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Protests and the political capital of anti-systemic
opposition in Russia, using the example of Aleksey
Navalny's 2017 anti-regime protests:

1. Introduction
In this article we consider the anti-systemic opposition to consist of those political
forces which aim to change the system created by Vladimir Putin, are not extremist
groups, i.e. they do not interfere in the generally accepted meta-order of society, and
which aim to promote the development of the state according to a clause in the accep-
ted Constitution of the RE, which states that “Russia is a democratic federal law-bound
State with a republican form of government™. Daria Tatarkova believes that anti-sys-
temic opposition should be described as organisations and movements which oppose
the existing regime, which recognise the system of political values that is legitimised
by the majority of society and which are also not of an extremist nature®. One of the
most energetic representatives of this milieu is the politician and anti-corruption acti-
vist Aleksey Navalny. Here we shall look into the dependence between the anti-regime
protests which Navalny organised with his associates in 2017, and his political capital.
The political capital of any political force means the trust, good will and support
that its representatives enjoy in society, but also the influence of its individual represen-
tatives on public opinion and other political entities. This capital will be something like
an invisible currency which politicians can exploit to mobilise voting citizens or which

! This work was supported by the National Science Centre (Poland) under Grant number 2015/19/B/
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they can - once they are in power - spend on political reforms*. Sorensen and Torfing,
who focus on political capital on the level of the individual, state that “political capital
refers to the individual powers to act politically that are generated through participa-
tion in interactive political processes™. In a nutshell, for Sorensen and Torfing, political
capital is a “mix of what people have, what they do and who they are™.

According to Daniel Schugurensky, there is a large number of factors that strengthen
or hinder political capital, and of these he mentions knowledge, skills, attitudes, closeness
to those in power and personal resources’. Knowledge is familiarity with the law, the
norms and issues necessary for effective participation in political processes. Awareness of
how the system built by Vladimir Putin works can make action, the choice of a political
strategy and the search for “windows of political opportunities” to fight with the regime
easier for opposition politicians. In order to be able to influence the political process
better, in addition to knowledge, such competences as the ability to analyse, to make
the comparisons necessary to understand, interpret and evaluate a societal situation, the
ability to negotiate, persuade, mobilise, argue effectively and speak in public with ease are
important. The third component that influences the level of political capital is attitudes
of such as resilience, motivation, regularity and the belief in the purpose of what one is
doing. The next factor - closeness to power — refers to the distance (both objective and
symbolic) between the citizen and the representatives of political power. In the context of
the analysis below, the aspect of symbolic “closeness to power” is of prime interest, which
means the presence in society of people whose opinions on important socio-econom-
ic-political questions are similar to those of the authorities. If one assumes, that the aim
of the anti-systemic opposition is not to be co-opted into the existing system or any sort
of cooperation with representatives of the current existing government, this point may be
reformulated thus: the opposition presents itself as a political force that the majority of
citizens would see as being in power. In other words, it is a political force whose values,
views and opinions are consistent with the views and values of society. The final factor
is personal resources, including institutional and financial ones, which to a large extent
determine the opportunities to influence the political process.

In order to avoid the extreme, binary assessment of the situation, which overesti-
mates the impact of Navalny’s 2017 protests on Russia's domestic policy or marginalises
it completely, this article intends to analyse the influence of these protests on the level
of Navalny’s political capital. The article will refer to each of the components of political
capital, to see what sort of changes in these areas give result in anti-regime protests.

* R.French, Political capital, “Journal of Representative Democracy’, vol. 47, 2011 issue 2, p. 215-230,
available at: https://www.researchgate.net/publication/261709373_Political_Capital.

> E. Serensen & J. Torfing, Network Politics, Political Capital and Democracy, “International Journal
of Public Administration” 2003, vol. 23, no 6, p. 610.

¢ Ibidem, p. 625.

D. Schugurensky, Citizenship Learning and Democratic Engagement: Political Capital Revisited, Paper

presented at the 41st Annual Adult Education Research Conference. Vancouver: AERC, June 2-4,

2000. Published in Conference Proceedings, p. 419-420.
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In the view of the difficulties in estimating the precise level of political capital of
a given politician, information regarding political capital may be obtained by compar-
ing the levels of the various components which make up the political capital of several
different politicians®. Another means is to investigate whether a given event inspired by
a politician, for example an election campaign (s)he ran, a reform (s)he introduced or
a different decision or political action, increases or diminishes his/her political capital.
This article makes reference to the last of these means, because it concentrates on ob-
taining information on the direction of the changes in the political capital of Aleksey
Navalny, as a result of the remarkable protests he organised in 2017.

This study seeks not only to make a much-needed contribution to the literature on
the potential of anti-systemic opposition in Russia, but may also, through an analysis of
its strategy for fighting the regime, contribute to a clearer understanding of the nature
of the Russian political system.

In order to realise this aim, we shall analyse the themes of the protests organised
by Aleksey Navalny’s movement in 2017, i.e. the anti-corruption protests of 26 March,
12 June and 7 October 2017, and we shall compare the two types of protest in terms of
their dynamics, geographic breadth and the reaction of those in the centre of power to
these events. We shall also consider whether, and to what extent, the protests altered soci-
ety’s perception of Navalny and the scale of his influence on political processes in Russia.
The data on the participants and the geography of the 2017 protests are taken from the
website Meduza and OVD Info’. The data have also been used regarding how society per-
ceived the protests, which were to be found on the webpage of the Levada Center'. Some
of the information on how Navalny’s activity was assessed by those closest to him and also
on the factors which motivate people to work together with him was obtained from inter-
views with workers from Navalny’s regional headquarters in St. Petersburg and Moscow'!.

8 K.L. Casey, Defining Political Capital: A Reconsideration of Bourdieu's Interconvertibility Theory,
2008, available At: https://about.illinoisstate.edu/critique/Documents/Spring%202008/Casey.pdf.
accessed 13 January 2018.

