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#® % 4 & : After Putin’ s return to the Kremlin in 2012 and
especially Russia’ s annexation of Crimea in 2014,
the political opposition has been demobilized and
marginalized. The study aims to explore the following
questions during Putin’ s third presidency: What are
the nature and operation of Russia’ s political
system? Why did Russia’ s popular protests remobilize
against the regime? What are the main components and
trajectory of opposition movement? The study
emphasize the authoritarian regime adaptation and
resilience in the contexts of political opportunity
structure and domestic-external linkage. The
awakening protest movements did not contribute to a
democratic breakthrough at the critical juncture of
national elections. Further research has to be
focused on the conditions that make opposition
movement sustainable.

#~ M4t Russia; Putin: Kremlin; Opposition Movement ;
Political Opportunity Structure
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After Putin’s return to the Kremlin in 2012 and especially Russia’s annexation of
Crimea in 2014, the political opposition has been demobilized and marginalized. The
study aims to explore the following questions during Putin’s third presidency: What
are the nature and operation of Russia’s political system? Why did Russia’s popular
protests remobilize against the regime? What are the main components and trajectory
of opposition movement? The study emphasize the authoritarian regime adaptation
and resilience in the contexts of political opportunity structure and domestic-external
linkage. The awakening protest movements did not contribute to a democratic
breakthrough at the critical juncture of national elections. Further research has to be

focused on the conditions that make opposition movement sustainable.

Keywords: Russia; Putin; Kremlin; Opposition Movement; Political Opportunity

Structure



Introduction

In 2012, twenty years after the collapse of the Soviet Union, Vladimir Putin has
successfully returned to his third presidency, whose tenure has extended from four
years to six years. In the past twelve years of Putin’s paramount rule (2000-2012),
Russia experienced political stability, and Putin enjoyed high approval rating. In the
beginning of the second twelve years of Putin’s highly likely two-term presidency
(2012-2024), the regime’s legitimacy has been confronted with the awakening civic

activism.

Despite the incumbent regime’s prevailing dominance, the 2011-2012
parliamentary and presidential elections witnessed the reoccurrence of a series of
spontaneous mass protests against electoral frauds, inequality, and corruption.' After
Putin’s return to the Kremlin and especially Russia’s annexation of Crimea, the

political opposition has been demobilized and marginalized.

The study aims to explore the following questions during Putin’s third
presidency: What are the nature and operation of Russia’s political system? Why did
Russia’s popular protests remobilize against the regime? What are the main

components and trajectory of opposition movement?

The Political Context

Regime Type

Based on the Democracy Score (a straight average of the ratings for all
categories covered by Nations in Transit) and its scale of 1 to 7, with 1 representing
the highest level of democratic progress and 7 the lowest, Freedom House provides
the aggregate for comparative and interpretive purposes of evaluating democratic

status in the former Communist countries and defines the following regime types:

! Vladimir Gel’man, “Cracks in the Wall: Challenges to Electoral Authoritarianism in Russia,”
Problems of Post-Communism, Vol. 60, No. 2 (March-April 2013), pp. 3-10; Graeme Robertson,
“Protesting Putinism: The Election Protests of 2011-2012 in Broader Perspective,” Problems of
Post-Communism, Vol. 60, No. 2 (March-April 2013), pp. 11-23; Samuel A. Green, “Beyond Bolotnaia:
Bridging Old and New in Russia’s Election Protest Movement,” Problems of Post-Communism, Vol. 60,
No. 2 (March-April 2013), pp. 40-52; and Grigorii V. Golosov, “The 2012 Political Reform in Russia:
The interplay of Liberalizing Concessions and Authoritarian Corrections,” Problems of
Post-Communism, Vol. 59, No. 6 (November-December 2012), pp. 3-14.
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1-2 Consolidated Democracy

3 Semi-Consolidated Democracy

4 Transitional Government or Hybrid Regime
5 Semi-Consolidated Authoritarian Regime
6-7 Consolidated Authoritarian Regime

Source: Freedom House,
http://freedomhouse.org/report/nations-transit-2014/nations-transit-20 1 4-methodology
#.VFDZK6Nxmpo

For Freedom House’s Nations in Transit 2005-2014, Democracy Scores, which
represent the average of a post-communist country’s 7 democratization indicators (i.e.,
electoral process; civil society; independent media; national democratic governance;
local democratic governance; judicial framework and independence; and corruption)
have steadily declined in Eurasia.” Since Putin’s 2™ term of presidency, as Nations in
Transit ratings and averaged scores indicated, Russia has been classified as an
authoritarian regime. Measuring the parctices of democracy after the fall of
Communist regime, post-Soviet Russia has been through a process of

authoritarianization instead of democratization.

