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Abstract

This article tackles the issue of interconnectedness between the global economic crisis in 2008 and the “For Fair Elections”
movement in Russia in 2011-2012. Studies have shown that the 2008 crisis has affected political attitudes of Russian citizens
that might have contributed to the mass mobilization in 2011-2012. To test this hypothesis, a dataset covering public protest
events from 2008 to 2012 in Perm krai and Tyumen oblast’ has been developed. The comparison between the cases demon-
strates different dynamics of contention, however, a similar composition of protests: local/urban governance issues are the
most frequent, closely followed by political/civil rights and economic demands. The comparison indicates that the connec-
tions between the 2008 crisis and the 2011-2012 movement are mostly indirect: economic misfortunes caused some groups
to protest; it helped some political parties to create broad coalitions based on these grievances, which later became the pillars
of the 2011-2012 movement.
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Von einer okonomischen zu einer politischen Krise? Konfliktdynamiken
in russischen Regionen (2008-2012)

Zusammenfassung

Der Artikel beschiftigt sich mit den Zusammenhingen zwischen der globalen Wirtschaftskrise 2008 und der ,Fiir gerechte
Wahlen“-Bewegung in Russland von 2011-2012. Aktuelle Studien zeigen, dass die Krise 2008 die politischen Einstellungen
der russischen Bevolkerung beeinflusst hat. Um diese Hypothese zu iiberpriifen, wurde ein Datensatz erstellt, der 6ffentliche
Protestveranstaltungen von 2008 bis 2012 in zwei Regionen (Permer Gebiet und die Provinz Tyumen) umfasst. Diese zwei
Félle weisen unterschiedliche Konfliktdynamiken auf. Zugleich ist die Zusammensetzung der Proteste jedoch dhnlich. Die
dortigen Proteste sind am héufigsten von lokalen/urbanen Problemen gepriagt, gleich gefolgt von Forderungen nach politi-
schen Rechten und Biirgerrechten sowie 6konomischen Themen. Der Vergleich deutet auf indirekte Verbindungen zwischen
der Krise 2008 und der Protestbewegung 2011-2012 hin: Der 6konomische Niedergang fithrte dazu, dass verschiedene Grup-
pen 6ffentlich protestierten. Politische Parteien waren darauf aus, diese Mobilisierungswelle zu nutzen und versuchten, eine
breite Koalition zu schaffen, die spiter die Basis der Bewegung von 2011-2012 wurde
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The global economic crisis of 2008 marked the tipping
point for significant transformations in the Russian econo-
my and politics: the 5.6% economic growth of 2008 turned
into steep decline (-7.8%) in 2009; unemployment rose
from 6 to 8.5%; and the consumer confidence index plum-
meted by 38 points (EMISS 2015; Levada-Center 2015). In
contrast to the 1998 crisis, the Russian government faced
the challenge well-armed with a budget surplus, small
public debt, and significant currency reserves; however, it
could not avoid being blamed and growing public dissatis-
faction (Robinson 2013). With Vladimir Putin and Dmitri
Medvedev’s ratings in steady decline and fissures in the
Kremlin's electoral machinery (Hale 2011; Gel'man 2013),
the “For Fair Elections” movement, started in December
2011, became a major challenge to the regime (Ross 2015).
The movement focused primarily on political issues (pro-
cedural legitimacy, political rights and liberties, quality of
governance and electoral integrity) and arose to a large ex-
tent in the big cities (Zavadskaya and Savelieva 2014).

The movement did not come out of the blue: the 2007-
2011 cycle was accompanied by an increasing frequency
and scale of public protests, encompassing both socio-eco-
nomic and political issues. Strikes in Pikalevo against the
shutdown of the town’s main factory in 2009, public out-
rage against raising tariffs for right-wheeled cars across
the country, “Dissenters’ Marches”, the “Strategy-31” cam-
paign for the constitutional Article 31, mass mobilization
in defense of the Khimky forest, and the nationalist debacle
on Manezhnaya square in Moscow in 2010: all these events
pointed towards the growing ability of Russian citizens
to act collectively (Teague 2o11). For some scholars, public
discontent was an indication of changes in mass attitudes
due to worsening economic conditions. Triesman (2014,
385) argues that “rather than being eclipsed by other issues,
perceived economic performance became more tightly
linked to respondents’ views of Putin and Medvedev, with
gloomy economic assessments translating more powerful-
ly into lower approval.” Chaisty and Whitefield (2012) also
highlight the impact of the 2008 economic crisis on middle
class attitudes, especially the strengthening of the link be-
tween economic assessment and quality of governance.
But were economic misfortunes and assumed dissatisfac-
tion with the government transformed into public display
of discontent? And did that contribute to the emergence of
the “For Fair Elections” movement in 2011-20127

