

milk producer. 
40 See, for example, the article “The Snow Revolution’s Orange Shadow” by a senior fellow at the Peterson 

Institute for International Economics in Washington, DC, Anders Åslund, at http://www.project-

syndicate.org/commentary/the-snow-revolution-s-orange-shadow (Last accessed: 12 March 2014). 

41 Horvath, 2013, p.4. 
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- ideological (sovereign democracy as a “new form of governance”); 

- repressive (labeling of NGOs as “foreign agents”, suppressing new parties and demonstrations, 

implementation of new legislation); 

- mobilizational (creation of the pro-Putin youth movement “Nashi”).  

 

Horvath’s book is highly valuable for this research project as it represents the struggle 

between the oppositional forces and the government and proves that the protest movement in 2011-

2012 was not a random political upheaval but rather a consequence of a long-lasting escalating 

discontent with the abuse of power, reinforced by the adoption of a new set of practices that 

justifies that abuse of power and, moreover, makes it legal.  

Professor at North Dakota State University, USA Thomas Ambrosio whose study 

“Authoritarian Backlash. Russian Resistance to Democratization in the Former Soviet Union” was 

published some years earlier, in 2009, has a similar vision of Kremlin’s political strategies against a 

possibility of a mobilization according to the Ukrainian scenario. Ambrosio points out that “the 

Kremlin [...] seeking to inoculate Russia from the color revolutions” has a task to undermine the 

following three forces in Russia: 

-   foreign nongovernmental organizations (NGOs); 

-   election monitors; 

-   anti-regime youth movements by creating government-aligned youth movements.42 

 

Both Horvath and Ambrosio focus on the pre-planned repressive measures taken by the 

Kremlin and confirm their observations by pointing at the drastic changes in the legislation. Horvath 

explains the concept of sovereign democracy by saying that: “Sovereign democracy became the new 

shibboleth of the political elite: a justification for a ‘democratic’ political order that excluded 

independent opposition parties from competition for public office.”43 Professor Ambrosio’s book 

also sheds light on the notion of ‘sovereign democracy’. His understanding of sovereign democracy 

bears a negative connotation, too. Ambrosio states that the new policy is “at best […] a corporatist 

system in which politics would be securely managed from above to ensure the stability of the state 

and to preserve the government’s freedom of actions” and “at worst, it would likely resemble an 

illiberal system disguised as a democracy which functions to preserve the political dominance of the 

ruling class and to restrict external interference in the regime’s creeping authoritarianism”.44 

                                                 
42 Ambrosio, 2009, p.45. 

43 Horvath, 2013, pp.6-7. 

44 Ambrosio, 2009, p.72. 
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Additionally, the practice of appointing a successor could be included in the list of the 

strategies the Kremlin tends to undertake. Despite the common belief that Yeltsin was a more 

democratically oriented president than Putin, it was him who initiated the “tradition” of appointing 

successors by doing so in December 1999 and resigning before his term in office was over. His 

resignation was a shock for the country and, expecting that, Yeltsin introduced Putin as a successor 

who would continue Yeltsin’s work until the following presidential election in the spring 2000. This 

appointment did not cause much criticism among scholars, mostly because that Yeltsin was seriously 

ill to continue his duties. But Putin’s promotion of Dmitrii Medvedev in 2008 made it clear that 

Putin’s special interest in Medvedev as a successor was not a mere coincidence, but a detour 

allowing Putin to run for president again in 2012. This succession left few doubts as for the 

digression from the road to democracy in Russia and received much attention from academia. 

Stephen Blank in his work “Putin’s succession and its implications for Russian Politics” believes that 

this cooperation between Putin and Medvedev indicates “regression to past Soviet and Tsarist 

practices”45 and even “regency”46 given the fact, that Putin’s succession of Yeltsin was not meant to 

be a swap like in the case of Putin’s interest in Medvedev.  

Besides the works of Dr. Horvath and Thomas Ambrosio, there is an abundance of sources 

of both descriptive and analytical character on the Russian new political course. As far as the issue 

of the protest movement is concerned, several publications in the form of articles, journals and a 

few full-fledged books have been issued, and more are on the way. Most of them deal with the 

Russian protests indirectly, as, for example, the book “Digital Russia: The Language, Culture and 

Politics of New Media Communication.”47 The book represents a general overview of the use of 

digital media and social networking in Russia in a modern historical perspective but it also 

intentionally touches upon the protest movement and puts the protests into a framework of the 

Internet communication.  

Definitely, Internet played a huge role in the mobilization process that took place in Russia 

in winter 2011-spring 2012, whereas Russian TV channels intentionally did not report about the 

rallies as if they never happened.48 The book emphasizes the importance of the use of different 

slogans and hashtags in the movement and represents a Russian analogue to the “Twitter 

revolutions” that took place in Iran, Moldova, Tunisia and Egypt in connection with local upheavals 

in different years.  

                                                 
45 Blank, 2008, p.12. 

46 Ibid., p.6. 

47 Edited by Michael S. Gorham, Ingunn Lunde and Martin Paulsen, 2014. 

48 Furthermore, some Russian TV channels chose to show pro-Putin rallies in order to divert attention 

from anti-government protests. 
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Another recent valuable relevant source is the scientific article “Beyond Bolotnaia:49 

Bridging Old and New in Russia’s Election Protest Movement” by Samuel A. Green who also 

concentrates on the connection between the active Russian Internet users and the public protests 

and states that “there are numerous reasons to believe that online social media should be a fertile 

field for those seeking to understand the dynamics of the recent Russian protest wave”.50 This 

study, as well as the book “Digital Russia…” indicates that protest movements have gone to a whole 

new level where the actual physical mobilization is hardly possible without a mobilization and 

planning of the actual demonstrations on the Internet. Moreover, the so-called “Twitter revolutions” 

usually are non-violent and peaceful as colored revolutions.  

There is an abundance of research on the state of democracy in Russia prior to the social 

unrest in 2011-2012. Interestingly, some political historians assume that many Russian citizens had 

discredited the government since some time ago, long before the allegedly fraudulent elections were 

held. These assumptions are supported by statistic evidence that was believed to be the less biased in 

the 1990s that it is now. For instance, Tom Bjorkman argues that public opinion polls in Russia 

showed a gradual loss of support for the government: 

 

 Russians’ confidence in their parliament <…> dropped steadily in the early and mid-1990s until reaching a 

very low level, where it has stayed since that time. Russians offer largely negative responses to questions that ask whether 

voting gives them some say in how their government is run. Large majorities express little or no confidence in the court 

system.51 

 

Other scholars try to explain why, despite the low confidence in the Russian Parliament, or 

the State Duma, the popularity of Vladimir Putin still allows him to exercise a privilege of amending 

the Constitution of the Russian Federation in order to run for President for a third term as he did in 

2012. Rose, Mishler and Munro provided a figure with results of a public opinion poll where 

respondents were asked a question: “At present, the constitution says that Vladimir Putin is 

ineligible to be a candidate for a third term as president in 2008. What should he do in this 

situation?”52 It is peculiar that 23% of the respondents suggested appointing a successor, and 22% 

thought it was appropriate to “change the Constitution to stand again.” Already these figures 

                                                 
49 The widely accepted transliteration of the Russian word “Болотная”(square) is ”Bolotnaya”. However, 

some authors, as, for example, the above-mentioned Samuel A. Greene, resort to the use of the 

transliteration “Bolotnaia.” To avoid discrepancy, the transliteration “Bolotnaya” will be used in this 

thesis. 

50 Greene A. Samuel in “Problems of Post-Communism,” March/April 2013, p.44. 

51 Bjorkman, 2003, p.34. 

52 Rose et al., 2011, p.127. 
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together are more than the 44% of the respondents that answered it was necessary to “leave voters 

free choice”.  

Some scholars “blame” the legacy of the Soviet Union for the “years of totalitarianism [that] 

have transformed the society [and…] created a type of mentality, as well as institutional structures 

and social groups, that resist the transformation,53 others point out that “the blatantly fraudulent 

elections of December 2011 have caused outrage in Russia and abroad” and that “they have 

undermined Vladimir Putin’s authority and legitimacy.”54 But the numerous reports presented by 

OSCE/ODIHR Election Observation Mission55 leave few doubts as far as the irregularities 

observed during the parliamentary and presidential elections 2011-2012 are concerned and support 

the idea that the widespread political passivity and apathy among Russian citizens could have been 

challenged which resulted in the decision to stand for political rights by demonstrating against the 

“system” consolidated by the Kremlin’s ‘sovereign democracy’.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
53 Sergeyev et al., 1993, p.vii 

54 Mendras, 2011, p.279 

55 OSCE/ODIHR were monitoring the Parliamentary and President elections in Russia and published pre-

election, interim, final reports and statements which are available at the official website of 

OSCE/ODIHR. 
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5. Methodology and Delimitations 

 

Public protests are a social phenomenon and a subject of social research scholarship. But 

social research is composed of different techniques and different types of methodologies. Analysis 

of single protest demonstrations and, especially, of social movements as a whole calls for a 

qualitative study if it requires not only statistics but “in-depth knowledge”56 about the subject of 

inquiry. Since this research aims to put into focus the interaction between the Kremlin’s new 

political course in the form of the ‘sovereign democracy’ and the public response in the form of the 

protest demonstrations, a case study method will be employed. The Russian protests 2011-2012, 

however, are too complex to be analyzed in a single case study; therefore, a multiple case study 

approach will be applied in this research.  

But studying all the numerous single protests and drawing conclusions from each and every 

of them can pose a serious problem since the protest demonstrations were quite many and took 

place all over Russia and even abroad. Therefore, the research problem will be delimited by focusing 

on Moscow as a case. This approach is ultimately justified because Moscow protests were the 

biggest and the most meaningful and influential in terms of interaction between the protesters and 

the government, and in terms of the aftermath, too. But even the Moscow protests alone are 

complex phenomena and their analysis requires a structure. For the purpose of clarity, the empirical 

analysis of the Russian protest movement 2011-2012 in connection with the allegedly fraudulent 

Parliamentary and controversial President elections will be, therefore, divided into 5 (five) different 

chapters: 

I December 2011 protests 

II February 2012 protests 

III March 2012 protests 

IV May 2012 protests 

V June 2012 constitutional amendments. 

 

These particular months are chosen for the analysis due to the intensified protests activity 

(December-May) and implementation of a number of constitutional amendments (June) in 

connection with the rising discontent during the second wave of the protest demonstrations, 

whereas the interim periods (January and April) are regarded as phases of stagnation when no 

significant interaction between the protesting masses and the government took place which, without 

a doubt, hampered the protest movement. On the contrary, the months of maximal activity 

                                                 
56 Ragin, 1994, p.83. 
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(December, February, March and May) fostered the protest movement and brought about 

significant changes that will be looked upon in the empirical research.  

The five chapters aim to describe different stages of development of the new oppositional 

movement in Russia from the point of view of interactions between the oppositional forces and the 

authorities in Moscow as well as to look upon counter-measures taken by the Kremlin, such as Pro-

Parliament and Pro-Putin demonstrations. The detailed structure of the empirical research will be as 

follows:  

I December 2011 protests: Parliamentary Election 2011 and the Rise of the Russian Protest 

Movement. 

II February 2012 protests: the Consolidation of the Oppositional Forces. The Kremlin’s 

Anti-Revolutionary strategies.  

III March 2012 protests: Before and After the Presidential Election. 

IV May 2012 protests: Marches of “Millions” and Mass Arrests. The Fall of the Protest 

Movement. 

V June 2012 constitutional amendments. Repressions.  

 

It should be pointed out that, despite the methodological division into cases, the five 

chapters under analysis are interconnected and centered on one and the same subject, namely, the 

dialogue between the Russian opposition and the government in connection to the elections to the 

State Duma in December 2011 and the Presidential Elections in March 2012. Each of the chapters is 

to be analyzed based on its individual characteristics but in the connection to the research question 

this thesis rests upon. 

Speaking about the Russian protests, many scholars mention the fact that they were mostly 

attended by representatives of the so-called Moscow middle class. This thesis does not intend to 

analyze who the protesters were and what social groups they represented in order to avoid 

generalization. However, it is worth specifying that the protests mainly took place in large cities 

which most likely indicates the fact that, unlike people living in smaller cities and villages, people in 

larger cities are more active users of the Internet and are more skeptical towards the information 

shown on the state TV.  
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6. Sources 

 

Speaking about the Kremlin’s road to ‘sovereign democracy’ Professor of sociology at 

Michigan State University (MSU) Vladimir Shlapentokh stated: 

 

By the end of his second term in 2007, Putin concentrated more power than any other Soviet leader 

after 1953. In only three years, he eliminated all traces of the division of power. He turned the Parliament into 

a puppet institution, not unlike the Soviet Supreme Council of the past. The judicial system became as 

obeisant to Putin as it was to the Soviet masters of the Kremlin. Putin also reduced the independence of the 

media. Russian TV became a direct instrument of the Kremlin. Putin would appear no less than five to seven 

times during a typical 30-minute news program. In fact, he made more television appearances than comrade 

Brezhnev did in Soviet times. In most cases, the president was portrayed as a great leader who takes care of 

everything in the country.57 

 

To some degree, this statement can be applied to the time span when the protests 

took place. The empirical analysis of the protests aims to shed light on the extent to which the 

following statement is true and whether some changes could have occurred during and after the 

period of the protest movement. A vast amount of literature has been devoted to the complexity of 

the Russian political regime. But for the purpose of conducting the empirical analysis, those sources 

will only be regarded as auxiliary. They can uncover some reasons behind the collision between the 

politically active citizens and the government but they cannot shed light either on the nature of the 

recent events, or on the shift in the dialogue between the protesting masses and the government as 

each new demonstration of protests took place. Consequently, it is the primary sources that are of 

great value to this research. Being a native speaker of the Russian language, the author of the thesis 

does not see any obstacles in dealing with the different sorts of data written in Russian and, 

therefore, all the translations will be accomplished by the author. 