* Sylvana Habdank-Kolaczkowska, “Nations in Transit 2014: Eurasia’s Rupture with
Democracy,”
http://freedomhouse.org/report/nations-transit-2014/nations-transit-20 1 4-eurasias-rupture-democracy#.
VFDg-aNxmpo
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Nations in Transit Ratings and Averaged Scores

Ty -Q (v 8] o T o (ea] ==
= -’ < =, 5 = = = e
s & & & r,% 5 % & 2 B
Electoral Process  6.00 6.25 650 675 6.75 6.75 675 675 675 6.75
Civil Society 475 5.00 525 550 575 575 5.50 5.25 5.50 5.75

Independent Media 6.00 6.00 6.25 625 6.25 625 625 6.25 625 6.25

National Democratic . . - . . 2 "
,ﬂc onal De B 5.7% 6.00 6.00 6.25 650 06.50 6.50 6.50 6.50 6.50
=Overnance

Local Democratic

7 Ts 5 505 575 & 00 6. .
GO 5.75 5 575 575 575 6.00 6.00 6.00 6.00

o

1
Wh
-

Judiclal Framework _
525 52 25 5325 55 50 575 6. : !
and Independence - 5 525 525 525 550 550 5.75 6.00 6.00 6.00

Corruption 57% 6.00 6.00 6.00 6.25 6.50 6.50 6.50 6.50 6.75

Democracy 5core 5.61 5.75 5.86 596 6.11 6.14 6.18 6.18 6.21 629

Source: Freedom House,

http://freedomhouse.org/report/nations-transit/2014/russia#. VFDbngNxmpo
Political Opportunity Structure

Sidney Tarrow argues that “the onset of a wave of mobilization can be seen as a
collective response to generally expanding political opportunities, in which the costs
and risks of collective action are lowered and the potential gains increase.” He
indicates the importance of political opportunities in transforming the potential for
mobilisation into action, and identifies five major ways in which political opportunity

structure can be seen to expand:

When levels of access to institutional participation have begun to open up;

2. When political alignments are in disarray and new realignments have not yet been
formed;

3. When there are major conflicts within the political elite that challengers can take
advantage of;

4. When challengers are offered the help of influential allies from within or outside

the system,;

? Sidney Tarrow, “‘Aiming at a Moving Target’: Social Science and the Recent Rebellions in Eastern
Europe,” PS: Political Science & Politics (March 1991), p. 15.
6



5. When there is a decline in the state’s capacity or will to repress dissent.”

Accordingly, the political opportunity structure explains the timing of collective
action, the form of movement, and the outcomes of movement activity.5 Therefore,
the revival of popular democratic mobilization in late 2011 and early 2012 were due
to the expanding political opportunities, such as potential splits within the ruling elite
in the form of Medvedev-Putin tandem, the access to political participation via
parliamentary and presidential elections, and a decline in the hybrid regime’s capacity
or will to repress dissent. The expansion of the public arena diminished the role of
central control and inevitably gave new impetus to the emergence of opposition

movement.
A Dual State Contradiction

According to Richard Sakwa, the eruption of popular democratic protest in late
2011 reflected the clash between the constitutional (legal-rational) state and the
administrative (neo-patrimonial) regime, and this dualism has become the defining

features of Russia’s current political order.®
Modernization Project under Medvedev-Putin Tandem

The “Forward, Russia!” modernization project, stimulated by the
Medvedev-Putin tandem government, was the main goal of Russia’s domestic and
foreign policy. Putin published seven position papers on major domestic and

international issues in major newspapers during his third presidential campaign.’