In this article, I attempt to trace the links between the
2008 crisis, dissatisfaction with governmental policy, and
the 2011-2012 movement by comparing protest mobiliza-
tion from 2008 to 2012 in two cases — Perm krai and Tyu-
men oblast’. The cases were selected to control for the level
of socio-economic development and policy responses,
while having the variation in political opportunity struc-
ture. I employ protest event analysis (PEA) as primary tool
for tracing the dynamics of contention in both cases, but
also rely on the documents and media reports. PEA allows

gauging the frequency, number of participants, orga-
nizers, and, most importantly, demands of every oc-
curred protest alongside a number of other variables.
Since this method requires an explicit statement of
coding rules and procedures, I start with the brief
analysis of its scope and limits, specifics of data col-
lection and coding schemes. Then I turn to the schol-
arship on general effects of regime transition on mass
protests in postcommunist Russia, and eventually fo-
cus on the Perm and Tyumen cases to assess the links
between economic and political protests.

Protest event analysis as analytical tool

Protest event analysis (PEA) has been employed in a
number of studies concerning contentious politics.
It is “a key methodological innovation that emerged
within the social movement field itself, and has more
recently been adapted and refined to study other re-
search topics” (Hutter 2014, 335). The method origi-
nated in the early 1960s’ context of a major shift in
the social sciences towards quantification and large
cross-national comparisons, and emergence of new
approaches to mobilization. Russet, Gurr and Tilly’s
works were the first to systematically collect protest
event catalogs (Russet 1964; Gurr 1979; Tilly 1978;
1995). PEA is a form of content analysis because cat-
alogs are usually compiled on the basis of texts (po-
lice or media reports, observation lists); it thus basi-
cally transforms “words to numbers” (Franzosi 1994).
There are several pitfalls in the method’s application:
Tilly (2002, 249) noticed that “anyone who builds
[event catalogs] worries unavoidably about problems
of selectivity, reliability, verifiability, comparability,
bounding, and inclusiveness.” In other words, every
event catalog is based on a preconceived theory of
necessary and sufficient conditions delimiting “pro-
test event” as a specific phenomenon. The likelihood
of a certain event being counted as related to the
expression of discontent relies on a set of conceptu-
alizations that is very important given the shifting
boundaries of politics and the dynamic nature of
contention (Tilly et al. 2003).

Russia is a particularly interesting case that poses
additional challenges for PEA. The large territory and
its heterogeneity imply a bias in coverage towards
populated metropolitan areas and the problem of
sources that can cover the whole country. There are
some feasible solutions to these issues, for instance,
focusing on a certain type of contention, like in Arce
and Mangonnet’s (2013) study of road blocking in
Argentina, a country that resembles Russia in many
ways. Another example can be found in Beissinger’s
(2002) book on nationalist mobilization in the late
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USSR, which covers demonstrations, strikes, and po-
litically motivated violence from 1987 to 1992. In his
later work with Sasse, he covered mass demonstrations,
strikes and mass violence in all East European countries
after the 2008 global economic crisis, triangulating the
data from major newswire agencies, namely Associated
Press, Agence France Presse, Deutsche Presse-Agentur,
and Interfax (Beissinger/Sasse 2014, 365f.). Yet another
example is a dataset of labor-related conflicts compiled
by Bizyukov from the Center for Social and Labor Rights
in Moscow. The timespan of the dataset ranges from
2008 to 2016. It is explicitly focused on labor-related
conflicts such as strikes in different forms, meetings,
and demonstrations, and it is based on reports from
more than 80 sources on- and offline (Bizyukov 2015).
However, focusing on a certain type of events either in
terms of issues of repertoire limits the possibility to
study the links between different forms of contention as
well as between political and economic protests.