The book by Sinikukka Saari “Promoting Democracy and Human Rights in Russia” 

(2010) is a valuable source of information about the history of elections in Russia. Saari’s scholarly 

contribution examines each and every election cycle in detail according to the norms prescribed by 

OSCE/ODIHR, CoE and other international observers. This book will be referred to in the section 

“Historical Overview: Elections and Electoral Legislation in Post-Soviet and Modern Russia” since 

it is important to get an insight into the past elections and their aftermath in order to understand the 

present ones. 

The following primary sources are of particular interest to this research: newspaper 

articles, primarily, articles published in a daily Moscow-based newspaper “Moskovskii 

                                                 
57 Shlapentokh, 2007, p.32. 
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Komsomolets” (MK), transcripts of speeches held at the demonstrations, transcripts of placards and 

slogans, transcripts of meetings of the then-President of Russia Dmitrii Medvedev with high-ranking 

officials where the issue of the growing public discontent was on the agenda, as well as the data 

presented by OSCE/ODIHR and relevant Russian legislation before and after 2012.  

The choice of “MK” as a relevant source of information for the study is 

predetermined by the fact that “MK” is one of the few independent and objective newspapers left in 

the Post-Soviet Russian Media landscape. While many Russian newspapers and television channels 

became state-owned, “MK” managed to preserve its identity and continued to live up to its 

advertising slogan: “Topicality and credibility is not just a slogan, but the principle of existence”. 

Furthermore, “MK” was the first of the newspapers in Russia to use the term Fourth Estate which 

stands for “the role of the public media as a pillar, on which the smooth functioning of a democratic 

society rests, together with the other three estates – legislative, executive, and judiciary. A free press 

is also a counterbalance to these powers, a watchdog guarding the public interest, and providing a 

forum for public debate – a public sphere – that underpins the processes of democracy.”58 

However, the term Fourth Estate will not be used in this thesis as it is relevant to developed well-

functioning democracies where Russia does not belong due to its repressive control of the media.  

 

 

  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

                                                 
58 International Encyclopedia of Communication. 
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7. Theoretical Perspective 

 

The study of social movements is a perspectival paradigm59 and developed as late as in the 

1970s-1980s. For quite a while, protests and demonstrations were considered merely as illegal 

actions launched by ”irrational mobs, overwhelmed by a collective mentality”60 and lacked expertise. 

After the turbulent 1960s, the popular attitude to public protests has changed, and studies of social 

movements went to a whole new level and  received much attention from academia. Due to the 

success brought about by many protest movements of the 1960s, it became obvious that movements 

could be regarded as means helping protesting groups to achieve their goals on a quite new political 

and social level.  

Therefore, in order to provide theoretical underpinnings for this research, political 

opportunity theory will be employed. Political opportunity theory, which is also referred to as 

’political process theory’, is one of the major theories on social movements. Some scholars, such as, 

for instance, Patrick G. Coy differentiate political process theory from political opportunity 

theory,61 others62 find them equal. To avoid obscurity, in the context of this thesis the naming 

political process theory will be replaced with political opportunity theory if necessary. The author of 

this thesis argues that the word ”opportunity” serves its direct purpose in terms of the theory, 

whereas the naming ’political process theory’ is rather vague and can be easily confused with other 

concepts and theories.  

Political opportunity theory emerged in the USA and was elaborated in the works of such 

prominent scholars as Peter K. Eisinger (”The Conditions of Protest Behaviour in American Cities”, 

1973), Charles Tilly (”From Mobilization to Revolution”, 1978), Doug McAdam (”Political Process 

and the Development of Black Insurgency”, 1982) and others. Peter K. Eisinger is believed to be the 

progenitor of the political process theory. In his work Eisinger attempted to explain the emergence 

of riots in some American cities but his approach gave rise to a whole new theory. The core 

argument behind the theory is that political opportunities determine failure or success of a protest 

movement. If there are changes in political opportunity, they might affect the ”likelihood that mass 

mobilization would be repressed or might succeed and this affected people’s collective judgement 

about whether to protest or not.”63 The reverse of an opportunity is a threat.64  

                                                 
59 Fulbrook, 2002, p.35. 

60 Caren, Neal, Blackwell Encyclopedia of Sociology, 2007. 

61 Coy, 2001, p.ix.  

62 Meyer et al., 2004, p.1462. 

63 Tarrow, 1996, p.53. 

64 Tilly, 1978, p.99. 
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Advocates of political opportunity theory identified the following dimensions that have an 

impact on the formation and structure of social movements:65 

 

1. The relative openness or closure of the institutionalized political system 

2. The stability of that broad set of elite alignments that typically undergird a polity 

3. The presence of elite allies 

4. The state’s capacity and propensity for repression.  

 

For the purpose of this study, the four dimensions listed above will be looked upon in 

the empirical analysis. Since the latest protest movement is Russia was a relatively long-lasting 

process and encompassed several months, it could, therefore, be affected by more than one of these 

dimensions, perhaps, even simultaneously. The impact of these dimensions might explain the nature 

of the protests, as well as try to provide an insight into their course and the reasons behind the 

protest decline. 

Changes towards vulnerability in at least one of these dimensions can be enough in 

order to create favorable opportunities for insurgents. The more dimensions are challenged, the 

more opportunities are provided. Movement’s form and timing depend on the kind of opportunity. 

Opportunities give life to social movements and differ from a country to a country. A movement 

takes its form only due to a specific opportunity, but such factors as mobilizing structures and framing 

processes are no less decisive. Mobilizing structures are “those collective vehicles, informal as well as 

formal, through which people mobilize and engage in collective action.”66 Mobilizing structures fall 

within the subject of the resource mobilization theory, but they are closely related to the political 

opportunity theory due to the important structural and organizational role they play in a protest 

movement formation.  

Framing processes are cognitive factors and are defined by scholars as “conscious 

strategic efforts by groups of people to fashion shared understandings of the world and themselves 

that legitimate and motivate collective action.”67 Thus, political opportunities and mobilizing 

structures can provide protesting masses with potential but a movement is unlikely to last long 

unless it has this cognitive component, i.e., framing process that bolster up the morale of protesters 

and makes people head out on the streets in order to express their discontent.  

In the context of political opportunity theory, it is highly important to bear in mind 

that a political opportunity should not be confused with other favorable conditions allowing a 

                                                 
65 McAdam et al., 1996, p.10. 

66 Ibid., p.3. 

67 Ibid., p.6. 
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movement to emerge and proliferate. What normally differentiates an opportunity from a facilitative 

condition is a component of culture. Accordingly, a component of culture is an extra factor, and 

some external actor has to frame it. Framing process is that very factor of a political opportunity 

model that possesses the cultural component. And in many cases, it is mass media that provides for 

the cultural component in an opportunity. Being a modern country and a part of a globalized world, 

Russia has access to the World Wide Web and numerous sources of Mass media. Accessing data 

becomes easier and finding out whether some any kind of electoral fraud has taken place is also 

possible. Furthermore, mass media constantly reported about the countries where similar situation 

took place (as, for example, Ukraine) and about the Ukrainian mobilization that resulted in the 

Orange revolution. These conditions predetermined the directions the insurgents in Russia could 

follow. Therefore, it can be concluded that framing process is no less important for mass 

mobilization that political opportunities and mobilizing structures.  

Critics of the political opportunity theory argue that the theory is “invariant and overly 

structural.”68 To some extent it is true, but invariability may depend on the current lack of expertise 

within the theory and, thus, is potentially subject to change. As for the overly structural nature of the 

political opportunity theory, it might be its advantage, since the vast variety of structures help to 

explain the myriad of different social movements and there is hardly any universal model for 

explaining all possible movements in the same way. Warrantable criticism of the theory, however, 

may concern the fact that political opportunity theory focuses on social movements that are in 

opposition to governments and ignores such movements that emerged as a show of solidarity with a 

government, a certain policy, an institutional or a social change.  

In the case of this research, the focus of the theory on antigovernment movements is 

a big advantage. The political opportunity theory is expected to shed light on the emergence, 

development and decline of the Russian protest movement 2011-2012 and to explain a possible 

interconnection of the protest wave with the new Kremlin’s ideas of ‘sovereign democracy’, where 

conditions predetermined by the new policy can be political opportunities and/or threats to the 

protest movement and its potential goals. Thus, the set of practices called ‘sovereign democracy’ 

might have both stimulated the protests and put an end to them depending on the opportunities or 

the lack of them. 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
68 Caren, 2007, 1/5. 
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8. Historical Overview: Elections and Electoral Legislation in Post-Soviet and 

Modern Russia 

 

Fair and free elections are a European norm and holding genuinely competitive 

elections on a regular basis is the only way to confirm international legitimacy of the government.69 

Although this master thesis focuses on the events following the electoral fraud related to the 

parliamentary election 2011 and partially also to the presidential election in March 2012, it will be 

important to stress that mass electoral irregularities were typical of some preceding elections, too. 

For instance, the very first multiparty parliamentary elections held on 12 December 1993 and 

decreed by the first President of the Russian Federation Boris Yeltsin, proved to be fraudulent since 

small, marginalized parties like the LDPR, the Agrarian Party and the Women of Russia received 

unexpectedly many electoral votes. Allegations of fraud arose a few months later and concerned the 

fact that, since the parliamentary election was held on the same day as the referendum on the 

adoption of a new Russian Constitution, ballot boxes in favor of the new Constitution were stuffed 

with a huge number of extra votes to make the Constitution pass. And so were the ballot boxes used 

in the parliamentary election.70 Nevertheless, the positive feature of the parliamentary election of 

1993 was the political pluralism that finally emerged in the new Russia, something that was not 

possible in the USSR where absolute dominance of the Communist Party did not let other parties be 

formed and proliferate.  

Although it was a relatively bad start for the country which finally stepped on the road 

to a representative democracy after seven decades of Soviet totalitarianism, some concessions could 

have been made and the irregularities could have been regarded as venial based on the fact that 

Russia was still in transition to a more democratic order and lacked the understanding of what a 

democratic order is. Moreover, the election was characterized by a political struggle between 

communists and liberals. In 1996 Russia joined the Council of Europe (CoE) which meant that the 

country was ready to accept and follow the European norms and principles concerning democracy 

and humanism as well as to adapt the legislation in accordance with those norms.  On the 

international level, the election process was monitored by the CoE, the OSCE and the EU, on the 

domestic level – by Central Election Commission (CEC).  

The parliamentary election of 1995 was characterized by noticeable improvements: 

almost no evidence of electoral fraud, equal political representation, actions in accordance with the 

legislation. Although the election was not up to the European standards, it was considered a positive 

                                                 
69 Saari, 2010, p.79.  

70 Ibid., p.87. 
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breakthrough in terms conducting of fair and free elections in the post-Soviet country. Russia 

received international support and approval with the parliamentary election 1995. 

But the presidential election held in 1996 proved that, despite commitment to 

democratic principles, the Russian elite represented by President Yeltsin sought to secure its 

positions and, by hook or by crook, to win the election. In 1996 Yeltsin’s main opponent was 

Gennadii Zyuganov, permanent leader of KPRF. Zyuganov had more support than Yeltsin mostly 

due to the fact that Yeltsin’s popularity was shaken by the devastating Chechen war, the growth of 

oligarchy and by the tremendous disorder in the country also known as “the wild 90s”. In order to 

secure the support and draw more votes, Yeltsin and his team resorted to mass media corruption 

and other illegal manipulations that were aimed at his promotion. Only those manipulations could 

explain the fact that Yeltsin’s popularity suddenly rose from 6 per cent to 54 per cent in that he 

received in the second round of the presidential election.71 Nevertheless, the election was endorsed 

by the international observers and even approved as a democratically genuine election. However, 

given the obvious irregularities before and during the election process, this approval could be 

misinterpreted by Russian officials and made them believe that overly active promotion of one 

candidate was normal.  

The parliamentary election of 1999 proved that electoral irregularities in the form of 

giving support to one leader or one party became a Russian political ‘norm’. Pro-Yeltsin party 

Unity72 received too much attention in the media, while other parties including Fatherland - All 

Russia, Yabloko73 and The Union of Right Forces, either had little broadcasting time or were 

presented by mass media from a negative side. However, the fact that the still strong Communist 

Party (KPRF) won the relative majority by 24.29% (Unity came second with 23.32% of votes) the 

election was still considered democratic and free. The CoE and the other European organizations 

considered the election acceptable. They did, however, acknowledge the fact that numerous electoral 

irregularities took place. 