Cromvko m00eti 8bluiiy HA yiuybl 26 mapma u ckonvko 3adepxcanu? Kapma npomecma, “Meduza’,

27 March 2017, available at: https://meduza.io/feature/2017/03/27/skolko-lyudey-vyshli-na-ulit-

sy-26-marta-i-skolko-zaderzhali-karta-protesta, accessed 10 June 2017;. 12 utoHs Ha yAuLbl 6611710

6onvuie modeii, wem 26 mapma Kapma npomecmos «Medy3ow» u «OBI-Unpo». Camvie nontvie 0an-

Hole, ,Meduza” 13 June 2017, available at: https://meduza.io/feature/2017/06/13/skolko-lyudey-pro-

testovali-12-iyunya-i-skolko-zaderzhali, accessed 15 July 2017; 7 okms6ps: npomecmuas kapma.

I'de u ckonvko modeti 8bLULTI0, cKOMLKO 3adepucany Cosmecmmuiii npoexm «Medy3ow u «OBI-Mrpo»,

»Meduza” 8 October 2017, available at https://meduza.io/feature/2017/10/10/7-oktyabrya-protest-

naya-karta-gde-i-skolko-lyudey-vyshlo-skolko-zaderzhali, accessed 15 January 2018.

10 E. Kysnenosa, B. [leprades., Mwonvckue npomecmul He dobasunu Hasanvromy nonynapnocmu,
https://www.levada.ru/2017/07/17/iyunskie-protesty-ne-dobavili-navalnomu-populyarnosti/,
Levada.ru July 2017, at: https://www.levada.ru/2017/07/17/iyunskie-protesty-ne-dobavili-naval-
nomu-populyarnosti/, accessed September 20, 2018.

' Navalny’s co-workers in Saint Petersburg, (9 February 2018). Personal interview; Navalny’s co-work-
ers in Moscow, (18 April 2018). Personal interview.
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2. Navalny's protest and the social movement theory

In the literature on the social movement much space is given over to the significance
of the leader who organises collective action. The leader plays a vital role in creating
a network of contacts when society, or specific societal groups, is first being mobilised.
It is he or she who shows that remaining within the circle of ones own people and sub-
mitting to the decisions of those in power is not the only course of action, and he or she
suggests collective action as an alternative. The leader is viewed by the group as trust-
worthy, articulate, socially mobile, having organisational skills and a broad network of
contacts, and he is fully conversant with the law. By the same token he has considerable
social capital at his disposal'?. Here the question arises as to whether the influence is
also reciprocal, in other words whether the protests organised by a leader can also affect
his/her own position in politics.

The validity of the organisation of anti-regime protests by the opposition leaders
arises from aims that the political milieu sets itself. The main aim of the opposition is
to change the political system built by Vladimir Putin and to democratise Russia. This
main aim is supported by three specific aims. These are, to put pressure on those in
power and to raise the costs of maintaining the authoritarian system, to turn the so-
ciety against Putin’s regime, and to convince as many citizens as possible of one’s own
political programme'?.

For leaders of the anti-systemic opposition, the system restricts opportunities to
fight for power and to apply for important political offices in the state via competitive
elections. Therefore, they try out other methods and means of expressing their opposi-
tion to the actions of the ruling elite and of making citizens aware of the weaknesses of
the current political system.

They practise contentious politics, which is a natural element of socio-political
life'*. In democratic systems this is enriched by traditional forms of political participa-
tion associated with democratic institutions and it draws attention to social problems. In
non-democratic systems, the development of contentious politics is hindered by the high
level of repression on the part of the government and the effective control of those social
and material resources necessary for building non-state structures of collective action'.

At the same time, it is worth emphasising that both in the social perception and po-
litical practice of Putin’s Russia, there is a considerable difference between “socio eco-
nomic” and “political” protest actions. Socio-economic protests are perceived as one of

12 K. Knemas, ITo0vem epanoanckux npomecmHnoLx 06UxeHUti 6 3aKpbimoti NoNUmuecKoli cucmeme:

NOMEHUUATIbHBLTL 8bI306 20CNOOCINBY OUAUM B/IACHHVIM OmHOoueHUAM?, 2006, http://www.isras.ru/
files/File/publ/Vyzov_vlast_otnosch_Kleman.pdf, p. 8.
3 A. Stepan, On the Tasks of a Democratic Opposition, “Journal of Democracy” 1990, vol. 1, no 2,
p. 41-49.
V. Nechai, D. Goncharov. Russian Anti-corruption Protests: How Russian Twitter Sees It?, “Digital
Transformation and Global Society” 2017, vol. 21, no 33, p. 271.
> T.Frye, A. Yakovlev, Elections and Property Rights: A Natural Experiment From Russia, “Comparative
Political Studies” 2016, vol. 49, no. 4, p. 499-528.
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the permissible means of expressing one’s expectations of a specific problem of a social
nature. These protests are often linked to a decision of representatives of the local elite
and their goal is to demand that this decision be changed'. “Rather than questioning
the legitimacy of the regime, these protesters are voicing their discontent by appealing
to the authorities on the level above that viewed as responsible for the problems, sim-
ply informing them about the problems their subordinates are creating”’. Unlike so-
cio-economic protests, political protests are seen as illegitimate or even illegal, and fur-
thermore, government propaganda often presents these protests as attempts, inspired
from abroad, to start a revolution in Russia and overthrow the system.

It is worth remembering what commonly motivates people who take part in pro-
tests in Russia to do so. As Alfred B. Evans Jr. rightly notes, many protesters are seeking
changes to specific policies or the implementation of those policies, rather than de-
manding a fundamental change in the nature of their country’s political regime. Ab-
stract slogans about democracy or human rights do not mobilise people to take to the
streets to the same extent as those concerning specific problems, politics or govern-
ment decisions.

The sociologist Stephan Goncharov from the Levada Center points out, that people
react to a much greater degree to problems of a socio-economic nature than politi-
cal ones'®. The majority of the population understands and is prepared to support the
protests of lorry drivers, doctors and teachers (70% of respondents were prepared to
support these social groups), while Russians understand the motives of oppositionists
who organise political protests to a much smaller degree (Volkov 2018). In connection
with this the effective organisation by a representative of the anti-systemic opposition
of political protests involving many thousands of people in a non-democratic regime,
such as Russia, is an interesting field for research. Protests, especially anti-regime ones,
are among the more serious and, effects-wise, unpredictable challenges for authoritar-
ian regimes.

Of the many factors which influence the success of a mobilisation by the anti-sys-
temic opposition is society’s level of preparedness to participate in protests, which in
turn depends on their ability to communicate their oppositional message to potential
supporters, and on the quality and force of the effect of this message.

