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A large proportion of the information of the Russian public politics comes to a Western reader from press that reports of cases of mass protests and related persecution of opposition members. The proportion of such messages grows larger as does the scale of suppression of protest. One can also find extensive analysis of deterioration conditions in human and civil rights abuses by the Russian authorities in the interviews with oppositional politicians. 

In Russia have long had fallen out of the naive “transit” paradigm of the early 1990s, whose authors implied that, after being liberated from the communist rule, all the countries of the former soviet block will soon arrive to the common "Western democratic model". However, the post-Soviet development had strikingly demonstrated inconsistency of this model, and made the political scientists look for less deterministic concepts to describe the case of Russia and of the other countries where the transplanted institutions were hardly taking roots. Today, Russia's political system is cautiously called unconsolidated authoritarianism, semi-authoritarianism, electoral autocracy, or a "hybrid regime". 

This cognitive frame is being applied to interpretations of internal political development, both in scholarly journals and general press. Consequently, the efforts of the oppositional movements had been framed as "second wave" of Eastern European democratic revolutions, referring to the “velvet” revolutions being the “first wave”. The "colored" revolutions brought relief after the period of conceptual uncertainty associated with uneven success of democratization in Eastern Europe, though it had not been profoundly discussed why the 1989 events demanded that second, "correctional" wave.

Definitely, the crackdowns of the demonstrations are not the only, nor even the main reason for reviving the authoritarian image of the Russian state. The main load falls on the hardening of the foreign policies, military and economic blackmailing of the former satellites and other countries dependent from the energy supplies. Political assassinations of the oppositional journalists and former secret agents complement the picture. Thus, all the observable elements recall the image of the USSR of the Cold War period. 

Considering these well-known facts and impressions, one may ask: Are the reports of harassment of the opposition and crackdown of rallies authentic? Absolutely. Is it justified to view the opposition activity as a potential source of significant political changes in Russia? Of course. Do the observed protests bring comprehensive understanding of the nature of conflicts within Russian society, and give evidence to reconstruct the preferences of the Russian people and predict the prospects for further development, including "orange" perspective? No, only to a slight degree. 

I argue that the answer why the foreign media reports about the protests in Russia do not give us an objective picture of what is happening in the country should be sought in two directions. 

On the one hand, it is a result of the particular features of media as a means of communication that implies limitations in the selection procedures and those of technical nature. On the other – is the distinctive character of street protest as a form of political communication, with its repertoires, strategies and objectives. One of the important aims of a protest action is the interaction with the media. The intersection of these two complex phenomena, the media and street protest, produces a problem that will be in the center of our discussion. 

Let us start with the distinctive features of the work of media, in the part that concerns covering of protest events. The scholars of protest movements are usually concerned with two aspects of the protest events data that they obtain from the newspapers: its quantitative completeness (validity) and structural reliability (systematicity). Certainly, one cannot expect that newspapers, both internal and, especially, foreign, will cover evenly all the protests events. It is accepted that newspaper suffer from the implied bias, constituted by the fact that some events are more likely to be covered than the others. There are two main types of distortion that are associated with the specificity of media coverage of protest events. These are the events that are considered to be important, and those of which the journalist may become aware of or be present at the scene. 

The importance of a certain protest event can be defined in different cases in diverse ways for its: 

· New, unusual form, original claims or targets; 

· On the opposite – the fact is an element in a row of similar events that have been covered earlier by the edition, and which were recognized as being important; 

· Open confrontation with the authorities or third actors (including intervention of the police or army, availability of injured and arrested); 

· Large number of participants (confirmation of the importance of claims) 

· Bright visual picture image (photo- and telegenicy) 

· Consonance of the protesters´ claims to the own ideological frame and values of the journalist (editor, publisher); 

Finally, "technical" details that are seemingly unimportant, but in reality sometimes have a decisive role: 

· Protests taking place in the locations that are accessible to a journalist (especially – to a foreigner) 

· Anticipatory information about the event (an opportunity to schedule a trip) 

· Media-friendliness of protest organizers (provision of political programs and claims, illustrative materials, availability of English-speaking stuff) 

Applying these requirements of the media technology to coverage of protest allows us construct the protest event that would most likely be aired: 

Numerous theatrical act in the center of Moscow, organized by a group of educated youth that put forward anti-war claims (or against election fraud). The action had been announced in advance, but had not received permission from the authorities, and the police had dispersed the participants harshly. The participants appealed to the world community to influence his government. The scene demonstrates dynamic motion, the claims are clear and arouse empathy, and the motives of the organizers are explained by one of the leaders in plain English. 