4 Sidney Tarrow, Power in Movement: Social Movements and Contentious Politics, 2™ edition
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998), pp. 71-90.
> Doug McAdam, “Conceptual Origins, Current Problems, Future Directions,” in Doug McAdan, et al.,
eds., Comparative Perspectives on Social Movements: Political Opportunities, Mobilizing Structures
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996), p. 29.
6 Richard Sakwa, “Whatever Happened to the Russian Opposition?,” Russia and Eurasia Program
(May 2014), The Royal Institute of International Affairs; Richard Sakwa, The Crisis of Russian
Democracy: The Dural State, Factionalism and the Medvedev Succession (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2011); and Richard Sakwa, Putin Redux, Power and Contradiction in Contemporary
Russia (London: Routledge, 2014).
7 Putin’s seven presidential campaign position papers in 2012 are the following: “Russia Muscles Up —
the Challenges We Must Rise up to Face,” Izvestiya (16 January 2012); “Russia: the Ethnicity Issue,”
Nezavisimaya gazeta (23 January 2012); “Economic Tasks,” Vedomosti (30 January 2012);
“Democracy and the Quality of Government,” Kommersant (6 February 2012); “Building Justice: A
Social Policy for Russia,” Komsomolskaya Pravda (13 February 2012); “Being Strong,” Rossiiskaya
gazeta (20 February 2012); and “Russia and the Changing World,” Moskovskiye Novosti (27 February
2012). For primary concerns with policy implications, please see John P. Willerton, “The Hegemonic
Executive,” in Stephen White, Richard Sakwa, and Henry E. Hale, eds., Developments in Russian
Politics 8§ (Durham: Duke University Press, 2014), pp. 37-39.
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Inspired by the electoral model of democratization and caused by the diffusion
effects,® Russian opposition became increasingly assertive in the dual contexts of
economic modernization that cultivated urban middle class and online generation as
well as the global atmosphere of protest that sparked the Arab Spring uprisings and

the earlier color revolutions.’

The Kremlin’s Counter-Strategy

In a hybrid regime (semi-/competitive/electoral authoritarianism or
managed/illiberal/delegative democracy), as Henry E. Hale points out, the incumbent
authorities use a range of coercive or corrupt methods, including media manipulation,
coercing or buying votes, supporting informal groups to attack opposition,
manipulation of the choice set, pressuring, co-opting, or blackmailing elites, selective

prosecution, and falsification, to defeat their opponents. '

In addition to the study of authoritarianism through the lens of regime type,
“work on domination and resistance, political spectacle, quotidian forms of political
engagement, education, state development projects, and the politics of visual
separation suggests how ‘authoritarian’ practices can occur in a wide variety of

institutional contexts.”'!

For understanding authoritarian regime resilience in former and existing
Communist countries, Martin K. Dimitrov et al. offer a theoretical argument that
emphasizes the importance of institutional adaptations as a foundation of regime
resilience.'? These institutional adaptations include the economy, ideology, the
mechanisms for inclusion of potential rivals, and the institutions of vertical and

horizontal accountability."

¥ Valerie Bunce and Sharon L. Wolchik, Defeating Authoritarian Leaders in Postcommunist Countries
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2011); and Staffan I. Lindberg, ed., Democratization by
Elections: A New Mode of Transition (Baltimore, MD: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2009).
® Yung-Fang Lin, “Putin’s Return to Presidency: Implications for Russia’s Foreign Policy,” Prospects
& Perspectives, March 30, 2012.
' Henry E. Hale, “Hybrid Regimes: When Democracy and Autocracy Mix,” in Nathan J. Brown, ed,
The Dynamics of Democratization: Dictatorship, Development, and Diffusion (Baltimore: The Johns
Hopkins University Press, 2011), pp. 23-45.
""" For the related literature on how authoritarian practices can occur in a wide variety of institutional
contexts, see Marc Morje Howard and Meir R. Walters, “Explaining the Unexpected: Political Science
and the Surprises of 1989 and 2011,” Perspectives on Politics, Vol. 12, No. 2 (June 2014), p. 400.
'2 Martin K. Dimitrov, ed., Why Communism Did Not Collapse: Understanding Authoritarian
Resilience in Asia and Europe (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2013).
" Tbid.
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Encountering a massive anti-systemic protest mobilization and a humiliating
parliamentary election result in December 2011(See the table of State Duma
elections), the regime adapted to popular aspirations for political participation and
initiated political system reform, including a simplified procedure to register political
parties, the return to direct elections for regional leaders, and the revival of mixed
electoral system for State Duma with a 5% threhold for party list. On March 4, 2012
after his third presidential election victory (See the table of Presidential elections),
Putin triumphantly spoke about “Glory to Russia” to an enthusiastic crowd. Since the
moment, Putin has resumed his hegemonic presidency, and the protest movement has

been forced to sideline.

Elections to the Russian State Duma, 2007 and 2011 (7% election threhold, PR)
2007 (voter turnout 63.7%) 2011 (voter turnout 60.2%)

Name of Party | Share of Votes | Seats Share of Votes | Seats
(%) (%)

United Russia | 64.30 315 49.39 238

Communist 11.57 57 19.19 92

Party of the

Russian

Federation

Liberal 8.14 40 11.65 56

Democratic

Party of

Russia

Just Russia 7.74 38 13.22 64

Source: [IUK P®, UTAP-TACC

Russian Presidential Elections, 2000-2012

Elected Year Voters Turnout Votes Votes

President (%) (%)