It is worth remembering that the literature of the subject often combines the phe-
nomenon of leadership with the concept of authority. However, it should be remem-
bered that although leadership and authority may coexist, it is not an obvious relation-

6 A. B. Evans, Jr.,, Protests in Russia. The Example of the Blue Buckets Society, “Demokratizatsiya: The
Journal of Post-Soviet Democratization” 2018, vo. 26, no 1, p. 4-5.

17 ]. Ostbe, Between Opportunist Revolutionaries and Mediating Spoilers: Failed Politicization of the
Russian Truck Drivers’ Protest, 2015-2016, “Demokratizatsiya: The Journal of Post-Soviet Democ-
ratization” 2017, vol. 25, no 3, p. 283.

‘DW, Coyuonoe o mom, kax HasanvHoiii 6nusem Ha npomectmot 6 Poccuu, , November 2017, available
at: http://www.dw.com/ru/sociolog-o-tom-kak-naval nyj-vlijaet-na-protesty-v-rossii/a-41281904,
accessed 28 September 2018.
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ship. The tendency to combine these two categories suggests a leader's authority and
well-established social position in some circles, which allows to make assumptions,
even if only approximate, of the success of a protest action.

The authors investigating the phenomenon of a leader in social movements also
describe how the specific practices of the leader determine the effectiveness of the
action. They point to relationship, story, strategy and action. The first two concepts
require some explanation and will help to understand the Navalny’s case better. The
relationship means interpersonal connections of leader that link individuals, networks,
and organizations'. A social movement leader also tells a new “story”. A skilful articu-
lation of social concerns draws attention to protest, thus the strength of public narrative
is a second important leadership practice.

In the context of the above theory, the case of Alexei Navalny seems to be really
special and extremely rich heuristically. The oppositionist — on the eve of the organiza-
tion of the protest action — was a politician with extremely small public support (1 per-
cent), who was just starting his election campaign (by March 2017 Navalny opened
only 12 regional branches)®. Therefore, he did not have any support teams and regional
branches distributed in different parts of the country. What is more, at that time there
were no external circumstances that could become a catalyst for increasing the protest
mood - that is, no unpopular reform, decision of the ruling elite, elections or a sudden
economic downturn.

The power and innovation of the oppositionist stems from the fact that - with
the aim of fighting against the non-democratic system and based on the oppositions
eternal objections to the corruption of the Russian authorities — he himself generated
a motive for the protest action “He is not Dimon to you” and used it at the time of his
own choice, not at the moment imposed by some external circumstances.

3. The main theme of the protests

Willingness to take to the streets depends to a large extent on the skilful strengthening
of the feelings of as many citizens as possible, namely those of anger and frustration
with the policies of the representatives of power?. These negative emotions (anger,

1 M. Ganz, Leading Change Leadership, Organization, and Social Movements, [in:] N. Nohria &
R. Khurana (eds.) Handbook of Leadership Theory and Practice, Excerpted from Chapter 19, Har-
vard Business Press Boston, Massachusetts 2010, available at: http://marshallganz.usmblogs.com/
files/2012/08/Chapter-19-Leading-Change-Leadership-Organization-and-Social-Movements.pdf,
accessed 7 March 2019.

2 [Ipubnusumenvroe pacnucanue omkpoimuii uima6os, VK,16 February 2017, available at: https://
vk.com/topic-55284725_34990538, accessed 16 May 2018.

2 R. Collins, Social movements and the focus of emotional attention, [in:] J. Goodwin, J. M. Jasper &
E Polletta (eds.) Passionate politics: Emotions and social movement, Chicago, IL: University of Chi-
cago Press 2001; D. Della Porta & M. Diani, Social movements, Oxford: Blackwell 1999; Goodwin J.
& Jasper J. M. (eds.), Rethinking social movements: Structure, meaning, and emotion, Lanham, MD:
Rowman and Littlefield 2004. J. Goodwin, & S. Pfaff, Emotion work in high-risk social movements,
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frustration) have a fundamental significance in social movements; they create “emo-
tional mobilisation* and give “movement to social movements*. According to a vol-
unteer at Navalny’s headquarters in St Petersburg, one of the most important tasks of
protest actions is to ensure that people who are critical of the system headed by Putin
understand that they are not alone and that they feel their own strength and anger.**
These three feelings are key: a sense of strength, community and anger. The analysis of
the stages of emotional mobilisation may help in answering one of the questions that in
Sydney Tarrow’s opinion are worth asking when researching political contestation. This
question concerns how one should explain the reasons why people who have for a long
time put up with a particular situation, a particular “state of affairs” in the country,
begin to unite in order to declare their opposition to it, to stand up to the ruling elite®.

The principles of emotional mobilisation were used successfully by Aleksey Na-
valny during the anti-corruption protests of 2017. These events are interesting for the
researcher because Navalny succeeded in mobilising part of society around the theme
of the corruption of the government, even though the problem of abuses by Russian
rulers appears time and again in Russian history and is known to Russian society. The
strength of Navalny’s mobilisation strategy was the fact, that he increased awareness
of specific abuses at the apex of the Kremlin pyramid. In a film posted on YouTube at
the beginning of March 2017 “He is not Dimon to you™ Aleksey Navalny presents the
outcomes of the investigations of the “Anti-corruption Foundation’, which he found-
ed himself and which is concerned with the corruption of Dmitri Medvedev and his
associates. The lack of reaction from the president and the prime minister to the facts
revealed in the film motivated Navalny to organise protests across Russia on 26 March
2017.

According to Prof. Aleksey Titkov, the arrogant attitude of the government after the
film was shown, contributed to effective mobilisation?. This was offensive behaviour,
full of self-importance and the conviction that the government is above the law and
that those caught engaging in corruption are not even obliged to explain to society
what they were doing, not to mention being held liable for the abuses. Investigating the
main themes of the protests in Russia, thus far shows that a high turn-out is guaranteed

[in:] J. Goodwin, J. M.. Jasper & E. Polletta (eds.) Passionate politics: Emotions and social movement,
Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press 2001.

2 J. M. Jasper., Emotion and Motivation, [in:] Robert E. Goodin and Charles Tilly (eds)., Oxford
Handbook of Contextual Political Studies. Oxford: Oxford University Press 2006, p. 157-171.

% R.Eyerman, How social movements move: Emotions and social movements [in:] H. Flam and D. King
(eds.), Emotions and social movements. Abingdon: Routledge 2005, p. 41-57.