Yeltsin’s presidency was characterized by constant change of Prime Ministers. Due to 

the never-ending disorder in the country and the Second Chechen war, Yeltsin was not able to tackle 

the crisis and sought a way out of it by appointing new Prime Ministers. Four months before the 

parliamentary election 1999 he appointed a former KGB agent Vladimir Putin, as his Prime Minister 

and on the 31st of December 1999 in his New Year’s Eve speech he introduced Putin as his 

successor.  

 

                                                 
71 Saari, 2010, p.91. 

72 In Russian: Единство (Edinstvo). 

73 Yabloko (from Russian “Яблоко”-“Apple”) is a social liberal party. It was founded in 1993 and 

nowadays it does not have any seats in the State Duma due to repressions from the Kremlin and CEC.  
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Below there is an excerpt from his speech: 

 

When I saw how much hope and faith people had when they were giving their vote in the 

elections for the new generation of politicians, I realized that I accomplished the main goal of my life. Russia 

will never return to the past. From now on, Russia will always move forward.  

And I should not interfere with this natural course of history. I still have half a year left in 

office but why should I stay when the country has another strong politician who is worth becoming   

President, and who is seen by practically every Russian as a hope for the future? Why should I stop him? Why 

wait for another six months? No, it is not for me! It is not in my character!  

Today, on this extremely important day for me, I would like to say a little bit more personal 

words, than those I usually say when I am talking to my citizens.  

I want you all to forgive me.  

For the fact, that many of our dreams have not come true. What seemed easy to us, turned 

out just to be painfully hard. I apologize for the fact that I have not lived up to the expectations of those 

people who believed that we could easily jump over the grey, stagnant, totalitarian past into a bright, rich and 

civilized future. I myself believed in this. It seemed to me that we were able overcome anything.  

But the task has proven uneasy. In some ways, I was too naive. Sometimes the problems 

turned out to be too complex. We wade forward through mistakes, through failures. Many people 

experienced shock.  

But I want you to know something. I have never said that before, today I will tell you what is 

important. I felt your pain, with my heart. Sleepless nights, painful experiences - I was wondering what I 

could do to make life of my people a little better and easier. I did not have any more important tasks. 

Now I am leaving. I did everything I could. I am not leaving because of my poor health, and 

due to the totality of all the problems. As my replacement you will get a person from the new generation, the 

generation of people who can do more and better.  

In accordance with the Constitution and in connection to my resignation, I signed an 

executive order handing over the duties of the President to the Prime Minister of Russia Vladimir Putin. 

During the following three months, in accordance with the Constitution, he will be the head of state. And 

after three months, in accordance with the Constitution of Russia, the presidential elections will be held.  

I was always confident in the amazing wisdom of the Russians. Therefore, I do not doubt 

what choice you will make at the end of March 2000.  

Saying good-bye, I would like to say to each of you: Be happy. You deserve happiness. You 

deserve happiness and peace of mind.  

Happy New Year! Happy New century!74 

                                                 
74 The whole text of Boris Yeltsin’s speech transcript can be found here: 

http://www.grankin.ru/dosye/archiv/otst_prez.htm. (Last accessed 16 June 2014).The translation is 

accomplished by the author.  
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It is very likely that this very decision gave start to the tradition of appointing 

successors in Russia. Putin quickly gained popularity of a strong leader when he was serving as 

Prime Minister and as acting President after the 31st of December. Interestingly enough, this handing 

the office from Yeltsin to Putin was made in the presence of the then-Patriarch of Moscow and All 

Russia Alexius II. And given the fact that religion plays a big role in modern Russia, unlike in the 

atheist Soviet Union, this transfer of power was not accidental. 

In 2000 Vladimir Putin ran for President being regarded as a strong leader able to 

confront the aftermath of the turbulent 1990s. His election campaign was characterized by “no-

campaigning” which meant that “he published no political programme, did not turn up to television 

debates75 between the candidates, had no television spots, and organized no election events.”76 This 

fact, however, did not minimize his chances in the election. On the contrary, he managed to keep 

untarnished the reputation of a man who could bring positive changes to Russia. Apparently, Putin 

believed that his appointment from Yeltsin was enough to guarantee his victory in the election. And 

this practice became Putin’s norm as most of the subsequent presidential elections proved. 

In 2000 Putin was the only favorite in the Russian mass media leaving behind the 

other candidates, Zyuganov (KPRF), Iavlinskii (Yabloko) and Zhirinovskii (LDPR). The election 

process was followed by numerous claims of irregularities and reports on illicit electoral behaviour. 

As the OSCE International Election Mission concluded: “both State-controlled and private (media) 

failed to provide impartial information about the election campaign and candidates”77 and presented 

evidence of “paid journalism”. 

In general, however, there were no serious allegations concerning any severe 

irregularities. The turnout was 69%, and this fact proved that confidence in the voting system was 

still quite high. But the presidential election of 2000 was not without flaws. Although the election 

campaign was considered genuinely democratic, the OSCE stated that the parties in Russia “still 

tend to center on individual personalities rather than platforms and ideologies.”78 Additionally, the 

report concluded that the Russian party system should have been strengthened.  

Nevertheless, the events besides the presidential election of 2000, such as constant 

confrontations with Chechen terrorists, murders of journalists critical of Putin, unsolved apartment 

                                                 
 

75 It should be noted that since then, Putin has never taken part in television debates, neither in 2004 

when he was running for President for a second term, nor in the 2012 when the latest Presidential election 

was held. 

76 Saari, 2010, p.94.  

77 OSCE, Preliminary findings, Moscow, 26 March 2000.  

78 OSCE, Final report, Moscow, 26 March 2000. 
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bombings “<…> foreshadowed the most disturbing aspects of the coming authoritarian regime.”79 

Vladimir Putin’s great achievement was the end of the Chechen war in June 2000. But it was rather 

evident that he demanded a reward from the Russians for this achievement: respect, adoration and 

endless support. He built a brand new system around himself which aimed at strengthening his 

position in the Russian politics. Interestingly, quite many people working in his administration were 

his fellow students from Saint-Petersburg State University and his colleagues from the former KGB, 

the so-called siloviki.80 Furthermore, the control over the media was exerted which gave Putin and 

his administration opportunities to create a good image of the current President notwithstanding his 

actions.   

The parliamentary election held on the 7th of December 2003 coincided with growing 

popularity of President Putin and was marked by the emergence of a big coalition party on the basis 

of the three parties: Unity, Fatherland and All Russia. The new party was called United Russia81 and, 

given the fact that it was pro-President just like Unity, there were few doubts left as for its good 

chances in the election campaign. But despite Putin’s high popularity, the party indirectly resorted to 

“harassment of candidates, politicization of electoral commissions and outright vote rigging.”82 The 

election marked a turning-point in the previously international approval of the election process in 

Russia by the OSCE/ODIHR, the CoE, the EU and other international organizations. For the first 

time, the OSCE concluded that the parliamentary election was characterized by “advantages of 

incumbency”. Furthermore, one of the most crucial statements concerned observations grounded 

on the fact that “the widespread use of State administrative resources blurred the distinction 

between United Russia and the executive administration”83 and that “the main countrywide State 

broadcasters displayed favoritism towards United Russia and, in doing so, failed to meet their legal 

obligation to provide equal treatment to electoral participants, also a fundamental principle of 

democratic elections.”84 

The result of the election was marked by a rapid growth of United Russia’s support 

(223 out of 450 seats won or 38%) and declining popularity of KPRF (only 52 seats as compared to 

113 seats in the Russian legislative election of 1999). For the first time in the history of Russian State 

Duma elections, the gap between the first two parties that received majority of votes was that huge. 

Without a doubt, the time of the Communist Party’s great popularity could have been over by 2003 

but there were other parties and their voice was not heard due to the blatant misuse of resources 

                                                 
79 Ostrow et al., 2007, p.96.  

     80 Siloviki are politicians who originate from military and security services.  

81 In Russian: Edinaia Rossia 

82 Saari, 2010, p.98. 

83 OSCE, Final report, Moscow, 7 December 2003. 

84 Ibid. 
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such as mass media, electoral propaganda and close ties with Russian Central Election Commission 

(CEC). Democratic nature of Russian parliamentary elections was questioned, and the swing 

between democratic norms and authoritarian practices was noticed.  

Next presidential election was held on the 14th of March 2004. By that time, the state 

control over the media was so much increased that it was relatively easy for Vladimir Putin’s team to 

manipulate it in their favor. But it is doubtful whether those manipulations were needed at all since 

Putin’s popularity was high in 2004. During Putin’s first term in office, the Russians witnessed major 

improvements in the economic situation and associated those improvements with Putin’s 

presidency. Nevertheless, the obvious manipulations were observed. The manipulations helped 

Putin to score a landslide victory, winning incredible 49,565,238 votes (71.31%)85, whereas 

candidates from KPRF (Nikolay Kharitonov) and Sergey Glaziev (independent candidate originating 

from Motherland party) received only 13.69% and 4.10% respectively.86  

Shortly after the presidential election was criticized by OSCE, Russia accused OSCE 

of “double standards”. These accusations concerned the Orange Revolution in Ukraine that OSCE 

supported and approved. The OSCE/ODIHR and the Committee of voters of Ukraine concluded 

that the Ukrainian presidential election was “closer to European standards”87 after the Orange 

Revolution resulted in Yushchenko’s victory. The Kremlin insisted that the presidential election in 

Russia was free and fair, whereas the outcome of the Orange Revolution, when Victor 

Yushchenko’s victory in the election had to be achieved by the means of the revolution, did not 

indicate presence of democratic order in Ukraine. Putin and his colleagues made it clear that they 

wanted the other candidate, Pro-Russian Victor Yanukovich, to win the election. More over, “the 

Kremlin had aggressively intervened in the internal affairs of Ukraine to promote the succession of 

its preferred candidate, Victor Yanukovich.”88 Ukraine’s democratic breakthrough of 2004-2005 and 

Yanukovich’s defeat shattered the Kremlin’s power and made them expect a similar revolution in 

Russia. But instead of turning back to the abandoned democratic principles in order to avoid the 

possibility of a revolution in Russia, Putin and his administration elaborated counter-revolutionary 

measures such as, above all, taming of civil society. In his speeches, Putin blamed “manipulations 

from abroad”.89 According to him, the Orange revolution was launched from the USA and would 

never have happened without the interference from abroad. This period marked the emergence of 

the idea of ‘sovereign democracy’ as a Russian response to the West. 

                                                 
85 OSCE, Final report, Moscow, 14 March, 2003. 

86 Saari, 2010, p.100. 

87 Wilson, 2005, p.154. 

88 Horvath, 2013, p.5.  

89 Wilson, 2005, p.175. 
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Russian election to State Duma in December 2007 consolidated United Russia’s 

position in the Parliament. The party easily passed the 7%90 threshold and received 64.3% of the 

total vote but the election did not receive any reports from the OSCE/ODIHR as members of the 

observation mission could not arrive in Russia in time due to “deferred entry visas”91. The CoE sent 

a smaller mission to Russia and witnessed irregularities and evidence of growing authoritarianism 

where no sound political competition could take place. The competition, in fact, could have taken 

place, since Communist Party, KPRF, was regaining support as the only trusted alternative to United 

Russia. In order to ensure victory of United Russia in the election, A Just Russia party was founded. 

It is believed that the party was required to balance votes among minor parties and to “take votes 

away from Communist Party.”92 As a result, Communist Party received 11.5% votes while A Just 

Russia came forth (following KPRF and LDPR) with an impressive 7.7% which is typically unusual 

for marginal parties in Russia. The results of A Just Russia confirmed the worst apprehensions: the 

party was puppet of United Russia. 

Shortly after the parliamentary elections of 2007, a new presidential election took 

place. Vladimir Putin could not retain his position as President for a third term and, realizing that, he 

started to promote Dmitrii Medvedev who, just like Putin, also came from Saint-Petersburg and held 

a degree  in law from Saint-Petersburg State University.93 Medvedev’s frequent television 

appearances and his service as First Deputy Prime Minister of Russia were preceding steps in his 

promotion as a candidate for President but Putin himself announced that he would prefer to see him 

as his successor. Furthermore, Vladimir Putin, in the case of Medvedev’s victory, was going to 

continue his political career as Prime Minister. The goals were set; the price was high and it was 

highly important for Putin to ensure Medvedev’s victory. This job swap is often referred to as “the 

Putin Plan.”94 

The presidential election of 2007 proved that the huge gaps between the results of 

pro-United Russia candidates and the results of candidates who come second was becoming a new 

tradition of Russian elections. While Medvedev easily received 71.3%, his next opponent from 

KPRF Gennadii Ziuganov received as little as 17.9% votes. As far as the ODIHR’s observation 

mission was concerned, it was not sent to Russia due to difficulties in the negotiations on how the 

observation should have been conducted. Since there was no observance accomplished by 

international commissions, it is hard to conclude whether the election was fraudulent or not, but 

Russia’s unwillingness to let the ODIHR in and Medvedev’s surprisingly good performance in the 

                                                 
90 In 2007 the threshold to the State Duma was raised from 5 to 7%. However, it was lowered again to 

5% by President Medvedev in October 2011.  

91 Saari, 2010, p.106.  

92 Saari, 2010, p.105. 
93 Before 1991 it was called State Leningrad University. 
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election suggests that the victory of that particular candidate had to be secured and, even if blatant 

vote rigging did not take place, Medvedev’s active promotion and constant presence on the 

television definitely minimised the chances of the other candidates. 