The hypothetic construction described does not infer any doubt the sincerity of the organizers and participants of protest, nor the relevance of their concerns, nor the professionalism of the journalist that had covered the event. It would deservedly support the perception of conflicts and political struggle in modern Russia, would cause widespread sympathy and support to opposition from international actors, on the earliest appropriate occasion. 

However, being true, this is not the whole story. Let's try to assess the likelihood of coverage of another event.

In a remote small town in northern Russia there occurs a riot. An angry crowd thunders and burns down several restaurants and shops, and demands to expel from the city all comers from the southern part of the country, declaring them "Chechen mafia". The claims are supported by a Moscow-based anti-immigrant party, which sends its members to help organize the pogroms. Several dozens of families are forced to flee from the city under the protection of the police. After additional police forces are introduced the situation is taken under control. In different parts of the country run spur-of-the-moment rallies in support of the rioters and their claims. 

I refer to a real event of 2006, which demonstrated the severity of inter-ethnic conflicts in Russia, carelessly used by the authorities in order to gain cheap support. The potential devastating effect of inter-ethnic disengagement is many times greater than the cleavages between supporters of different models of democracy and of adherents of a “strong hand”. Meanwhile, the latter event received far less coverage than did the case deserve. 

Let's try to understand the reasons for the lack of due coverage of a case of nationalistic mobilization that is purely grass-root and does not require any support from outside. On of the main reasons is the lack of analytical and technical capacities for qualitative coverage of the like cases.

Ethnic conflicts are a very difficult subject to external description. The mutual claims of the parties are usually multilayered and rooted in time. The experts poorly study incipient conflicts, and it is extremely difficult to obtain a well-balanced professional comment. The remote location of events makes them direct observation problematic. During the unrest the access of the foreigners may be restricted. Finally, the direct participants of events - xenophobic movement - does not seek international support for their claims, and does view the foreign press as a primary target of their messages. Moreover, the journalist themselves may be avoiding to provide recognition to such kind of entities by giving them floor.

The effects of these mechanisms of the media lead to tangible disparities in the coverage of internal conflicts, and results in consolidation of a distorted appearance of the nature of the major internal conflicts. 

After having examined the media mechanisms that influence the coverage of events, let us turn to the actors that organize protests. How they use the media in their public activities? 

A reader of Western media almost invariably finds that the main force of the Russia's opposition is a coalition "The Other Russia". It features as the most frequent initiator of oppositional rallies, most well known of which carry the brand name of  “Dissenters´ March”.

The structure of this coalition is very peculiar, and its study gives some idea of the nature and depth of contradictions in the Russian opposition. Three persons head the coalition list. They might have become potential deputies, but the organization had been denied even the right to be registered as a party, and consequently could not participate to the elections. Number 1 - Viktor Gerashchenko, 71 years, financier, former head of the Soviet State Bank, head of the Central Bank under Yeltsin, former MP from nationalist populist party "Rodina". Number 2 - Garry Kasparov, 45, multiple world chess champion, primarily involved in organizing of an alternative World Chess Federation. In 2005 left chess to do politics. Number 3 - Eduard Limonov, 65, scandalously famous writer, emigrated to in the 70s, lived in the United States and in France. Connected to the foreign Trotskyites, in the early 1990s one of the founding fathers of the National Bolshevik Party, famous for its reactionary-extremist slogans. He participated in the Balkan wars on the side of the Serbs. Later NBP was reformatted in a youth political group, known for its radical symbolic "direct action" performances under the social-democratic slogans and for harsh persecution of its adolescent members, many of whom had to serve several years´ sentences. The internal discourse displays elements of anti-Semitism and anti-Western sentiment. Until recently, the coalition also counted former Putin´s Prime Minister Mikhail Kasyanov. 

Being very eclectic in its composition, the coalition claims the unification of all opposition forces, putting forward a fuzzy catchall program. It claims that its aim to facilitate protest of any kind and radicalization of all the opposition forces. No political program for the dreamed period “after Putin” had ever been aired. 