Putin 2000 109372043 | 68.74 39740467 52.94

Putin 2004 108064281 | 64.38 49558328 71.31

Medvedev | 2008 107222016 | 69.81 52530712 70.28

Putin 2012 109863118 | 65.31 45591642 63.60

Source: Kommepcanms, Ne 40 (2012/3/6)




The Perceptions of Internal and External Threats

In multi-ethnic societies formerly under communist rule, global democratization
triggered ethnic conflicts and problematic national identities, thereby contributing to
the collapse of communist regimes and the dissolution of ethno-federal states.'*
Russia and Eurasian countries have been dealing with the legacies of ethnic separatist
movements, such as Chechnya in Russia, South Ossetia and Abkhazia in Georgia,
Nagorno-Karabakh in Azerbaijan, and Transnistria in Moldova. > With the
resurrection and rise of Russia, the international political and economic map as well
as the frozen conflicts have been facing restructuring. In light of NATO’s eastward
expansion into the former Soviet states, Russia’s foreign policy has shifted from a
defensive position in the 1990s to a more assertive and offensive direction in the
2000s, as indicated by the war with Georgia in August 2008, the Eurasian Union
project initiated by Putin after his announcement of his decision to run for president in

October 2011, and Russia’s annexation of Crimea in 2014.

In the position paper “Russia and the Changing World,” Putin expressed
continuing priority attention to status of Russian minorities and denounced the illegal
instruments of soft power. He concluded that “the activities of ‘pseudo-NGOs’ and
other agencies that try to destabilize other countries with outside support are
unacceptable.” Russian officials at the May 2014 Moscow Conference on
International Security, which was sponsored by the Russian Ministry of Defense and
was focused on the role of popular protest and color revolutions in international
security, described color revolutions as “a new technique of aggression pioneered by
the United States and geared toward destroying a state from within by dividing its
population.”'® It is quite obvious that defusing the potential danger of color
revolution in the post-Soviet space —and Russia in particular—has become Russia’s

major concerns.

Color revolutions and the Arab Spring happened when a regime remained in
power for too long and the system failed to adapt to social change, popular aspirations,
and external challenges. The fear and perception of external threat of regime change

caused by the US’s “democracy promotion” has lead to the Kremlin’s control of

4 See, for example, Mark R. Beissinger, Nationalist Mobilization and the Collapse of the Soviet State
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2002).

"> Nina Casperson and Gareth Stansfield, Unrecognized States in the International System (London:
Routledge, 2011).

' Dmitry Gorenburg, “Countering Color Revolutions: Russia’s New Security Strategy and Its
Implications for U.S. Policy,” PONARS Eurasia Policy Memo, No. 342 (September 2014),
http://www.ponarseurasia.org/sites/default/files/policy-memos-pdf/Pepm342 Gorenburg_Sept2014.pdf
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NGOs and civic activism through the foreign agents law that target NGOs with
foreign funding. Russia’s State Duma deputies charged that the West was using the
media to denounce the Kremlin and overwhelmingly passed a bill on Sept. 23, 2014
that would limit foreign ownership of Russian media outlets to 20 percent. The bill
would force several publications critical of the government, such as Vedomosti, the
Russian edition of Forbes, the English-language newspaper Moscow Times and
dozens of other news, to change ownership or close by 2017 and would extend the
Kremlin’s control over the independent media.'” Pro-Kremlin youth group Nashi,
nation-wide Public Chambers, and People’s Front of Russia were created to co-opt

and counterweight the fragmented opposition forces.

Conclusion

There is a wide spectrum of anti-systemic opposition, including civil ativists,
liberals, leftists, and nationalists (See the appendix). A few notable opposition figures
stand out, such as Boris Nemtsov, Vladimir Ryzkhov, Mikhail Kasyanov, Alexei
Navalny, Left Front leader Sergei Udaltsov, and the National Bolshevik Party leader
Eduard Limonov, but there is no alternative one to Putin’s leadership. The opposition
lacks a clear leader, positive and forward-looking program, and an alliance with
political society and economic society. Confronting and intentionally overcoming the
highly fragmented nature of anti-systemic opposition, a Coordination Council of
Russian Opposition consisted of 45 members was elected in an internet poll in
October 2012 (See the appendix), but it was dissolved in October 2013 due to the lack

of a quorum for most of its meetings.