After winning the election, Medvedev ensured Putin the seat in the Prime Minister’s 

office and changed the Constitution of the Russian Federation by extending President’s time in 

office from 4 years to 6,95 and the interval between parliamentary elections from 4 years  

to 5.96 These constitutional amendments, as well as United Russia’s ultimate dominance in the 

Russian political arena, proved once again that Russia chose a completely new path, contrary to that 

of Western liberal democratic countries and was not willing to compromise. The principles of 

‘sovereign democracy’ became the Kremlin’s guideline and neither OSCE/ODIHR, nor any other 

international organizations could bring any change in the Russian politics. 

It became clear that Vladimir Putin was there to stay and that “the Putin Plan” was 

working when Medvedev told reporters of a state-owned television channel Russia Today (RT)97 

about his agreements with Putin: “Everything goes on as we have agreed,” and “Any political force 

must have a program for a long-term perspective and we have one.”98 With these words, Medvedev 

confirmed suspicions about Putin’s intention to run for a third term. The blatant abuse of power 

and endless reports of irregularities in the process of parliamentary and presidential elections in 

2011-2012 resulted in the wave of single protests and mass demonstrations that will be looked upon 

in this thesis.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                                                                                                                             
94 Saari, 2010, p.107. 
95 The Constitution of the Russian Federation, Chapter 4, Article 81, §1. Revision of Part 1 was provided 

in accordance with the federal law on the amendment of the Constitution of the Russian Federation of 

December 30, 2008.  
96 The Constitution of the Russian Federation, Chapter 5, Article 96, §1. Revision of Part 1 was provided 

in accordance with the federal law on the amendment of the Constitution of the Russian Federation of 

December 30, 2008. 

97 RT was founded on the request of the Kremlin to broadcast news from Russia in foreign languages and 

to create a good image of Russia abroad.  
98 RT, September 1, 2011. http://rt.com/politics/goes-agreed-medvedev-595/ (Last accessed: 11 June 

2014). 
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9. Empirical Analysis 

 

In order to provide a clear picture of the Russian protests of 2011-2012, it will be 

necessary to list the most important actors of the Russian protest movement. Some of them are 

“veterans” of the Russian opposition originating from different opposition parties, such as Yabloko, 

PARNAS, Left Front etc. Others do not belong to any particular party but have proven to be 

politically active by being founders or members of various non-governmental organizations. Their 

role in the opposition movement can differ, but it is essential to mention these actors in order to 

proceed with the main analysis of the protest movement. The last two names are not associated with 

the opposition movement as such, but it is also important to mention them in order to shed light on 

different sides of the protest movement.  

 

Association “GOLOS” 

Perhaps, the most important of these actors is the Association99 “GOLOS”100 which 

works with civil election monitoring and helps citizens enforce their voter rights, in particular, their 

right to control the elections and referendums. The Association was funded from abroad by United 

States Agency for International Development (USAID) and was launched as a project aimed at 

ensuring the main democratic principles of “transparency, openness and lawfulness of elections of 

bodies of state government and local governments.” “GOLOS” was severely criticized by Russian 

CEC for meddling with electoral process and thus affecting voting results of United Russia.  

 

Alexei Navalny 

Popular blogger and lawyer famous for his active work aimed at combating corruption 

in Russia, Alexei Navalny became the protest movement’s symbol and inspirer. His personal 

charisma and rhetoric found support among the people and gave Navalny the privilege of an 

unofficial leadership in the opposition movement. Navalny’s speeches in the public protest made 

him “the voice of the opposition movement” and his catchy slogan “United Russia is the party of 

crooks and thieves” quickly gained popularity on the Internet and later was widely used in the 

protests. 

 

 

 

                                                 
 

99 In 2013 the organization was reformed under the new name: Movement for protecting voter rights 

“GOLOS.” 

100 In Russian: Vote, voice. 
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Vladimir Ryzhkov 

Vladimir Ryzhkov is a prominent politician known for his oppositional views. He is 

one of the three leaders of PARNAS (the other two are Mikhail Kasyanov and Boris Nemtsov), and 

an active member of various pro-democracy movements and coalitions. Ryzhkov held speeches in 

almost all the demonstrations connected to the parliamentary and presidential elections of 2011-

2012.  

 

Ilya Yashin 

Yashin is a former member of the party Yabloko. Later Yashin joined a united 

democratic movement “Solidarity”101 and in the protest movement he was known and recognized 

by the membership in “Solidarity”. Nowadays Yashin is a member of the Coordinating Council of 

the Russian Opposition.  

 

Boris Nemtsov 

Nemtsov used to work for the Russian government and was a member of President 

Administration in the times of Boris Yeltsin’s presidency. He was a founder and a co-founder of 

different liberal movements such as “Young Russia”, “Union of Right Forces” and always stood for 

democratic principles. Nemtsov initiated the movement “Solidarity”, joined PARNAS and now he is 

also a member of the Coordinating Council of the Russian Opposition.  

 

Sergei Udaltsov 

Udaltsov is probably the most extreme leader of the Russian opposition movement. 

Originating from a highly politicized family, Udaltsov has been supporter and a member of KPRF 

but also a member in other communist organizations, such as “Advance-guard of Red Youth”, “Red 

Front” and other political, mostly communist, organizations. By the time this thesis is accomplished, 

Utaltsov is being house imprisoned (from February 2013).  

 

Vladimir Churov 

The head of the Central Election Commission (CEC) Churov was not a direct 

participant of the protest movement but his name was very often mentioned in the media and by 

protesters during the demonstrations since he was believed to be the main person behind the 

election rigging. In popular memes, Churov was regarded as an “evil magician” who could easily 

provide for high voting results on request by United Russia and Putin by resorting to electoral fraud. 

 

                                                 
101 In Russian: Солидарность (Solidarnost’). 
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Sergei Kurginyan 

Kurginyan is a political activist, Head of the Board of the historic club “The Essence 

of Time” and political analyst who has been famous since the Soviet era. Kurginyan took part in 

pro-government protest demonstrations and was strongly against “orange” influences in Russia. As 

a sign of a protest, he publicly burned a white ribbon – a sign of the opposition movement’s 

aspiration for purity of elections. 

 

 

9.1. The December 2011 protests: Parliamentary Election 2011 and the Rise of 

the Russian Protest Movement 

 

It is worth mentioning that the day of the parliamentary election, 4 December 2011, 

coincided with the death of Andrei Tverdokhlebov, Soviet human rights activist, “prisoner of 

conscience” and Andrei Sakharov’s102 ally. Together with Sakharov, Tverdokhlebov founded the 

Committee on Human Rights in the USSR. Just like Sakharov, Tverdokhlebov was also imprisoned 

on political grounds. Nevertheless, all the time before and after the arrest Tverdokhlebov devoted to 

helping political prisoners. Whether this coincidence was symbolic or not, the day of the election 

marked the beginning of the Russians’ struggle for protection of their fundamental human right to 

vote.  

The 2011 parliamentary election was expected to be fraudulent since there were claims 

of strong political bias already during the election campaign. The Association “GOLOS” tried to 

investigate the cases of irregularities but was soon discredited by the government. Another human 

rights organization “Memorial” commented on the case: “We would like to draw everybody’s 

attention to the fact that the current government is not concerned about possible election 

distortions during the voting and counting of votes but rather about activity of those who can 

observe and expose these distortions.”103 More over, it was reported about a critical “investigatory 

film”104 that later was broadcast on a state-owned television channel NTV. The film was supposed 

to discredit the political activity of the Association and to divert attention from them.  

But the Association “GOLOS” was not the only active critical force prior to the 

election. Given the lack of transparency and lawfulness in the preceding elections, the general 

discontent among the Russians grew every time the authorities made it clear that the choice had 

                                                 
102 Andrei Sakharov was a Soviet nuclear physicist and human rights activist.  

103 MK, 1 December 2011, 13:35. 
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been predetermined. Alexei Navalny, whose Internet blog105 was extremely popular before and after 

the election, emphasized the problem of the dominance of United Russia by providing evidence of 

pervasive corruption in the country and suggested the following tactics: “Vote for any other political 

party besides United Russia”.  These tactics quickly gained popularity with voters, and it was 

believed that the Election Day would show some shift towards pluralism in the current party system.  

Navalny’s tactics had another aim too. By 2011 confidence in the political system was 

extremely low among Russian citizens. The popular belief concerned the assumption that everything 

had been decided and that vote of an individual could not make any difference. The dissatisfaction 

with the government’s arbitrariness was highest since Yeltsin’s Presidency. Navalny thought it was 

important to raise voter turnout by making people believe that their votes would be counted. His 

active campaigns, such as propaganda, arrangement of contests and passionate speeches were aimed 

at inspiring people to vote. Furthermore, the idea behind the importance of voting was concerned 

the assumption that if a person ignored the election, their vote would automatically go to United 

Russia as a party of majority.  

Obstacles in the form of a complicated registration of parties for election and, 

particularly, a large number of signatures required for eligibility, made the political competition in 

the parliamentary election rather narrow allowing only seven parties to participate. What is more, by 

the day the election was held, “OSCE/ODIHR observers noted unequal treatment of contestants by 

the election administration, local authorities and service providers in favor of the governing 

party.”106 Given these conditions, it was obvious that voters would require the true picture of the 

election campaign and the observation mission constituted that the Internet was chosen as a 

platform for an alternative, less biased election campaign: “During these elections, the Internet 

became an alternative to classic grassroots campaigning and an alternative source of information. 

Social networking sites, blogs, and video sharing provided a new communication platform for 

voters.”107 

The report published by OSCE/ODIHR was full of critique towards the 

parliamentary election process and proved the assumption that the election could be rigged. The 

report stated that “these elections were widely seen as a competition on unequal grounds in favor of 

the governing party.” This statement alone, as well as numerous observations of electoral rigging at 

polling stations, was enough to proclaim the election illicit. Strangely enough, the Russian Central 

                                                                                                                                                             
104 Ibid. 

105 Since 13 March 2014 his blog http://navalny.livejournal.com/ has been blocked and unavailable for 

readers on the territory of Russia. The error text message is as follows: “Access to this page has been 

blocked by the authorities in your country.” 

106 OSCE, Final Report, 4 December 2011. 

107 Ibid. 
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Electoral Commission (CEC) did not share this view. The CEC received numerous complaints from 

Russian observers, very often in the form of video records, but they did not take them seriously. On 

the contrary, the CEC chose tactics of denial. MK writes: 

 

 CEC head Vladimir Churov explained the emergence of numerous video records of election 

fraud. He believes that "fake" polling stations have been organized and it is there the "films" have been made. 

President Dmitrii Medvedev also doubted the authenticity of these videos. “There is a lot of nonsense about 

different violations on the Internet nowadays,” - said Churov. “I had already heard about several fake election 

commissions prior to the election day. These films were made in private flats”.108 

 

While modern technologies are seen as progress by many, they are regarded as 

impediments by the CEC and the authorities. This blatantly dismissive attitude of Churov, Head of 

the CEC, as well as the results of the election where United Russia, despite expectations, received 

absolute majority of votes, made people demand justice. The very first demonstration took place on 

the day of the election: 

 

Police detained more than a hundred people at an unsanctioned rally, which was held in the 

evening at Triumphal Square in downtown Moscow. “The unsanctioned rally on Triumphal Square was 

attended by 300 people. Moreover, it was attended by about 200 representatives of the media. After repeated 

warnings about the illegality of the rally, the police detained more than 100 people. Now they are taken to the 

police departments to compile reports on the administrative offense.”109 

 

Undoubtedly, the rally concerned the results of the election to the State Duma but the 

main oppositional forces planned to carry out their protest demonstration on the day following the 

election. However, in accordance with the Russian legislation, a demonstration has to be co-

coordinated with local authorities beforehand. The Federal Law of June 19, 2004 N 54-FZ “On 

meetings, rallies, demonstrations, marches and pickets” states that: “Notice of public event (with the 

exception of meetings and pickets held by one party) has to submitted n written form by the 

organizer to the executive authority of the Russian Federation or local authority not earlier than 15 

and not later than 10 days prior to the public event. A picketing by a group of people, notice of the 

public event may be submitted not later than three days prior to the meeting.”110 

                                                 
108 MK, 7 December 2011, 14:12. 

109 MK, 4 December 2011, 20:33. 

110 Article 7 §1. 
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Due to these peculiarities in the Russian legislation, the first big protest demonstration 

against the allegedly unfair election was held illegally near Chistye Prudy.111 However, it was attended 

by around 5,000 people according to the report in MK.112 Speeches were held by Navalny, Victor 

Shenderovich and others. But shortly after the official part of the protest demonstration was over, 

one of the leaders of “Solidarity” Ilya Yashin, urged the audience to proceed to Lubyanka, the 

district where the office of the CEC was situated. Yashin asked the people to resist from using 

placards and slogans since the march was not coordinated with the government and could be 

regarded as a violent riot. But the goal simply was to show the CEC that the citizens were not 

satisfied with the results of the election and the treatment of video reports on electoral violation. 

Nevertheless, the protest demonstration was suspended by the police that was there, guarding the 

CEC headquarters. MK reported113 that Navalny and many others were detained by the police.  

The following day a demonstration was arranged by United Russia that sought to 

“protect the election results from enemies.”114 Ironically, the demonstration was held on Revolution 

Square. 