A different strategy can be found in Robertson’s
(zo1r; 2013) and Lankina’s (2015) datasets. The former
compiled protest events catalogs on the basis of reports
from the Ministry for Interior Affairs (MVD) and the In-
stitute for Collective Action (IKD) that cover the period
from 1997 to 2000 and from 2007 to 2010 respectively.
The MVD dataset consists of 5,822 entries featuring lo-
cation, time, duration, type and number of participants,
and type of demands. A similar coding scheme was ap-
plied for the IKD reports with 5,726 entries in the data-
set. The sets are very different in terms of their sources
and possible bias: the MVD is a state agency while IKD
is non-profit left-leaning organization. Similar to Rob-
ertson, Lankina developed the dataset, which is based on
reports from Kasparov website “March of Dissenters”
(“Marsh Nesoglasnyh”, namarsh.ru). She counted 4,726
events from 2007 to 2012; in addition to traditional vari-
ables such as time, location, number of participants,
she also coded “protest category”: political, economic,
legal, environmental, and cultural - the last three were
combined into the “civic” category (Lankina 2015: 332).
However, the primary source and coding scheme raise
concerns about data reliability as the website operates
on the basis of a politically motivated correspondent
network that might be strongly biased towards report-
ing specific types of protests. As the data also claim to
represent the spatial dimension, namely, the dynamics
of contention on sub-national level, the issue of possible
bias in reporting should be addressed.

To sum up, existing event catalogs, on the one hand,
help to produce and test hypotheses about dynamics
of contention, especially about links between different
types of demands. Existing applications of PEA inregard
to Russia come with the costs of being biased: the most
comprehensive datasets have a major flaw inasmuch as
they rely on politically-motivated networks that are un-

evenly distributed across the country. An attempt to ad-
dress this specific issue led us to the development of the
“Contentious Politics in Russian Regions” event catalog.

The data and case selection design

In order to overcome the limitations of the event cata-
logs mentioned above, the “Contentious Politics in Rus-
sian Regions” database was developed. Its timespan
ranges from 2008 to 2012, and it covers all Russian re-
gions as they were in 2012. We define “protest event” as
individual or collective actions of public claim making/
public expression of grievances towards the govern-
ment or third parties. We compile our data on the ba-
sis of mass media reports that are well-known for their
selection bias (see, for example, Koopmans 1999; Rucht/
Neidhardt 1999; Koopmans/Rucht 2002; Ortiz et al.
2005; Herkenrath/Knoll 2011). As we have already dis-
cussed, media sources are far from being perfect because
of editorial policy and standards of reporting specifics,
self-censorship and selective attention of journalists.
In addition, the Russian media environment has been
constantly shrinking, hence, the poor quality of news
accounts; for instance, estimates in a number of pro-
test actions participants can vary significantly (Oleinik
2014). However, alternative sources, including public
agencies reports or observation lists, are even worse
(Lobanova/Semenov 2013). One possible solution is to
anchor the data not in one source, but rather in a set of
different sources, in our case the “Integrum” media data-
base, which aggregates reports from more than 40,000
Russian media outlets, including regional and local
newspapers and stores more than one billion reports.
The particularities of the coding sources and procedures
are reported in Appendix L.

I employed paired comparison and picked two re-
gions (Tyumen oblast and Perm krai) to address the re-
search question. Both regions have strong — though dif-
ferent — economies (Table I.), but contrast in regards to
politics: Perm krai is well-known for its relatively high
level of political competition and civic engagements,
while in Tyumen opposition has been marginalized and
dislodged from the public sphere (Borisova 2010; Lo-
banova/Semenov 2015). Hence, it is possible to compare
the dynamics of contention in different political settings
controlling for economic indicators.

Case selection follows Blatter and Haverland’s (2012,
42) suggestion of three possible options: co-variational
analysis to look for the same mechanisms in diverse
cases, and causal process tracing and congruence analy-
sis as within-case techniques for alternative hypothesis
testing. Our strategy combines all of them through gen-
erating alternative mechanisms at the first stage and
testing them both within and between cases. As for case
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Table 1: Basic socio-economic indicators in 2011: Perm and Tyumen.
Source: Russian Federal Statistics Agency, http://www.gks.ru/.

Average monthly Number of Fixed capital GRP 2071
population wage (real prices), extractive investment, min RUB'
RUB enterprises mln RUB
Perm 2631100 25503.9 27 76858.4 319 149.5
Tyumen 3459400 329561 21 43396.5 522 064.8

selection, again, we use Blatter and Haverland’s ideas
that, first, it must be deliberative (non-random), second,
there must be presence of co-variation in the indepen-
dent variable among cases, and, lastly, cases should be
as similar as possible in the variable one seeks to control.
The cases of Perm krai and Tyumen oblast’ meet these
requirements: control socio-economic conditions are al-
most similar, while the degree of civic engagement and
protest activity varies.