The rock-the-boat tactics is implied in multiple public protests, organized by the coalition and its member institutions. Their main goal is to maximize the number of participants, who are being attracted by the most general democratic slogans - for free elections, against the police violence, for the independence of court, for social justice, etc. 

Notably, DR relies on very narrow repertoire of actions and the participation of the mobilized masses is limited to occasional street marches. This leads to a gradual decline of the appeal of this repertoire among democratic sympathizers and opposition-minded citizens, and to consequent radicalization of the protest. In addition to the lack of communication with supporters in between the marches, mass mobilization is inhibited by increasing level of confrontation and police violence. I tend to attribute the increase in contention, in large part, to aggravation of the conflict and deliberate provocation on the part of radical teenagers involved in the NBP. 

One of the latest "Dissenters Marches", which I have observed in early March in Moscow, consisted of 70% of police forces in uniform and in civil clothes, 25% of journalists and 5% of NBP fighters, which were being immediately arrested after having lit the fires and shouted anti-government slogans. 

The event received wide media coverage, and upon leaving the scene I was stopped by the officers of organized crime police department. At my question about the relationship with the march of dissenters of their work, I have heard that the key word is “organized”. The authorities are growing paranoiac scared of any type of non-governmental action. That is the spiral of provocation, repression and shortsighted policy of the authorities that really destabilizes the situation in Russia. However, it is extremely doubtful that such "opposition activities" contributes to the consolidation of the democratic opposition in Russia. Moreover, I am convinced that the consequences of such thoughtless radicalization seriously impede mobilization of the truly viable mass democratic movement. As a result of "symbolic" protest activity, the institutional opportunities are dramatically narrowed for a wide range of non-governmental organizations and independent media. Foreign educational organizations, religious communities and independent centers for political research are being closed. Moreover, the traditional divisions of Russian opposition are amplified, and more groups claim to abandon any activities that are "political" in form, turning to charitable and educational projects.

I argue that the Western media (whose discourse is determined by the international school social science perspective) tend rely heavily on ideologically painted frame perceptions of political struggle in Eastern Europe, and particularly Russia. As a result of the failure of the transit project, the Russian government is regarded (rightly) as a direct heir of the political tradition of the USSR. The opposition for this regime is almost automatically considered as analogous to the democratic movements that have led to the Velvet Revolutions of 1989. This expectation is seemingly justified by the experience of "color revolutions" in recent years. It is worth remembering that the first of these revolutionary sequence, in Serbia, initially seen as the latest in a series of velvet revolutions of late 1980. However, those that followed made the political scientists reframe the concept and declare those events a "second wave" of democratic revolutions in Eastern Europe. 

It seems to me that such a posteriori-adaptation of macro concepts give evidence on their weak analytical embeddedness into the political realities of the region, and targeting only external description of events. The availability of familiar elements is often recognized as a sign of identity to the original phenomena, leading to serious political miscalculations. 

A glaring example of such a miscalculation is Russia. In the wake of the events of 1989 in the communist camp it was anticipated that a similar democratic regime change should be maturing in the USSR. The activity of democratic movements in Russia and allied republics spoke in favor of these expectations. However rapidity of disintegration of the Soviet Union struck both observers and participants of the events. And one should not blame the Sovietologists too strictly for their failure to predict this collapse. 

Without questioning the inevitability of the radical transformation of the Soviet political system, I believe that its instantaneous dissolution in the actual terms and forms were the result of extremely unlikely coincidence of the circumstances. 

I would explain the victory of the democratic forces over the putsch of August 1991 by the three main factors: first - an extremely poor preparation of the putschists, who overestimated manageability of the old Soviet institutions; second - very brief period of the confrontation, and the third factor – that proved to be decisive in a situation of uncertainty - the role of the media. I believe that even a slight unfavorable change in any of these factors would have lead to the victory of reaction. 

As a result of putschists´ provocation, Russia's loose democratic forces were constrained to act prematurely, before they even managed to mobilize a viable mass movement. As the analysis of the events of three days of August show, the victory did not require much of coordinated oppositional mass action (which it probably could not have produced at that time if required). 