 

United Russia declared that they did not want to give provocateurs “a single inch of our 

streets,” because that they want to “defame the country” and to challenge people's choice. With such 

statements, participants of United Russia perform at the demonstration held on Revolution Square in central 

Moscow.  

First deputy secretary in the Presidium of the General Council of United Russia Andrei Isayev 

said that the event should be an adequate response to the opposition demonstrations held in Moscow the day 

before. According to Isayev, it is expected that the pro-United Russia rally will be attended by 10 thousand 

people.  

The stage placed on Revolution Square is painted in the colors of the Russian flag. There are 

painted portraits of the leader of United Russia, Prime Minister Vladimir Putin and President Dmitrii 

Medvedev and the slogan "I am for." Many activists are holding flags of Russia...115 

 

                     It is very unlikely that the pro-government demonstration was held in accordance with 

the legislation and that any notice of request to hold the demonstration was submitted in time. 

Moreover, reasons behind the decision to conduct the demonstration can only point at the 

Kremlin’s willingness to retain the position of United Russia as the leading party in the State Duma 

                                                 
111 Station of the Moscow Metro. 

112 MK, 5 December 2011, 20:50. 

113 MK, 5 December 2011, 21:20.  

114 MK, 6 December 2011, 18:55. 

115 Ibid. 
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despite the fact that the party was losing its popularity. Alternatively, the pro-United Russia 

demonstration could be a part of the counter-revolutionary measures as a response to the looming 

threat in the form of a color revolution. Anyhow, the reaction of United Russia to the “threat” in 

the form of the emerging protest movement was efficient and seemed to have helped to strengthen 

their position for a while. But opposition protests gained more support than the ones organized by 

the government and it can be explained by the fact that in this particular case, United Russia did not 

need more support than that they received through the election. Since the party did not have the 

intention to appeal against irregularities, it can be assumed that their reasons behind the rally were 

purely manipulative.  

On the 8th December President Medvedev for the first time commented the rising 

protest movement in Russia at a conference in Prague. Medvedev said that “demonstrations are a 

manifestation of democracy, but they must be carried out strictly in designated areas and in 

accordance with the law.”116 Simultaneously, opposition leaders were negotiating with local 

authorities about a place where they could organize the next demonstration. The opposition applied 

for a permission to protest on Manezhnaya Square, a square just next to Red Square, but their 

application was declined. Unlike in Kyiv where the protesters of the Orange Revolution had a 

privilege of holding speeches on the main square of the capital, Maidan, the opposition in Moscow 

was never given a permission to protest on Manezhnaya Square to say nothing about Red Square. 

Nevertheless, a huge protest demonstration was held 10 December on Bolotnaya117 

Square, on the river bank opposite the Kremlin. MK commented the event: “People are still coming 

to Bolotnaya, and the protest demonstration now consists of about 40 thousand people. Many 

people come with white ribbons, white roses and carnations, and white balloons. People say that 

they are not members or supporters of political parties, but they came out to protest because their 

“heart tells them so.” The protesters called many politicians opposing rallies “provocateurs”118 and 

“the protesters in Bolotnaya Square in Moscow put forward new demands - they demand to dismiss 

the head of the Central Election Commission Vladimir Churov. Co-Chair of PARNAS Boris 

Nemtsov said at the rally that massive violations of electoral legislation should lead to the 

resignation of Churov. “Churov must resign!”, “Churov must be judged” - the crowd demanded. 

Member of A Just Russia party Gennadii Gudkov, who also spoke at the rally, supported the 

demand. Organizers of the opposition rally on Bolotnaya Square in Moscow claim that about 40 

thousand people have attended the demonstration. This information was announced at a meeting 

                                                 
116 MK, 8 December 2011, 16:10. 

117 In Russian: Болотная Площадь. Bolotnaya is an adjective derived from noun “boloto” (“болото”) 

which means bog, swamp, marsh. In the speeches of pro-Putin activists, the word ”Bolotnaya” carried a 

negative connotation. The word became associated with the opposition protesters and was used to show a 

negative attitude to the protest demonstrations and the protesters. 

118 MK, 10 December 2011, 15:19. 
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held by a co-chair of "PARNAS" Vladimir Ryzhkov. According to him, another 10 thousand people 

are heading towards Bolotnaya Square from Revolution Square.”119  

Another demand concerned recalculation of the votes of the parliamentary election. 

Moreover, after the mass arrests on the 5th of December the protesters demanded to “set the 

political prisoners free.”120 Vladimir Ryzhkov made a summary of the demands: 

 

 1) Release of all political prisoners (including Alexey Navalny and Ilya Yashin);  

2) Cancellation of election results;  

3) Resignation of the Head of the Central Election Commission Vladimir Churov and      

investigation of his activities; 

4) Registration of opposition parties;  

5) Repeated open elections.121 

 

The goals were set and the demands were crystal clear but they received little feedback 

from the government. Despite the fact that similar demonstrations took place in other cities and 

countries, the government remained steadfast in its unwillingness to respond to protesters’ demands. 

And although Medvedev authorized to check the information about possible irregularities, CEC did 

not agree to discuss the issue of the resignation of Churov.  

 

CEC member of the Communist Party Kirill Serdyukov at a meeting of the commission on 

Sunday suggested putting the question of the dismissal of the Central Election Commission head Vladimir 

Churov on the agenda. Only two members voted for the proposal, so the issue was not included in the 

agenda.122 

 

Another pro-United Russia demonstration carried out on Manezhnaya Square on the 

12th December drew 5000 people. The demonstration brought together representatives of the 

“Young Guard”, “Young Russia” and “Congress of Russian Communities.” The event was led by a 

party member of United Russia Andrey Isaev. Among the participants there was a representative of 

Russia to NATO Dmitry Rogozin, chairman of the Federation of Independent Trade Unions 

Mikhail Shmakov and Commissioner of the pro-government youth movement “Nashi” Maria 

Kislitsyna. 
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It is apparent that the demonstration tried to deprive the opposition movement of the 

opportunity to promote their political rights. Despite the fact, that the pro-government 

demonstration drew only 5000 people as compared to 50000 people that attended the opposition 

demonstration on Bolotnaya Square, the pro-government demonstration proved that the 

government was not going to compromise with the protesters but developed tactics aimed at 

submission of the opposition protest movement. And while the demonstrations arranged by the 

opposition movement were never broadcasted on TV, the pro-United Russia demonstrations were 

frequently the subject of news headlines. Nevertheless, even reports on these demonstrations never 

mentioned the other protest movement as if it never existed.  

The last biggest opposition protest demonstration of December 2011 was arranged on 

Sakharov Avenue and drew around 30.000 people. The demonstration was arranged as a sign of 

protest to the government’s indecision to comply with the demands of the opposition movement.  

The demonstration ended with an adoption of the resolution read out by Vladimir Ryzhkov. New 

demands were added to the other five which have not been complied with. The new demands were 

as follows:  

1) The creation of “The Moscow Association of Voters”;  

2) “Not a single vote to Vladimir Putin” in the upcoming presidential election.123 

 

For the first time the possibility of a revolution was mentioned. According to MK, 

“Former Finance Minister Alexei Kudrin emphasized a necessity to create a platform for 

negotiations, otherwise, he said, “a revolution can begin.” According to Kudrin, it is necessary to 

hold new elections to the State Duma and to amend the legislation before the Presidential election 

on March 4. His other demands had to do with the enactment of bills on political parties and 

registration of new parties.”124 Kudin’s participation in the protest demonstration proved that the 

protest movement in Moscow was moving to a new level. The protest movement was no longer 

marginal and it was gaining support from representatives of political elites that provided for new 

opportunities for the movement. However, the oppositional forces had not been fully consolidated, 

and the period of stagnancy lasted till February. 

In a party meeting of United Russia at the end of December, Medvedev congratulated 

the party on the victory in the election and answered questions of his party members. One of the 

questions concerned the opposition movement. United Russia member Kirill Shchitov addressing 

his question to President Medvedev said the following:  
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After the election, we witnessed mass demonstrations that took place on the streets in 

Moscow (mainly in Moscow), and in other regions of the Russian Federation. The demonstrations were 

carried out according to the scenario that we have seen in Ukraine, Georgia, Kyrgyzstan, Egypt, and Libya. It 

is clear how it all happens: opposition to the election, arrangements of mass demonstrations, provocations on 

the Internet, discussions of the situation in blogs, social networks. And it is evident that all this has been 

funded from abroad by the U.S. Department of State.125 

 

It is not an easy task to find out whether what Shchitov said could be, to some extent, 

true, but it is peculiar that he completely ruled out a possibility that the demonstrations could occur 

without any foreign interference and that they took place due to the alleged electoral fraud and 

power abuse.  The ‘sovereign democratic’ practices employed by the government were primarily 

aimed at retaining the power. As the analysis of the December protests proves, the Kremlin’s 

‘sovereign democracy’ stimulated the mass mobilization and led to the confrontation between the 

government and politically active citizens. And although the protests took the government 

unawares, it managed to prepare the counter-revolutionary measures, namely, started to arrange pro-

government demonstrations the impact of which intensified in February.  

 

 

9.2 The February 2012 protests: The Consolidation of the Oppositional Forces. 

The Kremlin’s Anti-Revolutionary strategies 

 

To the opposition’s great disappointment, none of its demands had been met by 

February. As the Presidential election was drawing near, the necessity of changes was growing. The 

victory of United Russia almost automatically meant that Vladimir Putin was going to take office for 

a third term. If United Russia had lost, Putin would have run for President as an independent 

candidate. But a nomination as a presidential candidate by a political party normally ensures its 

candidate full support. United Russia had to strengthen its positions during December and January 

and planned to provide candidate Putin support in February-March. The task was somewhat 

complicated by the continued protest movement, and the public support of the leading party began 

to weaken.  

On the 4th of February, a large opposition demonstration took place on Bolotnaya 

Square and drew at least 35.000 people (according to the information from the organizers of the 

demonstration, there were at least 120.000 people126). A lot of people came to Moscow from other 

                                                 
125 The complete transcript of the meeting is available at http://www.kremlin.ru/transcripts/14036. (Last 

accessed: 3 August 2014). 
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Russian towns to join the event. Bolotnaya Square could not accommodate so many people, and 

many of them had to listen to speeches given by the leaders of the opposition from the bridge 

leading to Bolotnaya. Vladimir Ryzhkov was the first to speak in front of the large crowd. His 

speech ended with the slogan “Putin, step down!” The slogan was picked up and repeated by the 

crowd several times. The program of the demonstration included musical performances. Musician 

Artemii Troitskii sang a song “Putin’s Gang Must Sit in Jail!” and said to a correspondent of MK: 

“12 years127 of Putin’s de facto presidency is too much”.128 

Interestingly enough, on the same day MK reported about a group of teachers who 

were forced to join a pro-Putin demonstration and who decided to join the protest demonstration 

organized by the opposition instead. In particular, one of the teachers said that the headmaster of 

the Moscow school №78 demanded that she and her colleagues joined the pro-Putin demonstration 

on Poklonnaya Hill129 but they decided to protest against that order by joining the other 

demonstration. The teachers brought a placard which said: “We, teachers, were ordered to go there, 

but, instead, we have come here.”130 It is worth mentioning that pro-government and pro-Putin 

demonstrations allegedly were comprised of large groups of people who were ordered to go and 

demonstrate holding flags of the Russian Federation and placards which defended Vladimir Putin 

and Dmitrii Medvedev in the face of the “orange” danger. 

But apart from the protests themselves, some practical issues had been raised. In the 

demonstration on Bolotnaya Square on the 4th of February 2012, members of the opposition 

announced that they prepared a list of all the political prisoners131 and added that they were going to 

bring the list to the Kremlin. Vladimir Ryzhkov and journalist Olga Romanova wrote an appeal to 

the authorities in which they demanded to set all the political prisoners free. ”A jail is a place for 

criminals, for those who rob and corrupt,”132 they said. 

Another meaningful demonstration organized by the opposition was a human chain 

along the 16 km long Garden Ring133 in Moscow. People wore white ribbons and held hands 

                                                 
127 Those who are critical of Putin’s policy tend count the 4 years of Medvedev’s presidency as one more 

term of Putin’s presidency.  

128 MK, 4 February 2012, 13:50.  

129 In Russian: Poklonnaya Gora (Поклонная Гора). The choice of the venue for the pro-Putin/anti-

“Orange” demonstration was not random. Poklonnaya Hill is a place of Russia’s historical heritage. It 

represents a memorial and Museum of the Great Patriotic War against Napoleon in 1812 and literally 

means “a bow-down hill”. Tribute to the victory in the War is a central theme of Poklonnaya Hill and, 

therefore, the choice of this venue by the Kremlin might have been deliberate. Contrary to Bolotnaya 

Square (“bog”, “swamp” square), the choice of Poklonnaya Hill was thought to create a positive image of 

the pro-Putin protests and to maintain the “victory” in the election.  

130 MK, 4 February 2012, 16:12. 

131 The list mostly included names of those who had been arrested during the demonstrations. 

132 MK, 4 February 2011, 14:43.  

133 In Russian: Sadovoe Koltso (Садовое Кольцо). 
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forming a long chain. In fact, this event was not planned to be a demonstration since there was no 

agreement on the legitimacy this action of protest between the protest activists and the government. 