The context: Dynamics of contention in post-Soviet
Russia

The dramatic changes in Russia’s societal landscape
during the post-communist transition so far have been
thoroughly documented and assessed. Though Russia
has not become a full-fledged democracy, its economy
and politics have gone far from the Soviet era (GeI'man
2015). Twists and turns in regime dynamics have been
accompanied with the general decline of mass public
engagement in politics: the “World Values Survey” in-
dicates that while 29.6% of the population in 1990 said
that they signed a petition (with 44.1% that might do) in
2005 only 7.7% did (with 28.7 that might do). During the
1990s, on average 25.5% claimed that they participated
in lawful demonstrations while in 2005 only 13.4% an-
swered that they had attended demonstrations in the
last five years (World Values Survey 2016). According to
the last WVS data (2010-2014) Russians are less likely to
sign a petition than citizens of the other East European
Countries: 31.7% did not sign a single petition compared
to 21.4% in Estonia; 20.2% of Russians and 46.5% of
Estonians took part in peaceful demonstrations. Major
Russian pollster Levada center confirms these devel-
opments: in April 2011 only 3% attended public protest
actions and 2% participated in strikes. Although during
the 2000s, 10 to 11% of respondents were willing to join
public protests, the vast majority (about 79 to 80%) was
not (Levada-Center 2015).

In the end, the mass mobilization during the Per-
estroika and its unprecedented wave of ethnic and na-
tionalist movements (Beissinger 2002), tens of thou-
sands of street protesters, and numerous grass-root

activists, including political clubs (Sigman 2009), were
followed by the withdrawal of masses from politics,
largely attributed to increased economic burdens, rela-
tive deprivation, and overall political loyalty of Russian
population (Minin 2005). However, protest politics did
not disappear into thin air: the same economic down-
turn produced wage arrears that resulted in a wave of
strikes, spearheaded by coalminers, from 1995 to 1999.
According to official statistics, the number of strikes
exceeded 17,000 in 1997, and subsequently decreased al-
most to non-existence in 2008-2009 (Kozina 2009). All
in all, Boris Yeltsin’s presidency resulted in 53,366 strike
events from 1993 to 1999, while Vladimir Putin’s first two
terms in the office yielded 9,782 in counts (Rosstat 2015).

Upon Putin’s arrival to the presidential office in
2000, the Russian state was largely decentralized and
weak, while governors and regional political machines
played major roles in organizing political life and mo-
bilizing the public (Robertson 2o011). Putin’s policy of
power centralization led to shrinking political opportu-
nity structures. The spill-over effects of the “color revo-
lutions” in Serbia, Georgia, Ukraine, and Uzbekistan in
the 2000s also affected the way the political regime in
Russia treated mass protests: major restrictions on par-
ty and NGO activities were passed in 2002 and 2006; the
regulation of public meetings and rallies was amended
with increased fines and requirements, alongside with
state assault on independent media and large pro-Krem-
lin mobilization (Smyth et al. 2013).

Therefore, the overall level of contention has been
largely determined by regime dynamics itself, rang-
ing from regional-based elite-manipulated protests on
economic issues in the second half of the 1990s to peri-
ods of quiescence — thanks to revived economic growth
and tailored instrument of policing the protests — in the
early 2000s. Nation-wide campaign against the moneti-
sation of in-kind benefits erupted in 2005, followed by
grass-root mobilization on different issues ranging from
urban development to environment (Clément 2008). On
the outset and during the global crisis of 2008-2009,
protests in Vladivostok and Kaliningrad took political
elites by surprise (Clément 2009; Teague 2011). Com-
paring the 1990s to the 2000s, Robertson highlights the
sharp turn in the content of protest demands: in the late
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1990s, 72 to 74% of events were focused on wage arrears
and labor-related issues (demands for changes in poli-
tics/policy accounted for 5% combined), whereas in the
late 2000s, the same issue of arrears was raised no more
than in 6% of all events. Robertson (2013, 16) also notes
that “the most striking transformation in protest in Rus-
sia between the 1990s and the second half of the Putin-
Medvedev era is a dramatic shift from protest dominat-
ed by direct actions ... to one in which the vast majority
of protest events are purely symbolic in nature.”

