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Elections, Inauguration, and a Politics of Protest:
New Contours of the Putin Regime

Andrey Makarychev

“When we speak of difference,

. . 1
we are therefore speaking of resistance”

On May 7, 2012 Vladimir Putin was offi-
cially inaugurated as Russia’s “new - old”
president. Formally, the political future of
Russia for the next six years is more or less
settled. But this election result is a classic
example of the difference between legality
and legitimacy. Even with more than 60%
of the vote, Putin’s presidency will signifi-
cantly differ from the first two terms, since
he is going to lead a radically different
country with a much more demanding civil
society, a wider range of political voices,
and much stronger criticism of Putin’s
promoted idea of “national unity”, which
masks the power ambitions of the ruling
elite.

In this paper I am going to analyze the
evolution of the Russian domestic system
through the prism of concepts borrowed
from the critical / post-structuralist theo-
ries. Academically, the extrapolation of the
European critical thinking to the sphere of
political relations in Russia might be in-
strumental in uncovering a number of most
important trends that are of primordial sig-
nificance for understanding the dynamics
of Russian political system. Arguably, the
more or less traditional political science
vocabulary of transitology and moderniza-
tion seems to be insufficient for unveiling
the nature and the mechanisms of the Putin
regime. From a policy perspective, this to-
pic is actualized by the more complicated
relations between the Kremlin and its op-
ponents in the aftermath of mass-scale pro-
tests following the December 4, 2011 and
March 4, 2012 parliamentary and presiden-
tial campaigns.
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The public protests that
started in Moscow in December
2011 surprised many analysts who
believed in the unshakable stability
of the regime created by Vladimir
Putin and the inherent passivity
of the Russian population.

In this article, I will analyze the Russian
political system through three premises.
Firstly, politicization and depoliticization
can be viewed as two different strategies of
executing power, and the interplay between
them constitutes an intriguing research
puzzle. Secondly, 1 will describe the Putin
regime as an explicitly depoliticized form
of power, grounded in the combination of
two different logics — that of sovereignty
and governmentality. Thirdly, I will claim
that the regime failed in its attempts to era-
dicate politics, and faces outbursts of grass-
roots and multi-faced politicization.

The Troubles of a Police Regime

In spite of apparently convincing victory
of Vladimir Putin, political crisis in Russia
persists. The electoral campaign of March
2012, formally successful for the expected
winner, has revealed the scale of the cur-
rent crisis in the country. Here are its most
notorious symptoms. Despite mass-scale
protests, electoral fraud is still the pivotal
part of the system of governance. The rhe-
toric of Putin’s campaign resembled a civil
war discourse, with the clearly accentuated
dividing lines between “us” and “them”.
Nationalists with dubious reputation were
allowed to speak in pro-Putin rallies on
behalf of the Kremlin. Authorities even
didn’t bother about disavowing the endless
accusations in corruption. Dmitry Medve-
dev not only turned into a lame duck and
lost the remnants of his authority, but as
newly appointed prime minister became a
questionable ally for those who have long-
term political ambitions. Putin himself

demonstrated unusual incoherence, too
often making controversial and mutually

exclusive statements.

From a theoretical viewpoint, the concept
of de-politicization denotes a ‘foreclosure’
of politics. In de-politicized environment,
ideological and political conflicts are re-
placed by debating technologies of gover-
nance (economic, financial, and legal ones).
The essence of depoliticization lies in the
negotiation of interests, the attainment of
compromises. For French theorists post-
politics means pragmatism and references
to the legal arguments that usually ignore
the concrete constellation of forces. De-po-
liticization envisages rational administra-
tion and negotiated consensus. In terms of
Ranciere, “the State, as such, is indifferent
or hostile to the existence of a politics that
touches on truths. The modern State aims
only at fulfilling certain functions, or fa-

. PEPENI)
shioning a consensus of opinion”*.

In consonance with Ranciere’s vocabulary,
one can dub the Putin’s regime a police
type of power, having in mind that police
is defined here as “an organizational sys-
tem of coordinates ...that divides the com-
munity into groups, social positions, and
functions”. Police, therefore, “separates
those who take part from those who are
excluded™.

produce consensus on what is presented as

It makes security institutions

undeniably “natural” state of affairs. For
many states an intricate police apparatus is
required for ensuring stability and hierar-
chy of social structures. Police has its own
public dimension which was confirmed by
the reaction of the regime to mass protests
in the streets of Moscow: from the police
perspective, “there is nothing to watch...
Whereas political actors turn streets into
stages, the police reestablish the smooth

circulation of traffic”™*.
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In the meantime, as I have mentioned, the

Putin regime encompasses a combination
of sovereignty and governance techni-
ques of power. In Judith Butler’s reading
of Michel Foucault, sovereignty “denotes
the task of any state to preserve and pro-

tect its own territoriality”5

. Of primordial
importance is that sovereignty might be
introduced “in the very act by which state
suspends the law. In this way, the state ex-
tends its own domain, its own necessity,
and the means by which its self-justifica-
tion occurs...Sovereignty is exercised ...
also in the self-allocation of legal prero-
gative”, and might turn into “a lawless
and prerogatory power, a ‘rogue’ power
par excellence”®, since it “allocates to it-
self ... an indefinitely prolonged power to
exercise judgments regarding who is dan-
gerous” and who is not. This kind of sove-
reign power installs itself independently of
existing legal frameworks, and readjusts
law to its own purposes of extending its
sovereign reach. Thus, sovereignty has to
be understood as an “extra-legal authority
that may well institute and enforce law of
its own making”. It is the sovereign power
that decides what is norm and what is ex-
ception from it; thus, the sovereign has the
ability to transgress the very law it repre-
sents. By doing so, sovereign power pro-
duces the obedient social subjects it needs
for domination.