Thus, Russia had received its democracy as a gift of fortune, and not as a result of deliberate struggle for it (I obviously do not refer now to the dissident movement that constituted a separate political culture and may not be treated in the framework of this general analysis). Lacking broad horizontal civil structures have left the Russian society amorphous and helpless, threw his prematurely into the new political reality. These ties could have emerged in the process of progressive mobilization, given the regime change had not been galvanized by the coup attempt. Lack of a structured civil society by the beginning of democratic reforms allowed one of the old Soviet elite groups remain in power. After a decade of painful economical, political and social transformation this led to the restoration of basic political institutions of the Soviet system, founded on bureaucracy, secrecy and violence. 

Today, Russian society is still suffering from societal fragmentation inherited from Soviet times, still enhanced by traumatic experience of the transformations of the 1990s. The internal cleavages are numerous and multidimensional, and far not limited authoritarianism vs. democracy, freedom vs. oppression, as it may be seen through the prism of velvet and orange concepts.

The domination of the latter ideological perspective in considering Russia's internal political struggle has led to significant imbalances and unilateralism. Media being the main and inevitable instrument of the large-scale comparative social conflict studies allow following only the cases of mass mobilization, public action repertoire and democratic slogans. The distortion is caused by both the internal logic of technology of the media, as at times by deliberate strategies of activists who are well aware of these features, and seek to use the repertoire, that is mostly adapted to the language of the media, and hence the most likely to attract the support of external actors (also by being included into the fashionable paradigm). 

A serious problem is that the media are incapable of equally reflect the activity of movements and other than openly public. Those which tend to act less straight-forwardly (for example, by means of bargaining with powerful actors, relying on existing institutional networks, not claiming their activity political in order to avoid repressions etc.), may be much more likely to be effective in mobilizing mass support. Paradoxically, exactly the strategies that appear the most attractive to foreign media and bring to recognition of the social movement as such by the international actors, could lead to a decline in support for "democratic" movement within the country. This may occur as a result of direct repression by the authorities against the movements, supported by external forces, and through indirect discredit (through state media propaganda - as agents of foreign influence). Importantly enough, western-style framed demands may be rejected by the internal public just for their form – as being foreign and hence – of lower internal priority. Drop in trust in the "orange" political strategies can hit not only the movements that are using this language, but also the other opposition democratic forces (as does the political sequence of the recent years show). 

Such a systematic distortion leads to misunderstandings and failure to distinguish the essential internal conflicts and bring inaccuracies in foreseeing the developments. It should be noted that not only external observers fall the victims of distorted information. In a situation of internal suppression of independent means of communication and political studies, an external view becomes one of the few sources of information that are credible for the ruling elites and opposition intellectuals alike. Thus, seeking to avoid the danger of the "orange plague" after the failure of Russian interference into the events in Ukraine in 2004, Russian authorities have undertaken a massive attack on all the institutions that seemed to them potentially backbone of "orange" influences. Ironically, these persecutions made the Russian situation seem even more similar to "pre-orange" and possibly increased the odds of the developments according to this scenario. 

So what?

The described set of misunderstandings, inappropriate application of concepts and self-fulfilling prophecies causes a logical question: how can one improve the quality of the analysis of internal political conflicts, in order to distinguish the really important factors of development and public struggle and be in position to make predictions? 

The solution that I may propose is not striking by its originality. It is as follows. One is to be aware of the limitations of instruments applied, and rely on a broader set of them. No matter how tempting catch-all macro concepts that are based on large comparative data-sets may appear, it must be acknowledged that their findings are often poorly applicable, unless they are complemented by substantially more labor-intensive and costly in-depth study of history and political culture of the country and the sentiments represented by the competing political movements. In the context of the social movements’ research, the classical methods of protest event analysis are to be expanded by examining the discourse of various opposition groups, structures of internal cleavages and alliances, repertoires of action, targeting different types of actors etc. I believe that these observations might prove valuable also for broader research of the region. 

Political consequences of attempts to conceptually standardize the social movements in the whole heterogeneous region of the Eastern Europe appear especially dangerous. It threatens that support may be provided to the populist movements that may master political technologies to briefly gain control over the diversity of conflicts. However, lack of profound understanding of the basic societal structures and internal logic and dynamics of their development would not allow the transferred institutions take root. This would consequently lead to future reiteration of the situations of uncertainty and socio-political disruption.
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