The idea behind the event was to show the Kremlin that the opposition was not splitted and that 

there were many people who disagreed with the Kremlin’s policy. Forming a circle would be a 

convenient way to show the unity of the opposition and to prove that the protesters could stand for 

their rights altogether.  

As far as the pro-government demonstration on Poklonnaya Hill was concerned, the 

central theme of it was no longer to assert that United Russia did not resort to fraud to win a 

majority of votes but to warn against the ”Orange virus”. In the opening speech on Poklonnaya Hill 

Sergei Kurginyan urged the crowd to resist ”the orange movement”: 

 

”We say ”no” to the destruction of Russia. We say ”no” to the ”orange arrogance.” We say 

”no” to the American Embassy, which they (leaders of the opposition) visit so often. Let us get rid of the 

orange trash” - said Kurginyan . ”But we say ”yes” to our unity of patriots. ”Yes” to our political struggle and 

”no” to America and to all those who are working for them, "- he concluded.134 

 

In their attempts to discredit the opposition, pro-government activists often resorted 

to accusations of serving foreign interests. The tradition to blame the West had its origins in the 

Soviet past but the anti-Western sentiments continued during Vladimir Putin’s second term. Starting 

with the Orange Revolution and culminating in the Russian protest movement, the spread of the 

“Western propaganda” posed a real challenge to the Kremlin. But as Professor Horvath rightly said: 

“the real challenge to Putin’s new order came from home, not from abroad.”135 The appeals to 

patriotism in the pro-government demonstration showed that the authorities sought to defend their 

positions and wanted to make sure that any turbulence within the citizenry was interpreted as a 

“foreign threat” while the problem rested on the power abuse by the government itself.  

On February 28 2012 Russia’s commissioner for Human Rights Vladimir Lukin 

discussed the opposition social movement with President Medvedev.136 Lukin informed the 

President about the statistics of applications submitted by citizens who sent their complaints about 

different kinds of violation of human rights in 2011. Lukin reported to Medvedev that the number 

of applications concerning the disagreement with the election results and allegations of electoral 

fraud was growing and that the protest demonstrations came as a surprise for the government. He 

did, however, point out that “the authorities' response to these mass movements was generally 
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135 Horvath, 2013, p.206. 

136 Transcript of the meeting is available at the official website of the President of the Russian Federation 

at http://www.kremlin.ru/transcripts/14621. (Last accessed 7 August 2014). 
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correct” and “the fact that these protests were carried out in a cultural, civilized manner was the 

merit of those who made political decisions and of the police.” Medvedev called a “good tendency” 

the fact that there were many applications to the Human Rights’ Commission and increased political 

activity among citizens. “This means that our society is “growing” and uses all legal forms of 

political participation allowed by the Constitution,” he said to Lukin. Further on he concluded:  

 

 Indeed, participation in political life can not be reduced to voting in presidential and 

parliamentary elections every six and five years, respectively. Participation in political life includes a lot of 

options, such as taking part in rallies, participating in marches and demonstrations. The main requirement for 

such demonstrations is that they should be conducted in a civilized manner and that both protesters and the 

police strictly follow law. Then everything will be fine.137 

 

Medvedev’s statement sounded rather optimistic and seemed to have opened up 

opportunities for protesters but, given the fact of the other demonstrations led by the government 

and their inimical attitude towards to opposition protests, his claims about the citizens’ right to take 

active part in the country’s political life were not convincing. To let citizens demonstrate is 

important, but to show respect for their demands without interference is even more important in a 

state that claims to be a democracy. Nevertheless, the opposition demonstrations continued in 

March when the presidential election was looming. Vladimir Putin’s victory in the election was at 

stake since his support had been shattered by the popular grievances and discontent against the 

‘sovereign democratic’ order where the Russian people seemed to have little say in political 

decisions.  

 

 

9.3 The March 2012 protests: Before and After the Presidential Election 

 

As the day of the presidential election was drawing near, the question of a possibility 

of a new opposition demonstration was raised. There was, however, little consensus between the 

leaders of the opposition and the Moscow authorities on where and when the demonstration should 

have been held. The mayor of Moscow, Sergei Sobyanin, was concerned about the consequences of 

the demonstration and feared that Vladimir Putin’s victory in the election on the March 4, 2012, 

would lead to riots and civil disobedience. He warned the opposition against resorting to 

                                                 
137 Ibid. 
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unauthorized actions and admitted that the dialogue between the authorities and the leaders of the 

opposition was very complicated.138  

The opposition carried on negotiations with the authorities claiming their right to hold 

a demonstration on Manezhnaya Square right next to Red Square. The variants suggested by the 

authorities were not convenient for the opposition since they (Bolotnaya Square, Poklonnaya Hill 

and Taras Shevchenko embankment) were too far away from the Kremlin and Red Square. Another 

large and convenient venue, namely, Lubyanka Square had been booked by pro-Kremlin youth 

movements that planned to hold their demonstration on the 4th and 5th of March, the day of the 

presidential election and the day after it. According to a member of the Coordinating Council of 

“United Action” Maxim Mishchenko, supporters of Putin had a “priority” to hold their rally on 

Lubyanka Square, since they applied for the permission before that the opposition did the same.139 

There was only one variant left for the opposition – Pushkin Square, and the 

demonstration was scheduled for March 5, 2012. Despite the square’s proximity from the Kremlin 

and Red Square, one of the opposition leaders, Sergei Udaltsov said they could nothing but agree to 

conduct the demonstration on Pushkin Square since there was little time left and they risked losing 

the right to be able to hold the demonstration at all.  

Although the results of the presidential election were more convincing than the results 

of the parliamentary election, there were abnormalities in the process of vote calculation and the 

election campaign. Member of Yabloko Party Alexei Melnikov claimed his party received 

information from reliable sources in the CEC about the instruction issued by Vladimir Churov. The 

instruction concerned the observers from Yabloko and according to Melnikov, “Churov ordered to 

prohibit journalists from Yabloko Party newspaper entrance to polling stations.”140 Melnikov added 

that apart from the journalists, around 30.000 observers would be denied entry to polling stations 

and suggested that this attitude could lead to more protests and riots around the country. 

The authorities realized that such an outcome was possible and enhanced security. 

MK reports about 6.300 policemen141 from other regions of Russia, who were coming to Moscow 

to help their colleagues ensure security in the demonstrations and rallies 4-5 March 2012. Moreover, 

member of A Just Russia Ilya Ponomaryov, who was on the side of the opposition, informed the 

press about 800 members of special operations division of the Chechen police who had allegedly 

arrived in Moscow. According to Ponomaryov, the policemen were accommodated in an expensive 
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Ritz Hotel, and he demanded an investigation of that case, specifying that it is unclear where the 

money for the hotel accommodation came from.  

The presidential election 2012 represented a political struggle among several 

candidates: Vladimir Putin (United Russia), Gennadi Zyuganov (KPRF), Vladimir Zhirinovskii 

(LDRP), Sergei Mironov (A Just Russia) and an independent candidate, oligarch Mikhail Prokhorov. 

Around 11 other candidates were denied the right to take part in the election due to different 

reasons but mainly due to “overly restrictive candidate registration requirements” that “limited 

genuine competition.”142 OSCE/ODIHR concluded that “demands for honest elections by citizens 

and candidates led to greater civic involvement in observation efforts to enhance the integrity of the 

process.”143 Nevertheless, despite the seemingly transparent character of the election, installation of 

web cameras and application of other new voting technologies, such as paper-ballot scanners and 

touch screen electronic voting machines,144 a number of severe irregularities were recorded. As, for 

instance, it was reported that the head of a precinct Election Commission in Moscow blatantly left 

observers and other members of the Commission, took the registers and left the polling station 

during the process of vote counting. She explained her sudden withdrawal by claiming that “she was 

tired”145 and announced a break for an hour. Observers reported that the abnormality was registered 

by a video camera and added: 

 

She took the register and announced a break for 1 hour, and then she told the observers to go 

“wherever they wanted.” We first started to count votes at eight o'clock, but due to the break we could 

resume counting only after nine.146 

 

Apart from this suspicious behavior of the Head of the precinct Election 

Commission, a number of other irregularities were registered. Some of them led to cancellation of 

election results, as, for instance, at the polling station №3182 where a number of voter lists were 

filled incorrectly. According to the rules, names of voters are supposed to be registered three days 

prior to the election. At the polling station №3182 many names were included in the lists two or 

even one day before the presidential election.147 

                                                 
142 OSCE/ODIHR Press Release: ”Russia’s presidential election marked by unequal campaign 

conditions, active citizens’ engagement, international observers say”. 5 March 2012. 

143 Ibid. 

144 See the final report by OSCE/ODIHR on the presidential election in Russia 4 March 2012. 

145 MK, 4 March 2012, 23:31. 

146 Ibid. 

147 MK, 4 March 2012, 23:23. 



 - 49 - 

Another important factor concerned unfair and unequal representation of the 

candidates in the Mass Media. OSCE/ODIHR concluded that ”of the five presidential candidates, 

Mr. Putin dominated the campaign with frequent appearances in the media both as candidate and as 

Prime Minister. There was a broadly shared public perception that voters had no real alternative to 

the election of Vladimir Putin.”148 Despite this statement, another candidate, oligarch Mikhail 

Prokhorov who ran for President as an independent candidate, became the only real alternative to 

Putin, apart from Gennadii Zjuganov. The real intentions behind Prokhorov’s participation in the 

presidential election were questioned by many voters and there were claims that Prokhorov was 

simply an amateur in the election campaign and that he was co-operating with Vladimir Putin in 

order to take away votes from Putin’s main opponent Gennadii Zyuganov. Prokhorov’s result in the 

election was relatively good given the fact that he was running for President for the first time and 

was rather unknown to voters.  

The results149 of the presidential election carried out on 4 March 2012 were as follows: 

Vladimir Putin – 63.60% 

Gennadii Zyuganov – 17.18% 

Mikhail Prokhorov – 7.98% 

Vladimir Zhirinovskii – 6.22% 

Sergei Mironov – 3.85%. 

 

The opposition believed that Putin’s result in the election would guarantee him the 

President seat but the 63.60% seemed abnormally high given his low popularity after the scandalous 

election to the State Duma and the general dissatisfaction with his agreement with Medvedev on the 

seat-swap and decision to run for President for the third term. Nevertheless, Putin was sure that his 

landslide victory was achieved in the result of free and fair elections. Speaking before his supporters 

on Manezhnaya Square150, he said that “the current presidential election have become a test of 

political maturity and independence of Russia,” and added “We won in an open and fair 

competition.”151 

Interestingly enough, speaking before the crowd on Manezhnaya Square and 

accompanied by Dmitrii Medvedev, in his speech Putin resorted to tactics typical of opposition 

activist Alexei Navalny. The peculiarities of Navalny’s rhetoric that signified his speeches in the 
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demonstrations included repetitions, addressing questions to the crowd and highly emotional way of 

speaking. Putin seemed to be imitating Navalny’s popular tactics in order to restore his popularity 

and to divert attention from the opposition movement: 

 

Dear friends! I would like to thank all the citizens of Russia, who took part in the election of 

the President of the Russian Federation.  

Special thank you, of course, goes to those of you who have come here today, and to everyone 

who supports us in every corner of our vast, vast country. Thanks to everyone who said "yes" to Great 

Russia.  

I asked you one day: we will win? - And we have won!  

We have won in the open and fair competition. Thank you, my friends, thank you! We have 

won in the open and fair competition.152 

 

Disappointment with the results of the presidential election as well as with the neglect 

showed by the government to the previous demands presented by the opposition was growing. The 

demonstration scheduled on the 5th of March drew 20.000 people to Pushkin Square and new 

speakers, such as Mikhail Prokhorov who came to support the opposition movement, came to speak 

in front of the protesters. MK reports that Prokhorov was hissed down by some small groups in the 

crowd but eventually he managed to express what he planned to say: “I will fight for to make Russia 

a free country, where people will not vote out of fear,153 but because of their beliefs.”154  

Sergei Udaltsov demanded Putin’s resignation. “I will not leave this square if Putin 

does not step down,” he said. “If the elections were free and transparent, then why are there so 

many policemen from all over the country in Moscow now?”155 Alexei Navalny took Udaltsov’s 

stance and spoke to the crowd: “Who is the power here? Is there a legitimate power in the Kremlin? 

We are the people!”156 Finishing his speech he urged the people to resort to “nonviolent actions of 

civil disobedience” to show the Kremlin that the opposition was not going to give up and to stop 

joining protests and demonstrations.  

Later there was an attempt to set up a tent city and to stay on Pushkin Square until the 

demands are complied with. Leaders of the opposition movement Sergei Udaltsov, Alexei Navalny, 

                                                 
152 The complete transcript of the speech in a rally in support of presidential candidate Vladimir Putin can 

be found on the website of the President of the Russian Federation at 

http://www.kremlin.ru/transcripts/14684 (Last Accessed: 10 August 2014). 
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vote for Vladimir Putin. 
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Ilya Yashin and some others urged the people to stay on Pushkin Square. They occupied a fountain 

and refused to leave. The fountain later was surrounded by civil society activists who tried to protect 

the opposition leaders from the OMON. The OMON suddenly resorted to violence and began to 

grab the people, twist their arms and then arrested Udaltsov, Navalny and a number of civil society 

activists. MK reports that there were “as many as ten policemen against each opposition leader.”157 

Later the OMON crowded out the remaining groups of protesters from Pushkin Square and the 

protesters marched along Tverskaya Street’s traffic area banging on cars. The traffic was paralyzed, 

and the police tried to stop the march.  