This transformation from strikes and road blockades
to demonstrations and marches indicates a change in
Russian politics and society: while the major protests
in the 1990s were associated with grievances revolving
aroundwage arrears and other basic material needs, 28%
of protests in the second half of the 2000s were con-
cerned with urban development/environmental issues,
with demands for political changes following (22%).
Surprisingly, civic rights issues have the third largest
share (16%). Locations changed as well: during the Yelt-
sin presidency, the vast majority of protest events hap-
pened in the regions (in 1997 more than 97%); but in the
2000s, a dramatic shift to the capitals occurred with
protest events more and more concentrated in Moscow
(44% of the total in 2011) and to a less extent in St. Pe-
tersburg. Robertson (2013, 21) concludes:

Citizens are increasingly, it seems, willing or able to
make connections between material issues and more
abstract issues like civil rights or election fraud.
Moreover, as the set of concerns that lead to protest
becomes more diverse, so the human and organiza-
tional capital that can be drawn on to challenge the
authorities becomes both more widely diffused and
stronger.

In his view, this development contributed to the forma-
tion of the “For Fair Elections” movement in 2011-2012.
This movement emerged shortly after the 2011 State
Duma elections. The slogan was invented by the “Soli-
darnost” movement for the public meeting at “Chistye
Prudy” in Moscow on December 5, and quickly became
the name for the nation-wide campaign that managed to
sustain for almost a year. “For Fair Elections” was com-
prised of diverse groups and networks, most of them
without prior political experience but somehow related
to non-political initiatives. The core of the movement
was comprised of educated urban professionals, though
nearly all major socio-demographic groups were pres-
ent (Lobanova/Semenov 2012; Volkov 2012). The move-
ment stretched far beyond the capital and became a ma-
jor political challenge to Putin’s regime, which in turn
introduced a full set of measures to corner and defeat
the protesters with new legislation on public meetings,
targeted arrests and prosecution, and anti-movement

propaganda (Smyth et al. 2013). Eventually, despite the
large number of initial participants, media salience and
creativity of protesters, the movement died out due to
its restricted geographical and generational scope and
internal cleavages (Koesel/Bunce 2012).

Transformation of contention in Russian regions
(2008-2012): Perm and Tyumen compared

To explore the dynamics of protests after the 2008 glob-
al economic crisis in more detail, I zoom into the cases
of Perm krai and Tyumen oblast’ Due to its industrial
economic profile, the former was hit harder by the cri-
sis. In 2009, the industrial output index declined by 14.8
points (in Tyumen it rose by 2.8 points), unemployment
increased to its peak of 11% in 2010 (in Tyumen 7.8%, in
Russia on average 8.7%). For the first time in the 2000s,
wage arrears appeared as an issue (EMISS 2015). Nev-
ertheless, both regions weathered the storm quite well
with policies designed to reduce the impact of the eco-
nomic downturn, including budget optimisation, tax re-
ductions, and refinancing through the accrued reserves
(Starodubrovskya et al. 2010). From these accounts one
would expect the degree of contention to be higher in
Perm, due to the more competitive political regime and
the larger impact of the economic crisis. One might
also expect actors to coalesce and redirect their claims
towards the central government, assuming that the
economic crisis pushed citizens towards a more critical
evaluation of government performance and considering
the growing number of participants and the increased
frequency of events prior to the onset of the “For Fair
Elections” campaign.

Between 2008 and 2012, 330 events for Tyumen and
166 for Perm were reported, the vast majority (93-95%)
of which happened in regional capitals. Figure 1. shows
the dynamics of protest events in Tyumen and Perm. In

Figure 1: Dynamics of protest events in Perm and Tyumen
(2008-2012). Source: author’s calculations based on Inte-
grum media reports.
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Table 2: Core issue frames, pooled data from Perm and Tyumen (2008-2012).
Source: author’s calculations based on Integrum media reports.

Rank |Issue Frame Total % of Total
Number

1. Urban/ local politics (hoodwinked investors, infill construction, 102 19,2
construction demolition, urban green zones etc.)

2. Basic political and civic rights 96 18,1

3. State of economy (wages, taxes, monetary policy, public budget etc.) 79 15

4, Quality of governance (transparency, corruption, functioning of public state/ 43 81
municipal institutions etc.)

5 Social policy (education, healthcare, pensions etc.) 38 72

6 Memory politics (including traditional communist events) 37 7

7. All other issues 32 6

8 Elections fraud, electoral politics 31 5,9

9 Environment 19 3,6

10. Religious rights 17 3,2

the former case there is an upward trend with its pin-
nacle of 97 events in 2011, while in the latter the trend
is not as clear. The total number of participants (with
exclusion of traditional communist actions on the Ist
of May and 7th of November) for the five years period
is 17,8 thousands participants in Tyumen (4.4 protesters
per 1000 inhabitants) and about 18 thousands in Perm
(1.9 protesters per 1000 inhabitants). Therefore, the ag-
gregated statistics shows that the overall degree of con-
tention in Tyumen was higher than in Perm.