** Navalny’s co-workers in Saint Petersburg, (9 February 2018). Personal interview.

»S. Tarrow, Power in Movement: Collective Action, Social Movements and Politics. N.Y., Cambridge:

Cambridge University Press 1994, p. 87.

Anti-Corruption Foundation. 2017. He is Dimon to you. At: https://www.youtube.com/

watch?v=qrwlk7_GF9g, accessed April 13, 2018.

77 A. Titkov (12 April 2018). Personal interview.
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by slogans that relate to the actions or attitudes of the representatives of power, which
are perceived by some members of society as blatant arrogance on the part of the gov-
ernment and disregard for the citizen®.

At the same time, the mobilisation initiated by Navalny was not centred on abstract
slogans, claiming that the representatives of power steal and cheat, but on specific ev-
idence of the abuses and lack of response from the Kremlin to the accusations made.
Navalny’s success is down to the fact that he was able, as it were, to create a situation
that became ideal “soil” for protests - from the film about Medvedev to the demand for
answers and the protest resulting from the lack of reaction from the Kremlin.

Considering that the protest did not yield any answers from the decision-making
elite to the allegations made in the film, on 12 June 2017 Navalny organised another
protest “We demand answers’, which outdid the March protest both in terms of the
number of participants and its geographic breadth.

4. The geography of the anti-corruption protests and the number of participants
Navalny’s anti-corruption protests show clearly that it is not only Moscow and St Pe-
tersburg that are not afraid of publically expressing their opposition to the abuses of the
representatives of power and are prepared to participate in joint protests. Six cities with
a population of less than 100,000 inhabitants participated in the protest of 26 March,
and in the protest of 12 June as many as 46 such cities (including six with a population
of less than 20,000) took part. In some towns the number of protesters (12 June) was
small, for example five to seven people in Kungur, seven people in the town of Kotlas,
seven to eleven in Gelendzhik, Soligach - four and Galich - two. This points to the high
degree of non-conformity of those who took part in the protests in these places, and
at the same time it explodes the myth of the absolute loyalty to Putin of those living
in smaller towns. The analysis of the proportion of Russians who took part in both
protests, the March and June ones, reveals that in the majority of cities the number of
participants tended to increase.

Although the geographic breadth of the protests was impressive, it would be worth-
while to look closely at the number of participants in the protests in individual locali-
ties, and more specifically to compare this with the number of inhabitants. In the largest
cities the proportion of the population that took part in the protests was as follows - in
Moscow 0.21% in the March protests and 0.39% in June, and in St Petersburg 0.20%
and 0.24% respectively. The highest participation rate was recorded in Saratov, 0.35%
in the March protests and 0.59% in June. In no other city, nor in any other protest an-
alysed in this text, did the proportion of participants exceed 0.5% of the population®.

#  Examples are ,,For Fair elections protest” or Russian pensioners’ protest from 2005.

# The percentages are calculated on the basis of the upper boundary of the data on the number of
participants (so if, for example, there were between 10,000 and 20,000 participants in city X, we
take 20,000).
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These figures prove that the anti-corruption protests, although the largest since the
protests of 2011/2012, did not achieve a level of participation which would indicate
a high degree of delegitimisation of the regime.

In the light of the question regarding the relationship between participation in the
anti-regime protests organised by Navalny and social support for him, one should con-
sider the protests of 7 October 2017, which were an expression of support for him as
a presidential candidate.

The protests on 7 October 2017 attracted a smaller number of participants than
expected. According to Meduza and OVD Info, between 2,560 and 21,520 people took
part in the protest in 79 Russian cities. The number of cities was mostly the same as
the number of Navalny’s regional headquarters that were open at the time. This depen-
dence shows that there was a success in stirring protestors to action mainly in those
cities where Navalny has regional branches. Street agitations by Navalny’s volunteers,
the web pages of each of Navalny’s headquarters, both on Facebook and VKontakte,
contributed significantly to the successful organisation of the protests in cities where
Navalny has an active headquarters. The biggest protests in Moscow and St Petersburg
brought together 3,000 and 10,000 people respectively.

According to Vladimir Gelman, negative mobilisation (against corruption) is al-
ways more effective than positive (in support of Navalny)*. This is confirmed by the
work of Lyubov Borusyak, who interviewed young people participating in the anti-cor-
ruption protests. On the one hand, the young people who were Borusyak’s respondents,
named Navalny as the only oppositionist in contemporary Russia who is capable of
organising a mass protest and mobilising people to take to the streets. On the other
hand, at no stage did the respondents mention their willingness to support Aleksey
Navalny as the reason why people took part in the protests®. A comparison of the
anti-corruption protests with the October protest in support of Navalny allows us to
understand the so-called mechanism of a “one-off” manifestation of one’s attitude to-
wards a specific problem. If a protest is against corruption, then even if it is organised
by a specific leader, the participants express their dissatisfaction with corruption and
not their support for the main organiser. It is similar in the case of protests against war,
against a breach of a particular article of the constitution, or against election rigging.

The protests did not result in two more obvious aims being met. Namely, they did
not succeed in putting pressure on the government and registering Aleksey as a presi-
dential candidate. They also did not succeed in influencing the attitude of the govern-
ment, i.e. gain answers relating to the accusations of corruption and abuses levelled
against Dmitri Medvedev, not to mention the changes or reforms that could be a con-
sequence of Navalny’s anti-corruption investigations.

% V. Gelman (5 February 2018). Personal interview.

31 J1.®. Bopycsk, Monodvle y4acmHuKku npomecos: nouemy oHu 8vix00gm Ha ynuupi? XIX Atpenbckas
MeXIyHapoJHas Hay4HasA KOH(epeHIA 110 IpobeMaM pasBUTIA SKOHOMMKY 1 001ecTBa, 10-13
anperust 2018 https://conf.hse.ru/2018/program/, p. 3.
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5. Political capital of Alexey Navalny

However, these results do not mean that the protests have not affected the growth in
Navalny’s political capital. As mentioned earlier, political capital is a phenomenon that
aggregates many different components. Therefore, it is not possible to investigate the
extent to which a given situation influences trends in changes in political capital and
the direction of these changes without examining what their effect is on the individual
components of the political capital.