The demonstrations resumed on March 10, 2012 and the protesters were once again 

confronted by the police. Sergei Udaltsov led a demonstration on Novy Arbat and later urged the 

crowd to follow him to Pushkin Square, peacefully. He explained the necessity to proceed to 

Pushkin Square by calling it “Our Maidan”158 and specifying that the “rights of the opposition 

members were violated in the demonstration on March 5, and this time they planned to continue a 

rally not limited in time.”159 However, the march was stopped by the police and after several 

attempts to negotiate the police detained Udaltsov. 

The presidential election was over, but the struggle for guarantees of free and fair 

elections continued. March 2012 marked a number of other smaller demonstrations, but none of 

them resulted in a dialogue between the opposition and the Kremlin. Moreover, now that Vladimir 

Putin consolidated his position by winning the election, the tensions between the two opposites 

intensified and resulted in detentions and arrests. Speaking about the demonstrations, members of 

United Russia stated that they did not see any reason to negotiate with the opposition because the 

opposition could not present their own leader who would compete with Putin and a political 

strategy alternative to the existing one. But Sergei Udaltsov replied by saying that the aim of the 

opposition was a reelection and the removal of Putin. He said it was the main point of all the 

demonstrations and marches organized by the opposition since the elections were illegitimate.160  

Interestingly enough, the election results of Vladimir Putin were on the whole lower in 

Moscow than in the other regions of Russia and were less then 50% which was 16.6% lower than 

average result in the rest of the country.161 Furthermore, according to the results presented by some 

polling stations Mikhail Prokrorov was leading in a few districts in Moscow. The head of the 
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Association “GOLOS” Grigori Melkonyants explained the fact that there were fewer votes for Putin 

in Moscow: “There were too many observers at polling stations in the Russian capital who managed 

to prevent electoral fraud.”  

To sum it up, the March protests marked the decline in the opposition movement 

since the measures taken by the government posed too many difficulties for protesters. First, the 

opposition was once again denied the venues they wanted to book for their demonstrations while 

the pro-government activists easily got them and could hold the pro-Putin rallies on 4-5 March 

2012. Second, the government summoned thousands of policemen from other Russian regions in 

Moscow in order to confront the oppositional activists when they refused to leave the venue 

allocated for the demonstration and tried to set up tents like “orange” activists in Ukraine did in 

2004. Third, despite the fact that there were fewer irregularities during the presidential election than 

during the parliamentary election, it was reported about the rigging and conspicuous behavior of 

representatives who worked in electoral commissions. The fact that there were a large number of 

activists who observed the election in Moscow resulted in fewer cases of electoral rigging and 

candidate Putin received fewer votes in Moscow than in other Russian regions. Despite all that, 

Putin’s victory in the election had been secured and there was no need in new pro-Putin 

demonstrations. The only task the government had was to put an end to the oppositional protest 

movement by discrediting them even more and completely ignoring their demands in May.  

 

 

9.4 The May 2012 protests: the March of “Millions” and Mass Arrests. The fall 

of the Protest Movement 

 

While there were no significant demonstrations in April, the opposition planned a big 

rally for May. The choice of the date, May 6, 2011, was not random. The goal of the demonstration 

was to prevent Putin’s inauguration which was scheduled on the 7th of May and to show that 

protesting masses were against the results of the election and refused to see Vladimir Putin as their 

President. In order to make the demands sound more significant, the demonstration was named 

“March of the Millions”. The idea behind the naming was to unite millions of people from different 

regions of Russia who disagreed with the results of the elections.  

The demonstration started with a march on Kaluzhskaya Square from where the 

demonstrators proceeded to Bolotnaya. The gathering on Bolotnaya Square was meant to be a 

continuous act of political protest similar to the demonstrations held on Maidan as a part of the 

Orange Revolution. There was no clarity in the number of people who came to the “March of the 

Millions”. While the main leader of the march, Sergei Udaltsov, claimed there were around 100.000 
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people, the Moscow Police Press Office said they counted only around 8.000 people.162 In any case, 

the demonstration gathered fewer people than usual but those who came were mostly politically 

engaged and active people who would follow the leaders of the opposition and help them carry out a 

plan. The plan was to occupy the space of Bolotnaya Square, set up tents and refuse to leave until 

the demands were met. A significant feature of the May demonstration was arrival of opposition 

activists from Saint-Petersburg. They came to Bolotnaya Square with a huge banner “Saint-

Petersburg is Against Putin” and joined groups of activists of the “Left Front” and KPRF. 

Generally, as it can be seen from newspaper articles, there were not so many individual protesters 

who did not belong to political parties and organizations and came to protest on their own. The 

reason behind the decline of the protest activity among common citizens obviously concerned the 

fact that did not see the point in joining new demonstrations – the struggle was almost over since 

the Kremlin had consolidated their positions by winning the two elections in a row. Nevertheless, 

Alexei Navalny greeted the crowd and tried to inspire them to keep on protesting in his ardent 

speech:  

 

Walking in the streets of Moscow today, we can see that there are many people out there. 

Some will probably consider these crowds as something huge and awful. I am a part of that huge and awful. I 

am not afraid of that “something”. That huge are the people. It’s us who filled the streets in order to protest. 

But someone is afraid. There, behind the river, small eyes are looking in our direction. Small restless noses are 

sniffing out if something can happen here. And yes, sooner or later something is going to happen. These 

people163 like something in our country in their own way: they like oil, they like gas, they like huge the 

national enterprise left after the USSR, they like blinking lights on the top of their cars and special permits. 

They like all this but they don’t like the people. Like, for example, the people who are present here today. The 

people who constantly want something, who are asking for something and demanding something. Give them 

the right to vote? They are talking about some respect. They are demanding something and have the cheek to 

demand the abolishment of larceny and corruption. They..YOU have the cheek to demand combating 

corruption in building roads, Olympic objects…What kind of people are you? I am asking you: Will you ever 

stop? (the crowd shouts “No!”) Maybe you’ll start liking Churov? (“No!”) Maybe you’ll vote for United 

Russia? (“No!”) Then I am in the right place at the right time and with the right people. Together with you 

I’m not afraid of anything. And so are you. I have a lot to lose, and I understand what I am fighting for. I am 

fighting for a new future for my family. For my children. And so are you. Just like you I won’t give up and 

won’t leave. One year ago when I was speaking in a demonstration, I did not have a criminal record. Now my 

criminal record is long. 

Just like our relatives who got rid of those who wanted to enslave them with the help of 

weapons and tanks…Our task is to throw out of the country those who are trying to enslave us with the help 

                                                 
162 MK, 6 May 2012, 16:53. 

163 Navalny refers to the government. 
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of fake voting ballots, corrupt journalists, swindlers and fraudsters dressed in police uniform. Happy Victory 

day! We will come here as often as it’s necessary. Russia is our country. And our country will be free.164 

 

It is peculiar that the decline of the protest activity was noticed even among 

opposition leaders and participants. Popular TV-hostess and daughter of former Saint-Petersburg 

mayor Anatolii Sobchak Kseniya Sobchak, who attended some of the previous demonstrations, 

concluded not to join the demonstration on Bolotnaya Square on May 6. She explained her decision 

by saying: 

 

My intention is to make people understand that if they support the regime, they become, so to 

say, defrauded investors. But it is important to change public awareness without becoming marginal 

extremists.  

 

There was a point in her decision since the demonstration took an extreme turn by the 

evening. First, a number of provocateurs were noticed in the crowd. The provocateurs behaved 

improperly, shouted and whistled. According to MK, “opposition activists brought them to the 

metal detectors and asked the police to make the provocateurs leave.”165 Later, when the main part 

of the demonstration was over, a part of opposition activists led by Udaltsov and Navalny, headed 

to Red Square but were stopped by the police. The activists demanded to let them go to Red Square 

where they planned to protest near the Kremlin. When the activists understood that their demands 

would not be met, the activists sat down on the ground and announced a sit-down strike. Udaltsov 

used a loudspeaker and talked to the crowd and to the police. He said that the activists “demanded 

to cancel the inauguration of Putin” that was planned to take place the day after and “allow them to 

speak on the main federal TV channels within one hour”.166  

Meanwhile, a confrontation between the police and the activists started on Bolotnaya 

Square. Since the protesters did not want to leave Bolotnaya, the police resorted to using of force 

and detained most active infringers. The confrontation developed in a throng at the entrance to 

Bolotnaya Square and a couple of fires were lit.167 It became evident that the period of the non-

violent demonstrations had been over, and violence became the main attribute of the protest on 

May 6. MK reports about such forms of extreme disobedience as throwing bottles and stones at the 

OMON which resulted in some of the policemen received injuries.  

                                                 
164 The transcript of Navalny’s speech in the demonstration on the 6th of May 2012 is provided by the 

author and was written as a translation of his speech the video of which is available at YouTube: 

“https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ZOo36NuY364 

165 MK, 6 May 2012, 16:55. 

      166 MK, 6 May 2012, 17:53. 

167 MK, 6 May 2012, 18:05. 
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All in all, as the Police Press Office concluded, around 400 people, most of them men 

but also some women, were detained in the demonstration, 25 people were injured and sought 

medical attention 20 of whom were policemen. A number of military commissariats reported that 

many of the activists of call-up age would be given call-up papers for military service in the nation’s 

army as a punishment for their violent actions in the protests. Furthermore, the number of political 

prisoners rose significantly and their criminal case received special naming “Bolotnaya Square 

Case”.168 A Just Party, which earlier had been labeled ‘the Kremlin’s puppet party’, as well as KPRF, 

chose to support the opposition and demanded investigation of the OMON’s actions in the “March 

of the Millions”. “We made a collective appeal, requesting an investigation of excessive police 

actions during provocation. We believe there were elements of cruelty,” stated member of A Just 

Russia Gennadii Gudkov.169 

 On the day of the Presidential Inauguration, around 100 demonstrators gathered in 

front of the building of Presidential Administration and started reading the Constitution out loud 

urging Vladimir Putin to follow the Constitution. Most of the people were young. Those of them 

who did not have passports were detained by the police, MK reports170. Nevertheless, Putin’s 

inauguration was held as it was planned. The city center was guarded by the police and the cordons 

were put around the main entrances to Red Square.  

On the following day, Putin announced that he appointed Medvedev his Prime 

Minister. He explained his “choice” by calling Medvedev “an experienced politician who started to 

modernize the country successfully.”171 Speaking to the deputies in the State Duma on May 8, 2012 

he stated: 

 

We all know Mr Medvedev as an experienced politician, who aims to enhance development, as 

a man who truly loves his motherland - Russia. In an open dialogue with civil society, he initiated major 

reforms, reforms aimed at improving the efficiency of the state apparatus, the construction of law 

enforcement and judicial system that can protect citizens, defend the truth and justice.172 

 

Although the “development and reforms” part sounded plausible, it was clear, that 

Putin was somewhat coy when he spoke about protection of citizens, defense of the truth and 

justice given the circumstances. Neither he neither mentioned the popular grievances nor 

acknowledged the mistakes made by the Kremlin. Moreover, President Putin did not suggest a 

                                                 
168 In Russian”: “Bolotnoe delo (Болотное дело). 

169 MK, 8 May 2012, 17:46. 

170 MK, 7 May 2012, 19:45. 

      171 MK, 8 May, 15:27. 

172 Ibid. 
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strategy aimed at improving the relations between the civic society and the state. Dmitrii Medvedev, 

who mentioned the demonstrations in his earlier speeches and meetings and spoke about the 

rightfulness of active participation in political life,173 seemed to have started ignoring the issue after 

the presidential election. Already in March 2012, in a meeting with Putin, he congratulated him on 

the victory in the election and concluded: 

 

Yesterday, the Central Election Commission summed up the election results. The result is 

absolutely convincing, and it shows one indisputable fact: our citizens trust the course, chosen by our 

government. 

In recent years when we have been working together, we have created the foundations of the 

new economy, modernized it, and changed the technological way. Naturally, a lot of attention was paid to the 

development of the social sphere, although it is obvious that there is still a lot of various problems. A very 

important task stood and stands in front of our state in terms of security and defense, and of course, it is 

essential to maintain good relations with other countries.  

I am sure that you will successfully continue working in these spheres, and I would like to 

sincerely wish you success. Once again, congratulations.174 

  

Such a stance left no doubts as for the neglect showed to those who opposed the 

election results and the politics of the Putin-Medvedev tandem. The protests did not contribute to 

improving image of the Kremlin elite, and it was decided that the best way was to ignore the 

opposition completely in order to discredit them when the election campaigns had been over. But it 

was obvious that such a rhetoric made Putin lose support of the other parties, mostly members of 

KPRF and A Just Russia. Putin’s old political opponent in most of the presidential elections 

Gennadii Zyuganov did not congratulate him on the new presidency. He admitted that he did not 

consider the results of the election either legitimate or free, and said to the journalists: “You are 

asking me why I did not congratulate Putin? Well, you cannot be a winner in a devastated 

country.”175 

May 2012 became a critical point in the development of the Russian protest 

movement 2011-2012. Vladimir Putin’s inauguration went as it was planned since the Moscow 

police helped suppress the crowd and confronted most active protesters during the demonstration 

of the opposition on the 6th of May. The period of nonviolent demonstrations had been over and 

considerably fewer people attended the demonstration in May. The protest movement began to 

                                                 
173 See pp.44-45. 

174 The transcript of the meeting is available at the office website of the President of the Russian 

Federation and can be accessed at: http://www.kremlin.ru/transcripts/14733. (Last accessed 28 August, 

2014). 