The categorisation of protest demands should be
considered with some caveats, because at virtually ev-
ery event multiple claims were made. Hence, I coded the
most frequent claim as core category, then assigned up
to two other types if necessary. The codebook comprises
21 categories; 31% of events in Tyumen and 38% in Perm
were considered to be “complex” with more than one cat-
egory attached. Table 2. presents the aggregated statis-
tics for the ten most frequent categories.

Almost every fifth protest focused on local/urban
development issues: infill constructions, hoodwinked
household investors, defense of parks, green zones, and
other recreational areas, architectural and historical
legacy preservation. Political and civic rights protests
(against political repressions, for the freedom of speech,
freedom of assembly, against constitutional amend-
ments etc.) appear with roughly the same frequency. The
state of the economy (wages, taxes, public spending) ac-
counts for 15% of protest events.

Our data to some extent confirms Robertson’s (2013)
observations that in the 2000s, the Russian population
was predominantly concerned with “growth problems”
and shifted their mode of action from direct to sym-
bolic. In our sample, wage arrears and protests against

the shutdown of certain enterprises occurred, but con-
stituted a small fraction of the overall number, while
demands for the better life quality, basic rights, and eco-
nomic welfare dominated. It is important to note that
the repertoire employed by protesters is indeed symbol-
ic par excellence with conventional forms like demon-
strations, marches, meetings, and pickets accounting for
76% of events in Perm and 91.5% in Tyumen. In the Perm
region, 14 (8.4%) direct actions (road blockades, sponta-
neous gatherings, or protest camps), I art performances
(6.6%), 9 hunger strikes (5.4%), 3 motor rallies and 2
strikes were encountered. In Tyumen, the repertoire was
less diverse and comprised mostly of direct actions (19
events) alongside, six art performances, two motor ral-
lies and a hunger strike.

Zooming into the particularities of demand dynam-
ics, I tracked three major categories and found signifi-
cantly diverse trajectories in our cases (Figures 2 and
3). In Tyumen, all categories were on the rise with the
climax in 2011 and sharp decline afterwards. In Perm,
all categories were in slight decline, with the exception
of urban development issues that rocketed on the same
2011 year, due to the big campaign in defense of the con-
stitutional 3rd Article (it states that Russia is a “social
state”) launched by the Coordination Council for Protest
Actions (CCPA), an umbrella organisation that united a
number of grass-roots groups. The campaign specifical-
ly targeted a bulk of local issues including construction
and maintenance of accommodation for low-income
citizens, privatization of communal apartments, and
demands for the city mayor’s direct elections. On the
sidelines, hoodwinked housing investors also took part
in the street protests.
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Figures 2 and 3: Core issue frames in Tyumen (left) and Perm (Right). Blue - economy, orange - urban politics,
yellow - political and civic rights. Source: author’s calculations based on Integrum media reports.
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In Tyumen, the economic agenda and civic rights
issues dominated. Because of the electoral cycle, com-
munist parties specifically targeted the raising prices
and inefficiencies of social policy, housing and utility
infrastructure; in addition, a separate campaign took
place against the bankruptcy of the TUANN enterprise,
which resulted in a mass firing of its employees. Civic
rights were advocated both by Strategy-31 events (a se-
ries of civic protests in support of the right to peaceful
assembly in Russia guaranteed by Article 31 of the Rus-
sian Constitution) and later at the onset of the “For Fair
Elections!” campaign.

Other significant differences appear in the “organ-
iser-demand” linkage. In Tyumen, 48% of economic
protests were organized by the Communist Party of the
Russian Federation (KPRF) and the Russian Communist
Labor Party (RKRP), while in Perm there was no leading
actor in this regard. A diversity of organizers was also
behind urban issues including local initiative groups,
civic activists, and political parties. Finally, civic and
political rights actions were spearheaded by anarchists,
the RKRP and the “Volya” (The Will) party. In Perm, civic
activists and the CCPA were at the forefront. The regions
also differ regarding the primary target of action: while
in both cases the federal government and the president
were the first to be blamed (47% in Tyumen and 37%
in Perm), regional government and private companies
were under more pressure in Perm (23% and 14% of the
incidents vs. 10% and 9% in Tyumen). Meanwhile, in
the Siberian region, attempts to address the “society at
large” were five times more frequent than in Perm (56 vs.
11 actions). Local authorities in both cases also attracted
considerable attention: 12% public protests in Tyumen
and 16% in Perm targeted them.