The first component is knowledge, familiarity with the rules of the game of a given
political system. In the case of the anti-systemic opposition, constant stepping out of
not only one’s own comfort zone, but also that of the representatives of the ruling elite
allows one to identify better the current strategy of the power centre for dealing with
expressions of dissatisfaction with their politics. The actions of the anti-systemic oppo-
sition are a constant search for effective ways of putting pressure on the government. It
will not be possible to find an effective method without being pro-active and constantly
making new attempts. If a ruler learns to be an effective autocrat through experience,
and “among other factors, the outcome of this process — that is, whether autocracy
materialises or not — depends on the learning process™®, then an oppositionist can also
learn to stand up to the ruler from experience.

The organisation of street protests has allowed Navalny to test how far the effects of
his slogans and protest themes of a clearly political nature, but of varying provenance,
can make themselves heard. In the protests of 26 March and 12 June 2017 the theme
was corruption at the top of the power centre. What was special about this was that
apart from its decidedly political flavour, it concerned socio-economic problems. The
protest of 7 October was strictly concerned with the elections and support for Navalny
as a presidential candidate. Five times as many people took part in the protests on 26
March and 12 June as on 7 October, thereby confirming the trend that even if people
perceive an event to have only an indirect link to their own interests, it enjoys a greater
level of societal participation. In the anti-corruption protests it was easier to identify
this relationship than in those protests that demand that a presidential candidate be
registered, even one who has been unfairly belittled and fought off by the Kremlin.

The second important component of political capital is skills that are particularly
useful in influencing the political process, such as the ability to mobilise, negotiate,
persuade and convince. Through the 2017 protests, Navalny confirmed his ability to
mobilise. Public displays of the extent of civil disobedience present a serious risk for
authoritarian rulers®. As Duvanova rightly observes, “for the first time since Putin took

2 1.S. Grigoriev& A. A. Dekalchuk, Collective learning and regime dynamics under uncertainty: labour
reform and the way to autocracy in Russia, “Demokratizatsiya: The Journal of Post-Soviet Democ-
ratization” 2017, vol. 24, no 3, p. 482.

3 G. B. Robertson, The Politics of Protest in Hybrid Regimes: Managing Dissent in Post-Communist
Russia, New York: Cambridge University Press 2011; Ching Kwan Lee and Yonghong Zhang, The
Power of Instability: Unraveling the Microfoundations of Bargained Authoritarianismin China, “Amer-
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office the opposition appears to be driving the protest agenda™*. The opposition is set-
ting the agenda. A peculiar role-reversal ensued: in implementing his decision to or-
ganise protests Navalny became the active subject in Russian politics, the government
- a subject on the defensive, reacting to his actions.

Remaining with the subject of effective mobilisation, it is worth taking note above
all of the geographic breadth of Navalny’s anti-corruption protests. The mobilisation
of people from 99 cities in March and 154 in June confirmed his organisational skills,
and also demonstrated that not only had he found a theme that resonated with the
experience of many Russians, but he was also, as mentioned earlier, able to present it
in such a way that it triggered protests. On the one hand the anti-corruption protests
concerned specific accusations directed at the prime minister, on the other hand the
specific abuses mentioned in the film present an image of the whole system, its origins
and the nature of its corruptness. This means that public trust not only for corrupt low-
rank officials but also for the whole of the vertical power structure right up to Vladimir
Putin’s closest colleagues, and therefore right up to Putin himself, is being undermined.
Corruption means that the president’s ultimate, unwritten agreement with the Russian
people is challenged. It presupposes that the citizens of Russia will patiently put up with
sanctions and the inconveniences associated with them, in exchange for which Putin
will defend Russia and the Russians against the supposed threat from the outside. In the
face of corruption the logic of this agreement becomes incomprehensible: why should
the average Russian tighten his or her belt, while top state officials are becoming richer
and richer? According to Navalny, this corruption is “the most important reason for
the poverty of citizens™ . Given the severity of the accusations, it will be difficult for
the government to calm citizens’ anger.”*® Andrey Kolesnikov is right to point out that
above all the most recent protests concern injustice, and therefore fall within the field of
ethics.” Therefore the ruling elite must eradicate the cause of injustice in order to win
back the support of the protesters. The cause of the injustice, however, is to be found
in the system itself, and so requires reform on the level of the system. The lack of deci-
sions in this area undermines the axionormative system on which the Russian political

ican Journal of Sociology” 2013, vol. 118, no. 6, p. 475-508; V. J. Bunce & L. Wolchik, Defeating
Authoritarian Leaders in Postcommunist Countries. New York: Cambridge University Press 2011.
 D.Duvanova, Russians are protesting. Part 5 Now the opposition is setting the agenda, “Washington Post”
March 2017, at: https://www.washingtonpost.com/gdpr-consent/?destination=%2fnews%2fmon-
key-cage%2fwp%2£2017%2£03%2f31%2frussians-are-protesting-why-part-5-now-the-op-
position-is-setting-the-agenda%2f%3f&utm_term=.b9e¢10a9636ef, accessed September 18, 2017.

% M. Omelicheva, New wave of protests in Russia (the old and the new, “PONARS Eurasia 2017, at: http://
www.ponarseurasia.org/article/new-wave-protests-russia-old-and-new, accessed July 19, 2017.

* T.P. Gerber, Russians are protesting. Part 2: Any government response will bring out more protesters,
“Washington Post” March 2017, at: https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/monkey-cage/
wp/2017/03/31/russians-are-protesting-why-part-2-any-government-response-will-bring-out-
more-protesters/?utm_term=.2ac3ec138c76, accessed September 18, 2017

7 A. Kolesnikov, New Protests Question Russia’s Social Contract, “Carnegie Europe” 2017, at: http://
carnegieeurope.eu/strategiceurope/71283, accessed February 20, 2018.

BocTok EBponbl / FyMaHUTapHO-06LLeCcTBEHHbIE MceneaoBanus 2020 /6, 1



Pobrane z czasopisma Wschod Europy http://jour nals.umcs.pl/we
Data: 16/03/2026 04:55:58

102 Olga Nadskakuta-Kaczmarczyk

regime is founded - and this is an element of one of the most important political aims
that Navalny sets himself.