Applying Alfred Stepan’s interpretation of the role opposition actors played in
democratizing authoritarian regimes to Putin’s Russia, i.e. (1) resisting co-optation
into the regime, (2) guarding zones of autonomy vis-a-vis the regimes, (3)
undermining the regime’s legitimacy, (4) raising the costs of preserving the status quo,
and (5) creating a credible democratic alternative, Vladimir Gel’man argued that tasks

3 and, particularly, 5 were complicated for Russia’s opposition to achieve.'®

17 Andrew Roth, “Russia Moves to Extend Control Media,”

http://www.nytimes.com/2014/09/24/world/europe/russia-takes-step-to-extend-control-over-news-medi
a.html?module=Search&mabReward=relbias%3As& r=0
'8 See Alfred Stepan, “On the Tasks of Democratic Opposition,” Journal of Democracy, Vol. 1, No. 2
(1990), pp. 41-49; Vladimir Gel’man, “The Troubled Rebirth of Political Opposition in Russia,”
PONARS Eurasia Policy Memo, No. 341 (September 2014); and Bmagumup I'enpman, “TpymHOe
BO3POXKICHHE POCCHUCKKON ommo3uuuny, Pro et Contra (SlaBapp-anens 2014), C. 106-123.
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The study emphasize the authoritarian regime adaptation and resilience in the
contexts of political opportunity structure and domestic-external linkage. The
awakening protest movements did not contribute to a democratic breakthrough at the
critical juncture of national elections. Further research has to be focused on the

conditions that make opposition movement sustainable.
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Appendix:

Coordination Council of Russian Opposition Election Result, October 2012

Total : 45 members

Civil activists List (30)
Candidates: 169

Total Votes: 81325
Against All: 159

Leftist List (5)
Candidates: 16
Total Votes: 68645
Against All: 11872

Liberalist List (5)
Candidates: 11
Total Votes: 70144
Against All: 8202

Nationalist List (5)
Candidates: 13

Total Votes: 67814
Against All: 17246

HapanbsHbrit 43723 | I'ackapoB 22935 | HaBugmc 27216 | KoncrantuHoB | 21433
Anexceit Anexkceit Cepreit Jannun
AHaTobeBUY BnagumupoBug Koncrautunosuu Wnpnu
BrixoB 38520 | AwuroBa 22921 | [uBoBapos 23314 | Aprémos 17393
Jmutpuit Exarepuna Anpnpeit Hrops
JIbBOBUY [TerpoBHa CepreeBua BnagumupoBug
Kacnapos 33849 | Hukonaes 14632 | Honrux 21164 | Bonnapuk 16800
I'appu Anexcanap AHTOH Huxkonait
KumoBuu AnexcaHapoBuy BuranseBnu Huxonaesuu
Cobuak 32529 | IlamuaeB 13720 | KapernuxoBa 19174 | Kpsiios 15895
Kcenus Axum AnHa Koncrantun
AHaronbeBHa Haxxmynunosuu I'eopruesna AHatonbeBUY
SAmwmn Wnes | 32478 | Pa3BozxaeB 12760 | LlapbkoB 17729 | Kpanun 10593
Banepseuu Jleonup Iérp Bnapnen
MuxaiinoBuy AHaToIIbeBAY JleoHnmoBHY
Tenbdanng 32260
Muxaun
CepreeBuy
Yupuxona 32221
EBrenus
CepreeBHa
[Har 30580
Muxaun
I'puropreBuy
ArrypkoB 28754
Bnagumup
JIpBOBHY
I'yaxoB 28708
Jmutpuit
I'ennanpeBuy
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JlazapeBa
TarbsHa

IOpreBHa

28707

[TapxomeHnko
Cepreit

bopucosuu

27434

J3s1x0
(7050500018

BuxropoBuu

27122

I'ynxos
T'ernagunit

BnagumupoBuy

26973

Coboib
JIr000BB

DnyaplioBHa

25270

Hewmuos
Bopuc

Edumonmu

24623

PomanoBa
Omnbra

EBrenneBna

23318

Kammun
Ouer

Bnanumuposuu

22496

WnnapuoHos
AHpnpeit

HuxonaeBuu

22445

VYnaneos
Cepreii

CraHHCIIaBOBHY

21424

Kapa-Mypza
Bnagumup

Buagumuposny

20845

AnaramoB
Pyctem

PunaroBuu

20813

Bunokypos

Anekcanup

20382
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HBanoBu4

Karg 19770
Maxkcum

EBrenneBna

lazapsn 18986
Cypen

BnagumupoBuy

AnbGypos 18844
T'eopruit

BanentuHoBuy

ITnonTKOBCKUI 17662
Anpnpeit

AnnpeeBuy

Mup3oes 16026
Buagumup

Bnagumuposuy

leun Omer | 15744

BacuipeBuu

Haranos 15541
Bnanucnas

Hropesuu

Source: http://cvk2012.org/news/rezultaty golosovaniya
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