Given the industrial profile of the region, Perm faced
more crisis-related protests than Tyumen. In July 2009,
the regional industry leader “Kama Cable” had to fire 900
employees and faced a public campaign supported by the
regional branch of the Communist Party. In September,
the workers of “Kizel crane” factory blocked the road
because of wage arrears. A month later, workers of the
military giant “Perm Powder Factory” went on a strike.
As the economy started to recover in 2010, the industrial
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protests faded away. In Tyumen, however, the crisis hit
differently: due to the credit crisis a number of construc-
tions in the city were frozen while construction compa-
nies went bankrupt. This caused individual investors to
turn from courts to streets: from 2009 to 2012, “hood-
winked house investors” groups organised 22 public pro-
tests targeting the regional government and demanding
compensations. The government officials (Vice-Gover-
nor and the Head of regional Department for Nationali-
ties Affairs) were sent to pacify the groups; the most ac-
tive participants eventually got compensations.

The global economic crisis and its consequences
became a major topic for the left-wing political groups
like the KPRF and the RKRP in Tyumen or the CCPA in
Perm. The two former held public meetings on Septem-
ber 18 and October 17, 2009, respectively, when up to 200
participants were present. In 2010 the issue again was
raised by the KPRF in the context of the anti-crisis pol-
icy. In October 2010, communists joined diverse groups
and organisations (from liberals to anarchists) in creat-
ing the Council of Initiative Groups and Citizens (CIGC),
which for a while became the major force behind the
public protests, including the “For Fair Elections” cam-
paign. In Perm, the CCPA was the first to mention the
2008 crisis at their public rally on October 25, 2008. In
2009, the CCPA organised three protest actions, focus-
ing on the distressful situation of disadvantaged groups
like workers (with slogans like “Workers do not have to
pay for the crisis!”, “No to job cuts!”), families in living
communities (“Russia is a country of homeless”, “The
authorities make us homeless!”), pensioners and poor
(“People against rise in prices”).

At this stage I can conclude that some of the theo-
retical expectations proved to be right, while others
only partially fit the empirical evidence. In both cases,
attempts to forge anti-status-quo coalitions ended with
the creation of umbrella organisations that later became
the backbones of the “For Fair Elections” movement. In
Tyumen, the CIGC initially emerged on top of an anti-
corruption campaign in the city, and afterwards turned
into a forum for debates and coordination among po-
litical parties and local protest groups. According to its
protocols, the question of linking political and economic
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demands was raised numerous times, especially in win-
ter of 2011-2012. On March 10, 2012, at a regular Council
meeting, a KPRF member announced the next public ral-
ly and was immediately confronted by another Council
member with the following question: “Why [for fair elec-
tions| meeting? Maybe it is better to have a meeting on
communal tariffs?” Yet another participant noticed that
“it is necessary to search for other points of attraction,
where economic and social contradictions are erupting”
and that “social issues might bring much more people to
the streets than elections” (Protokol zasedaniya Soveta
Iniciativnuyh Grupp I Grazdan ot 10 marta 2012). Fol-
lowing this discussion, economic demands were added
to the list of claims. This, however, only happended at
thevery end of the “For Fair Elections” movement, when
the majority of participants had demobilized and only
the “hard core” of the movement (party members par ex-
cellence) remained (Lobanova/Semenov 2015). In Perm,
a similar role was played by the CCPA and the Council
of December 24. The former played a major role in mo-
bilizing citizens around urban issues, bringing together
demands of a patchwork of groups. The latter was an at-
tempt to coordinate the “For Fair Elections” movement;
civic activists dominated in the Council, restricting the
agenda to mostly political issues.

The data also prove that there was a steady growth
of the frequency and the number of participants in pro-
tests, though, to a lesser degree in Perm. Indeed, prior to
the onset of the “For Fair Elections” campaign, in both
cases numerous political and non-partisan groups and
organisations were engaged in the acts of public dissent
with different levels of governance as primary target
and federal government receiving the growing number
of claims. However, the analysis disconfirms that hy-
pothesis that the Perm region should have experienced
a higher degree of discontent due to its vulnerability to
economic shocks and its competitive political regime;
on the contrary, in relatively well-off Tyumen the steep
rise in contention was clearly visible both in frequency
and number of protesters. This can be due to the inverse
U-shape relations between political opportunity struc-
tures and protests, a well-known phenomenon in mobi-
lization studies, but further research is required to prove
this assumption.