The third aspect that influences the level of political capital is attitudes, such as: re-
silience, motivation, systematicity and a belief in the purpose of what one is doing. The
protests organised in 2017 are an expression of these traits of Aleksey Navalny. He con-
tinued to organise protests despite difficulties created for him by the local officials, despite
arrests for his associates and also for him himself, despite searches at the Anti-Corruption
Foundation as well as the confiscation of electrical equipment and other important items.

As Grigorii Golosov rightly observes, “what is special about the activity of the po-
litical opposition consists in the fact that the effort it puts in is usually greater than the
effect of this work™®. However, it is worth remembering that the positive outcomes of
specific activity can reveal themselves gradually because they constitute an important
link in the longer process of change. If we speak of the political change that Aleksey
Navalny is aiming at then we should bear in mind that one of the more important fa-
vourable factors in this change is the dominant view among the elite and citizens that
change is possible. Jennifer Gandhi and Ellen Lust-Okar claim that the opposition’s
strategy for action and citizen-level behaviour are influenced by “their perception of
the likelihood of regime change™. Navalny’s attitude and behaviour over the course
of his political activity, and especially during his 2018 election campaign, epitomises
the conviction that change for the better is possible. His energy and enthusiasm attract
many young people who have a negative attitude towards the current ruling elite. They
may not agree with all the points in Navalny’s programme, but in him they see their
only hope for an effective fight with the regime.

A significant effect of Navalny’s resilience and his will to continue to battle with the
regime is the growth in his recognisability. This grew from 47% in February 2017 to
55% in March. Name recognition is one of the standard measurements of social capital
and may be converted into other types of capital. It is not possible to build social sup-
port unless one is recognised, so this very clear result of the protests has had a positive
effect on Navalny’s political capital.

Another aspect of political capital is closeness to power, which we understand sym-
bolically as the reciprocal superimposition of visions of the world, views, the values of
a given politician and society. Between 2008 and February 2017 support for Navalny
remained on a level of 1%. In April 2017 a growth to 2% was noted, and since then this
two-per-cent support has not fallen. This is scanty support, but the protests have trig-
gered a positive trend in this area.

% G. V. Golosov, Die ideologischen Positionen der Regierung und der Opposition in Russland, “Russ-
land-Analysen” 2018, no 355, p. 2. At: http://www.laender-analysen.de/russland/pdf/Russland Anal-
ysen355.pdf, accessed September 28, 2018.

¥ J. Gandhi & E .Lust-OKkar., Elections under Authoritarianism, “Annual Review of Political Science”
2009, no 12, p. 416.
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It is worth remembering that Navalny pursues his activity and communicates
chiefly with the aid of the Internet. Communication with broad segments of society,
for whom the issue of social justice is exceptionally important, is possible, but through
the medium of federal television channels which are controlled in turn by the power
centre. Activity on social networks, which Navalny and his team have mastered to such
a high degree, is the excellent capital for the future, although at present only a few per-
cent of the population, mainly urban youth, have been successfully mobilised through
these channels. However, compared to the other democratic forces in Russia, the effect
of Navalny’s activity can be considered a real breakthrough®.

Another breakthrough is the change in the way that political protest is perceived.
According to the political scientist Abbas Gallyamov this type of protest has become
“socially acceptable”, and the number of people who support the protesters has already
exceeded the number of those who condemn them: “the taboo of street politics has
been removed. Russians no longer fear Maidan™' .

One of the essential consequences of the 2017 anti-regime protests — also from the
point of view of the anti-systemic opposition - is the fact that the experience of taking
part in them increases the political awareness of their participants. This is confirmed by
the sociological research of Lyubov Borusyak*, who conducted interviews with young
people that took part in the protests on 26 March and 12 June 2017*, whilst interviews
carried out after the second protest showed that young people are more aware of their
own views, that they are able to order their arguments and articulate their beliefs. By the
same token, the first March protests motivated some participants to become more inter-
ested in politics, to think about their political views. This does not mean that these views
are the same as Navalny’s, although their greater interest in politics and greater political
awareness increase their need to defend their own interests and will to be involved in pol-
itics. Social activation is an important component of Navalny’s mission. Even the motto
of his blog is “the final battle between good and neutrality” (final'naya bitva mezhdu do-
brom i neutralitetom)*, where neutral means passive, regardless of the political reality. As
Lev Gudkov has shown in his analysis about the Putin regime, it was stable as long as the
majority of the population was passive.* The greater number of citizens who are aware is
a threat to the existing political order as a whole. The second anti-corruption protest on
12 June, which in terms of the number of its participants and geographical breadth had
a greater impact than the previous one, demonstrated that “for a growing number of Rus-
sians—not just in Moscow and St. Petersburg, the traditional centres of political activism,

0 I1. Bonkos, ITpednocoinku 075 oceHHUx npomecmos, https://www.levada.ru/2018/08/16/predposylki-
-dlya-osennih-protestov/, accessed September 18, 2018.

1 E. Kysnenosa, B. [lepraues, op. cit.

2 JI. @. bopycsx, op. cit.

* During the protest of 26 March 2017 Lyubov Borysyak carried out 40 in-depth interviews with
young protesters and 50 interviews with young people on 12 June 2017.

* Available at: https://navalny.com/, accessed September 20, 2018.

* L. Gudkov, The nature of Putinism, “The Public Opinion Herald” 2003, vol. 3, no 101, p. 11.
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but also in the regions—self-awareness as citizens and yearning for respect from the state
are becoming stronger than fear of repression™.

The final component of political capital is resources. Here we include institutional
resources, human resources and financial resources. In evaluating the influence of the
protests on the quantity and quality of these resources one should bear in mind that the
street actions organised by Navalny were part of the larger project which was his pres-
idential campaign. One component of it was his visits to and meetings in various cities
of Russia as well as the opening of regional election campaign headquarters. On the one
hand, the protests were an important part of the activity of the already existing head-
quarters, and on the other some of the young people who had been mobilised during
the anti-corruption protests later lent their support to Navalny’s election headquarters
in their own cities. In total during his election campaign he opened 81 headquarters.
Their presence on social media has made it possible to follow their exceptional work,
involvement in local projects and minor successes. In terms of the unusual energy of
the work of its headquarters, Navalny’s campaign - in comparison to those of other
candidates — was the most decisive and substantial. Navalny has created a modern,
horizontal structure, made up not only of active but above all of motivated individuals
who are not afraid to take the risk of working for the current president’s greatest rival.