175 MK, 6 March 2012, 22:00. 
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subside. Many of the oppositional activists had been arrested after their attempt to confront and 

disobey the police. Both policemen and protesters had been injured. The demonstration resulted in 

mass arrests and it became clear that there could not be any dialogue between the opposition and 

government. Furthermore, Putin consolidated his position in the Russian politics by appointing 

Dmitrii Medvedev his Prime Minister, which denoted his decision to continue with the ‘sovereign 

democratic’ practices in the future. On the one hand, he considered himself a ‘democratically’ 

elected president; on the other hand, the idea of Russia’s ‘sovereignty’ proved that he was not going 

to compromise with dissidents.  

 

 

9.5. June-July 2012: Constitutional amendments 

 

Shortly after Vladimir Putin took office, and Dmitrii Medvedev started his duties in 

the chair of Prime Minister, a number of legislative amendments to the Constitution were made. The 

amendments were of restrictive character and aimed at limiting the oppositional and protesting 

activity in the future. Amendments were made to the Federal Law № 82 “On Associations”. 

According to the new legislation, all NGOs had to register as ‘foreign agents’ if they received 

funding from abroad.176 Moreover, all NGOs were obliged to inform the federal body of state 

registration about the amount of funds and other assets received from foreign sources and about 

how these funds are going to be spent as indicated in §6 of Article 2 of the Federal Law "On Non-

Profit Organizations".177 

The new amendments concerned possible political activity in which NGOs can be 

involved. Those amendments read: “A public association that after the state registration intends to 

receive financial support or another property from foreign sources as indicated in §6 of Article 2 of 

the Federal Law ”On Non-Profit Organizations,” and to participate in political activities carried out 

on the territory of the Russian Federation, shall be obliged before engaging in political activities to 

apply to the body that made the decision on the state registration of such a public association and 

request an application for inclusion in the register of non-profit organizations acting as a foreign 

agent (§10 of article 131 of the Federal Law “On Noncommercial Organizations”). Such a public 

association shall quarterly submit registration information to the federal body of state provided by 

the eighth paragraph of this Article.” 

  These amendments definitely did not foster development of NGOs in Russia; 

moreover, they basically meant a return to Soviet practices widely employed during the Cold War, 

                                                 
176 Article 21, §9. 

177 Article 29, §8. 
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when any contacts and co-operation with Western organizations were prohibited and suspected 

were persecuted. However, Russia is not interested in investing in Russian NGOs unless they are 

pro-government, and investment from abroad sometimes is the only way for NGOs to keep on 

working. Such NGOs as, for instance, the Association “GOLOS”178 had to pay court fines when 

they did not register as “a foreign agent” and now the future of the Association is very uncertain due 

to bureaucratic difficulties that had been imposed after the amendments came into force. 

The other important amendments concerned protests and right to assemble to carry 

out demonstrations. Thus, Federal Law № 54 of June 19, 2004 “On meetings, rallies, 

demonstrations, marches and pickets” was amended on June 8 2012, shortly after the most 

important phase of protest activity decreased. The article 5 that determines rights of organizers of a 

rally or another form of protest activity was supplemented with §1.1 that stated: “a person who 

committed an intentional crime against the constitutional order and security of the state or a crime 

against public security and public order, or two or more times was brought to administrative 

responsibility for administrative offences as provided in Articles 5.38, 19.3, 20.1-20.3, 20.18 , 20.29 

of the Code of administrative Offences, within the time when the person is considered to be subject 

to administrative punishment (being convicted or previously convicted), such a person cannot be an 

organizer of a protest activity.” 

A number of other amendments concerned maintenance of order in demonstrations 

and rules of registration of a protest event. On the surface, these changes cannot be called repressive 

and some of them are necessary in order to avoid violence and chaos and keep protest actions non-

violent, but implicitly they denoted an increased control over protest activity. For instance, in June 

2012 article 12 of the law in question was supplemented by part 3 which reads: “Executive authority 

of the Russian Federation or local authority has the right to decline an application on holding a 

public event only in cases if a person who is going to conduct a public event in accordance with this 

Federal Law shall not be entitled to be the organizer of a public event, or if a venue for a public 

event indicated in the application cannot be provided for holding the event, in accordance with this 

federal law or the law of the Russian Federation.”  

In such a case, everyone should be equal before the law, but, as it can be seen from 

the analysis of the pro-Putin demonstrations, such venues, as for example, Manezhnaya Square or 

Revolution Square, had never been allocated for holding the protests organized by the opposition, 

while the pro-government demonstrations were usually held there and no restrictions imposed by 

the law were applied to them. But according to the Russian Constitution: “President of the Russian 

Federation is a guarantor of the Constitution of the Russian Federation as well as rights and 

                                                 
178 See p.33. 
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freedoms of a person and a citizen.”179 Therefore, the rhetorical question is: will the new 

Constitutional amendments apply to representatives of the government in case new pro-government 

demonstrations take place? 

The amendments to the Russian Constitution proved the statement made by Vladislav 

Surkov that Russia’s “‘sovereign democracy’ would be directed from above and would not tolerate 

much dissent.”180 Now that sovereign democratic ideas had been secured on the legislative level, the 

oppositional ideas had been discredited and new anti-revolutionary measures had been taken, there 

was no doubt left as for the fact that the ‘sovereign democratic’ set of practices that once stimulated 

the protests now managed to hinder them and, basically, to do away with them by using the 

legislation as a tool.  
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180 See p.11 (Definitions of concepts). 
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10. Conclusions 

 

The protests carried out in winter 2011-spring 2012 reflect the increased political 

awareness among Russian citizens and prove that economic stability is not enough in a country that 

is classified as a democracy of the constitutional kind. At first glance, Putin’s presidency might seem 

like a relief for the country that went through the difficult years of Boris Yeltsin’s presidency 

characterized by the chaos, lack of order, instability, plundering, emergence of New Russian 

oligarchy and the devastating Chechen War. But on the surface, Vladimir Putin’s presidency can be 

considered auspicious for Russia only when compared to that of Yeltsin’s. In itself, Putin’s 

presidency gave the Russians economic stability but that stability was granted on special terms, and 

while the first two terms of Putin’s presidency were only marked by occasional tensions between his 

government and the citizenry, his agreement with Dmitrii Medvedev concerning the election, did 

not leave the Russians any other choice than to start protesting.  

The government’s intervention in the protest activity in the form of their own 

demonstrations proved that, although formally the Russians were entitled to rights and freedoms to 

express their will, in practice, the state did not intend to grant citizens these rights and freedoms and 

tried to delimit opportunities the protesters could benefit from. The opportunities were centred on 

the four dimensions181 and will be looked upon below: 

 

1. The relative openness or closure of the institutionalized political system 

The Russian protest movement could emerge given the openness of the Russian political 

system. Unlike in the countries where authoritarianism prevails, organizing and holding protests in 

Russia was possible but the opportunity was limited by the state control in the form of the pro-

government and pro-Putin demonstrations. The openness of the Russian institutionalized system 

proved to be conditional and denoted that the freedoms and rights were granted only if Vladimir 

Putin’s and United Russia’s presence in the politics had been secured. As it can be seen from the 

empirical analysis, the government tried to compromise but only when the outcome of the elections 

was uncertain. As soon as the elections had been over, the Kremlin did not intend to compromise 

with the protesters.  

 

2. The stability of that broad set of elite alignments that typically undergird a polity 

The empirical analysis argues that Russian elite alignments are rather stable and not easily 

shaken by popular protests. Despite the fact that prior to the election Vladimir Putin was losing 

popularity with Russian citizens, he could still enjoy the full support of his administration, siloviki 

                                                 
181 See the chapter “Theoretical Perspectives”. 
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who originated from the security and military service and had control over these services, as well as 

of the Russian police and the army. The analysis of the protests that took place in March and May 

indicates that the police did not take the side of the opposition. On the contrary, they were ready to 

resort to using violence against protesters and mass arrests became part and parcel of the 

demonstrations held by the Russian opposition in 2011-2012. Furthermore, the infamous 

“Bolotnaya Case” proved that the Russian judiciary system was in total control of the government.  

 

3. The presence of elite allies 

Basically, the opposition lacked elite allies. The leaders of the Russian opposition enjoyed 

some support from such parties as KPRF and A Just Russia, who were opponents of United Russia 

and Vladimir Putin in the election, which resulted in the Kremlin’s inability not stop the protests at 

their inception. Unlike in Ukraine, however, where the opposition to Victor Yanukovich had 

support from large and influential parties representing a good alternative to Leonid Kuchma’s clan 

and his candidate Yanukovich, whom he supported just like Medvedev supported Putin in the 2012 

presidential election, the support from the parties that the Russian protesters were provided with 

was minimal and insignificant in terms of the influence on the government and was mainly 

expressed in words than in real actions. Moreover, it is possible that the parties pursued their own 

interests when they showed the opposition support.   

 

4. The state’s capacity and propensity for repression.  

Russia’s capacity and propensity for repression during the time of the protest activity in the 

aftermath of the allegedly unfair elections largely depended on the existing legislation. Before the 

protest movement emerged, the peculiarities of the Russian legislation did not present an obstacle 

for protesters. However, after the government had realized that the protests presented a threat for 

the stability of Kremlin’s elite, the legislation was changed and some amendments of the repressive 

character were made. The most repressive of them concerned Russian NGOs some of which, 

primarily the Association “GOLOS,” sent their observation missions to the elections, tried to ensure 

transparency and freedom in election campaigns and equal representation of all candidates in the 

media. The restrictions imposed by the government made Russian NGOs register as “foreign 

agents,” alternatively face a fine, which led to a decrease of their activity in Russia. These changes 

presented a huge loss for the future development of democracy in the Russian Federation.  

 

The four dimensions analyzed above prove that the political opportunities that could 

determine the success of the Russian protest movement were scarce. While the openness of Russia’s 

institutionalized system did allow the movement to emerge, the lack of political opportunities in 

terms of the stability of elite alignments, absence of elite allies interested in providing help for the 
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protest movement and the state’s high capacity and propensity for repressions which intensified 

after the victory in the elections did not let it evolve and turn into a long-term social movement.  

 

The system Vladimir Putin and his elite built during his second term of presidency 

represents a “shield” that is too difficult to break. And although formally elections are being held, 

and people have rights and freedoms of expression, in practice the compliance with requirements 

concerning democratic norms of the Western type is severely hampered. The clash of interests 

between the government and the Russian democrats and human rights activists means that 

‘sovereign democratic’ principles are only remotely democratic in practice and proves that there is 

not so much of ‘democracy’ in that notion.  

In fact, Russian ‘sovereign democracy’ is a scrupulously elaborated authoritarian system 

masked as a democracy of a special kind. Besides, it is questionable whether a country needs to 

attribute special characteristics to the type of democracy they claim to represent. As the results of 

the empirical analysis show, the ‘sovereign democratic’ set of practices is only partially democratic. 

In the aftermath of the Orange Revolution, the Russian government resorted to formulating the 

package of counter-revolutionary measures to avoid the spread of the ‘orange’ sentiments to Russia. 

Calling this package of measures ‘sovereign democracy’ the Kremlin legitimated and justified them, 

making them favorable to world community. But the fraudulent elections and the neglect the 

government showed to popular grievances stimulated the protests and made the people oppose the 

‘sovereign democratic’ ideas of the government as well as proved what the Kremlin’s ‘sovereign 

democracy’ meant in practice.  

The ‘sovereign democratic’ measures were successful and made the oppositional movement 

gradually subside. Therefore, the outcome of the struggle between the Russian opposition and the 

government proves the point that the Russian government has been ready to confront ‘color’ 

movements already since 2005 when the notion of ‘sovereign democracy’ was introduced. The 

Kremlin’s ‘sovereign democracy’ is a complex phenomenon which both stimulated the protests and 

suppressed them. The complexity of the ‘sovereign democratic’ principles also lies in the fact that 

the anti-revolutionary measures meant that government elite urged people to abide by the law when 

it saw a threat, as for example, the growth of the protest activity in 2011-2012, but chose to act 

against the law when it sought to safeguard its own interests. In a long-term perspective, this 

practice means moving further away from democracy since ‘sovereign democratic’ principles pose 

difficulties for development of democracy in Russia and, in a way, drags the country back to the 

Soviet past when the communist ideology turned the country into a totalitarian regime.  
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11. Appendix 

 

The images below represent some of the 80 placards collected by KPRF before the parliamentary 

election of 2011. The placards were specially made for a contest organized by popular blogger and 

anti-corruption activist Alexei Navalny as a part of his political campaign “United Russia is a party 

of crooks and thieves”. 

The text of the placard is as follows: “Go and vote! Everyone is important here. If you do not vote, 

the corruption will do it for you. Let yourself be heard.” 
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Text: Enough with silence. It is time to elect! 

Make sure you take part in the election and vote for any party except United Russia. 
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