Conclusions

The dynamics of contention in post-Soviet Russia seem
to follow general patterns of “protest cycles” (Tarrow
1993) with ebbs and flows of mobilization across the
country. The general assumption that Russians are dis-
engaged from politics is at odds with accounts based on
existing event catalogs, which also detect major shifts
in demand categories, repertoire, and target of protest

actions. This study confirms these findings: indeed, in
the two cases under scrutiny the protests increased in
frequency, attracted a growing number of participants,
were symbolic in nature, revolved around local issues,
civic rights and the state of economy, and primarily tar-
geted the central government. However, it also shows a
great variation in dynamics, composition of demands
and actors, targets, and repertoire. Hence, this analy-
sis highlights the importance of the subnational level
in studying countries like Russia: even within the same
category of regions, one can find significant differences
in political dynamics.

The links between the global economic crisis in 2008
and the political upheaval of 2011-2012 were everything
but straightforward: economic misfortune directly af-
fected some groups like the industrial working class and
private investors, who employed the protest tactics in
order to obtain concessions from their employers or the
state. On several occasions they were approached by po-
litical parties (mostly leftists); in both cases this resulted
in a sustained cooperation under the umbrella of “coun-
cils” (Coordination Council for Protest Actions in Perm,
Council of Initiative Groups and Citizens in Tyumen). In
2011, these organisations became the pillars (one out of
many, though) of the nascent “For Fair Elections” move-
ment.

Likewise, the analysis shows that political and civic
rights were not neglected or overshadowed by “bread-
and-butter” issues. Instead, in both cases demands re-
lated to politics and economy are almost even, but far
from constituting a majority of claims. Compared to the
1990s, when wage arrears overwhelmingly dominated,
it is remarkable how diverse protest demands became
in late 2000s. The finding that “local/urban” issues are
at the forefront of contention in contemporary Rus-
sia also fits well with recent studies on “urban regimes”
(Ledyaev 2012; Tykanova/Hohlova 2015) and grass-roots
activities (Clément et al. 2010), which document the
contradictions between urban “growth coalitions” and
local communities. Notwithstanding the fact that pro-
tests based on local agenda cannot be easily rescaled to
nation-wide demands and become a basis for national
campaigns and movements, local initiatives remain an
important venue for citizens’ engagement in collective
actions in the pursuit of public good.

In the end, “the patience” of Russian society is a
matter of comparison: compared to “rebellious” Po-
land or Hungary, the Russian population exerts a much
smaller degree of organised and sustained contention.
But acknowledging the overall trajectory of the regime
towards consolidated authoritarianism, the rare, short
and seemingly unconnected waves of political mobili-
zation reflect the shrinking political opportunity struc-
tures. On the other hand, the scale of local and regional
contention presented here proves that worsening condi-
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tions for the expression of public grievances might turn
Russians to the streets once again.
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Appendix 1
Coding sources and procedures

Our event catalog is built upon the “Integrum” media
database, which aggregates reports from more than
40,000 Russian media outlets, including regional and
local newspapers. It currently stores more than 1 bil-
lion reports. This database has its own search engine
with standard search syntax rules for specific queries.
It also allows to restrict retrieval to a required timespan
or location and to filter the sources. After testing several
search queries we came to the following request:

«akiu* mporect”» (“protest action”)

Quotation marks were used to restrict search results to
this particular collocation, while asterisks were neces-
sary to control for differences in morphology. We also
ensured that available regional and local newspapers are
included in retrieval. As a result, we were able to cut off
the majority of irrelevant results (e.g. “protests” of pros-
ecutors/advocates in judicial trials) and managed to cap-
ture a large number of protest events outside the capital.

The next step was to select all relevant reports fitting
our definition of “protest event”. We counted all events
within Russian boundaries, regardless of the citizenship
of claim makers. We also did not restrict our definition
of protest event to a threshold of a certain participants
number to capture specific forms of contestation like
single-person picket (a widespread tactics in Russia that
allows to bypass legislative requirements for organizing
a public event). We set basic variables (time, location, du-
ration, organizer, demands) for each event/observation
unit; whenever three of the five basic variables were ab-
sent, the event was not counted. The codebook incorpo-
rated 23 variables. To ensure the common understanding
of coding rules and resolve ambiguities, coders worked
in full working environment with supervision, log of all
issues was kept, and once in two weeks the group met to
resolve the most difficult issues by consensus.