As far as human resources are concerned, one of the most important of Navalny’s
tasks is not to lose the support of those who were mobilised during the protests, or
more broadly, during his election campaign®. In the opinion of Aleksander Kynyev,
Navalny has a chance of keeping the network of supporters — mostly volunteers and
young associates — that he formed in 2017 and which was reconstructed following the
presidential elections®, if within two years he is able to show an alternative career path.
In this context an important question is the possibility of registration of Navalny’s par-
ty, which would to a large extent make this task easier as it would allow many of his
supporters to work within its structures®.

An important resource is financial capital. For non-registered opposition groups in
Russia, of which one example is Navalny’s team, a source of finance is crowdfunding®.
There is no way of abstracting data regarding how the protests themselves influenced
crowdfunding during Navalny’s election campaign, but monthly financial reports on

V. V. Kara-Murza, The Kremlin Emboldened: Putin Is Not Russia, “Journal of Democracy” 2017, vol.

28,n04, p. 114.

V. Lasnier, Demobilisation and its Consequences: After the Russian Movement Za chestnye vybory,

“Europe-Asia Studies” vol. 69, 2017, 5, p. 771-793.

% In April 2018 Aleksey Navalny’s network was reconstructed. Finances did not allow him to keep all

headquarters open any longer. The number of them fell to 29 regional branches which were singled

out as the most resilient and promising, while sixteen branches agreed to remain open without pay

for the workers. So thanks to this campaign Navalny gained 45 regional headquarters.

A. Kynev (17 April 2018). Personal interview.

% A. V. Sokolov, Russian political crowdfunding, “Demokratizatsiya: The Journal of Post-Soviet De-
mocratization” 2015, vol. 23, no. 2, p. 117-149.
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his campaign, published by Leonid Volkov, show the dynamics and size of the dona-
tions. Throughout the campaign 368 million roubles were collected, and the donations
not only did not become smaller, but actually increased in the months following the
protests®. In addition, a separate account was set up to pay the fines imposed on those
who took part in the protests®. Financial support that Navalny received during the
election campaign, of which an important element was the protests that he organised®,
shows that the donors held Navalny’s activity to be significant and desirable**. Reports
on how money acquired through crowdfunding is spent not only aid the introduction
of a good tradition of financial transparency to Russian politics, but also create a posi-
tive image of Navalny as the leader of the people’s choice.

Summary
It emerges from this analysis that the effects of the protests organised by Aleksey Navalny
in 2017 correlated positively with the growth in his political capital. The mobilisation of
society in the actions described admittedly did not result in those effects that had been
most anticipated — responses from the government to the corruption charges directed at
the prime minister of Russia or the registration of Navalny as a presidential candidate.
However, the protests had a positive influence on many factors, which determine the
level of his political capital and they contributed to the realisation of several of his spe-
cific aims. Firstly, they turned into the events that challenged the ruling elite, which had
focussed, above all, on finding new ideas for deprecating Navalny, thereby forcing it to
react to his actions. Navalny’s protests, that took place in many places in Russia, resulted
in Navalny becoming a more dangerous politician from the point of view of the Kremlins
interests. The protests brought him an 8% rise in recognisability and had a positive effect
on society’s support for him. An important consequence of Navalny’s street actions was
also the change in society’s perception of political protest, which has become an accept-
able form of expressing one’s opposition to the actions of those in power.

The protests helped Navalny test his organisational, coordination and mobilising
capabilities. He was the only representative of the anti-systemic opposition who was
able to mobilise the inhabitants of various parts of Russia to take to the streets in three

JI. Bonkos, QuHarcor kamnanuu Hasanvrozo: umozu urons, 2017, At: https://www.leonidvolkov.
ru/p/223/, accessed September 20, 2018.

JI. Bonkos, Qunanvuiil punarcosvii omuem xamnanuu Hasanvrozo, 2017, https://www.leonid-
volkov.ru/t/40/, accessed September 20, 2018.

3 Apart from the protests on 26 March, 12 February and 17 October analysed in this article, Navalny’s
team organised an election strike on 28 January.

Navalny’s financial resources also aroused the interest of the power centre and in January 2018
the foundation’s accounts, the “Fifth season’, which was the financial supply network of Navalny’s
campaign, were frozen. ,,2.5 million roubles paid to the campaign were not used and the future fate
of this money is difficult to predict” - wrote Leonid Volkov on his blog. JI. Bonkos, @unanvhuiil
punancosviti omuem kamnanuu Hasanvnoeo, 2017, https://www.leonidvolkov.ru/t/40/, accessed
September 20, 2018”.
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protests, organised in one year. This requires great organisational effort, which con-
firms his enthusiasm and resilience in seeking political windows of opportunity for
fighting with the current regime.

Navalny’s protests introduced a new factor of unpredictability and self-activation
of mobilization by the opposition leader. It was a new type of protest action — generated
somehow deus ex machina. This type of mobilization is a surprise for the ruling elite,
because it is not a specific event (e.g. elections), the phenomenon (economic decline)
that triggered street action, but only the organizer's will (when to issue a film and or-
ganize a protest). It was not Navalny who had to adapt to the existing agenda. On the
contrary, the Russian elite was forced to respond to the events inspired by the oppo-
sitionist. The surprise effect is an additional problem for the ruling elite, as it may be
a potential stimulus, destabilizing the political system in the future.

Admittedly, the 2017 protests did not lead to a situation in which the people start-
ed to demand alternatives to the political status quo, which could have fundamentally
influenced the dynamics of mass political support for the ruling elite, although they did
harm the image of the government and show that dissatisfaction with its attitude is not
limited to a small circle of people from large cities.

If we perceive Aleksey Navalny as a long-distance politician, who does not focus on
the immediate achievement of interim aims, then the protests as well as the whole of his
action strategy during the presidential campaign are part of this far-reaching mission.
This mission involves building regional support groups, testing resources, perfecting the
political agenda as well as accustoming society to the activity of the real opposition vis-a-
vis the system. A retrospective consideration of the political history of social movements
in Europe® shows that well organised minorities with a clearly articulated agenda, that
they continually update are often more successful in achieving their aims than passive
and conformist majorities that hold to particular cultural and political opinions.

Abstract: The purpose of this article is to identify the extent to which anti-regime protests in Rus-
sia aid the anti-systemic opposition in building its political capital. The Russian authoritarian system
limits participation in the political life for genuine opponents of the Kremlin, thus one way to present
their objections to those in power is to organise protests and to attempt to mobilise as many citizens
as possible around political slogans. Our example will be the protests organised by Aleksey Navalny
and his associates in March, June and October of 2017. Protests from March and June are against

5 D. Della Porta D. (ed.) (Democracy and Social Movements, London, Palgrave Macmillan 2009;
A. Giddens, The Consequences of Modernity, Cambridge, Polity Press 1990; J. Keane (ed.) Civil
Society and the State, London, Verso 1989.

¢ E. Chebankova, Competing ideologies of Russia’s civil society, “Europe-Asia Studies” 2015, vol. 67,
no 2, p. 249.
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corruption while the October protest concerns support for Alexey Navalny as a presidential candidate.
This diversification of the subject of the protests allows to specify to what extent the protests’ slogans
initiated by the same organizer determine public support for street action and influence the political
capital of the leader of the protests. It should be remembered that due to the difficulties in precisely
defining the level of the political capital of a particular politician, it seems essential to capture the trend
of it, i.e. whether a given decision, policy action increased or decreased his political capital. Evaluation
of the political capital of Alexei Navalny was based on such parameters as knowledge, skills, attitudes,
closeness to those in power and personal resources.

Keywords: anti-systemic opposition, Political Capital, Anti-regime protests, Alexey Navalny

Protesty a kapitat polityczny antysystemowej opozycji w Rosji na przykiadzie
antyrezimowych protestow Alekseja Nawalnego w 2017 roku

Streszczenie: Celem artykutu jest okreslenie, w jakim stopniu protesty antyrezimowe w Rosji pomaga-
j3 opozycji antysystemowej budowa¢ swoj kapitat polityczny. Autorytarny system rosyjski ogranicza
udziat w Zyciu politycznym rzeczywistym oponentom Kremla, dlatego jednym ze sposobéw przedsta-
wienia swoich zarzutéw wobec rzgdzacych jest organizacja protestéw i préba zmobilizowania wokét
haset opozycyjnych jak najwiekszej liczby obywateli. Analiza koncentruje sie na protestach zorganizo-
wanych przez Aleksieja Nawalnego i jego wspdtpracownikéw w marcu, czerweu i pazdzierniku 2017 .,
przy czym dwa pierwsze to protesty przeciw korupcji, natomiast protest pazdziernikowy dotyczy po-
parcia dla Aleksieja Nawalnego jako kandydata na prezydenta. To zréznicowanie tematyki protestow
pozwala okresli¢ to, na ile hasta przewodnie protestéw zainicjowane przez tego samego organizatora
determinuja spoteczne poparcie dla akeji ulicznej i wptywajg na kapitat polityczny lidera protestéw.
Nalezy pamietac, ze ze wzgledu na trudnosci w precyzyjnym okresleniu stopnia politycznego kapitatu
okreslonego polityka istotne wydaje sie uchwycenie samej tendencji jego zmiany, tzn. czy dana decy-
Zja, dziatanie polityka wptyneto na zwiekszenie czy zmniejszenie jego politycznego kapitatu. Ewaluacja
kapitatu politycznego Aleksieja Nawalnego zostata dokonana na podstawie takich parametréw, jak
wiedza, umiejetnosci, postawa, blisko$é wiadzy i zasoby.

Stowa kluczowe: opozycja antysystemowa, kapitat polityczny, protesty antyrezimowe, Aleksiej Na-
walny

MpoTecTbl M NONUTUYECKMIA KanNuTaJl aHTUCUCTEMHOM oNno3uLuK B Poccun Ha npumepe
aHTMpeXXMMHbIX npoTecTtoB Anekces HaBanbHoro B 2017 rogy

AHHOTaI.lmI: Lleﬂb 9TOW CTaTbk — OnpenennTb, B KaKoii cTenexu AHTUPEXNMHbIE NMPOTECTbI B Poccun
MOMOratoT aHTUCUCTEMHO onnosuunn B HapaluBaHum ee NoJIMTUYEeCKOro Kanntana. Poccuitckas
aBTOpuUTapHad CcMCcTeMa OrpaHu4MBaET y4actne B NOSUTUYECKON YKMU3HM peanbHbIX NMPOTUBHUKOB
Kpemns, noaToMy OfiH 13 COCOO0B BbIPA3NUTb CBOM BO3PAXEHMS TEM, KTO HAXOAMUTCS Y BNACT —
9TO OpraHnM3oBaThb akUuK NPoTeCTa U NOoMblTaTbCA MOBUNN30BaTb KakK MOXHO O0JblLe rpaxkaaH BO-
Kpyr NoJINTU4ECKNX JIO3YHTOB. B kayectBe npuMepa MOXXHO NPUBECTN NPOTECTbI, OPraHM30BaHHbIE
Anekceem HaBanbHbIM 11 €ro Konneramn B MapTe, ioHe n okTabpe 2017 roga. MpoTecTbl B MapTe
1 VIOHE HanpaBfieHbl NPOTMB KOPPYNLUMM, B TO BPEMS KaK OKTSIGpPbCKMe NMPOTeCTbl KacatoTcs nof-

BocTok EBponbl / FyMaHUTapHO-06LLeCcTBEHHbIE MceneaoBanus 2020 /6, 1



Pobrane z czasopisma Wschod Europy http://jour nals.umcs.pl/we
Data: 16/03/2026 04:55:58

108 Olga Nadskakuta-Kaczmarczyk

JepXKi Anekcest HaBanbHOro B kayecTBe KaHanaaTa B Npe3naeHTbl. Takas auBepcudukauns npea-
MeTa NPOTeCTOB NO3BONSET YKa3aTb, B KAKOW CTENEH NIO3YHM NPOTECTOB, MHALIMMPOBAHHbIE OAHNM
1 TEM e OpraHW3aTopoM, ONpeaenstoT 06LLECTBEHHYIO MOAAEPXKKY YAMYHbIX aKLWA U BAMSIOT Ha
NONUTUYECKIIA KanuTan nnaepa NpoTeCTOB.

KnioueBble cnoBa: aHT/CUCTEMHAS ONMNO3ULMS, MONUTUYECKIIA KanuTar, aHTUPEXUMHbIE NPOTECTbI,
Anekceit HaBanbHbIN
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