Against this backdrop, the Putin regime
can be described as a depoliticized type
of rule where the word ‘politics’ is mostly
used either in a derogatory context, or to
describe the evil intentions of unfriendly
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foreign states towards Russia. The core
element of the Kremlin’s depoliticized dis-
course is the idea of Russia’s “normality”,
which translates as its acceptance by the
rest of the world without the need for sig-
nificant commitments to domestic reform.
In particular, the idea of sovereign demo-
cracy was originally meant not so much to
differentiate Russia from the West, but to
portray Russia as part (although a distinc-
tive one) of the modern European political
tradition. Yet this appeal of the Kremlin
to supposedly universal practice implies
— perhaps paradoxically — the inevitable
denial of Russia’s specificity: in Putin’s
interpretation, there is nothing unusual in
the Khodorkovsky affair, in police inter-
vention against street protests, in strong
presidential powers, etc. However, with
the realization that this type of discourse
wouldn’t work, the Russian elites “shifted
their slogan from ‘sovereign democracy’
to ‘modernization’, (which — A.M.) exem-
plifies the post ideological character of the
current regime7.

Yetin fall 2011 it became evident that poli-
tical dynamics is gradually coming back to
Russia, and the French critical theory gives
us one of the most effective tools to address
the nature of this process. The proliferation
of the multiple “islands of politicization”
is the effect of two processes of profound
consequences: the growth of un-institutio-
nal (i.e. skipping official/authorized chan-
nels) activity of the “multitude” (i.e. a ho-
rizontal/networking movement of political
resistance), on the one hand, and the in-
tensified fragmentation within the recently

unified “party of power”, on the other. This
process of double political dynamic (both
outside and inside the regime) can be ana-
lyzed through the prism of mostly ideatio-
nal factors, which include:

- The decreasing ability of the
ruling elite to control and consolidate the
dominating/hegemonic discourse and, con-
comitantly, to effectively convey relevant
messages to social groups;

- The widening perceptional gap
between the aesthetics of power (including
its narratives, images and the meanings
attached to them) and the aesthetical de-
mands of the middle class;

- The shifting rationality of the
ruling class, as exemplified by their chan-
ging attitudes to a number of pivotal pro-
cedural issues, including the recruitment of
regional and municipal elites, the registra-
tion of political parties, etc.

Along the lines of Antonio Negri one can
claim that with the complicating condi-
tions of governance the machine of power
“proved itself incapable of running its own
mechanical dimension in a unitary man-
ner”®. The Kremlin discourse remains
overwhelmingly retrospective, marked on
the one hand by a triumphalist glorification
of Russia’s military victories (especially in
the Second World War), and on the other
by a denigration and vilification of the pre-
Putin decade of the 1990s as “the time of
upheavals and disorder”. It is against this
background that Putin has constructed his
narrative of Russia, but what worked pretty
smoothly in his first and second terms in
office is no longer credible. On the one
hand, the pro-Putin narrative of distancing
his rule from the notorious practices of the
1990s has started crumbling, as evidenced
by the startling comeback of Sergei Mavro-
di (convicted for fraud as the founder of the
infamous MMM “financial pyramid”) as a
media celebrity, publicly promising to con-
tinue exactly as he did then. On the other
hand, people in Russia have been increa-
singly eager to compare the situation today
with neither the 1990s nor with bygone So-
viet times, but rather with that of the most
advanced countries of the world. This shift
in perspective, influenced largely by glo-
balization, has led to their questioning the
legitimacy of the current regime.

As a result of the high level of mistrust
within society and dissatisfaction with the
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Putin — Medvedev rule, the entire system
of governance became increasingly dys-
functional. Although the immediate reason
for protest was fraudulent vote counting,
the problem with the regime goes much
deeper, and concerns its structural inef-
fectiveness in delivering adequate living
standards and providing social justice and
security. It is these issues that triggered
the fall in popularity of the former tandem
and the public outcry against the governing
elite. In this situation, the regime has lost
its former ability to generate socially ac-
ceptable meanings and control the nation-
wide discourses, which makes the pro-
spects for the ruling elite rather murky. It
is hardly believable that the Kremlin has
nowadays a clear policy strategy — its de-
sign is dependent on the changing situation
and lacks clarity. Of course, the Kremlin
will do its best at assuage the situation
by making concessions to the opposition,
however disperse it might be — including
rehabilitation of popular elections of gover-
nors and mayors, registration of opposition
parties, etc. But the third term of Putin will
end up with deepening political crisis and
will inevitably lead to gradual yet essential
transformations.

A New Wave of Politicization

The key to the current changes in Russian
society is its growing — and by many unex-
pected — politicization. It is this return of
political momentum that will provide the
strongest challenge to the Putin power mo-
del in the next few years.

In this context, politics has to be understood
as “the invention of new political subjecti-
vities, (it) cannot be confined to the activity
of government that maintains order, pacifi-
cation and security while constantly aiming
at consensus. On the contrary, politics is
the manifestation of dissensus, the culti-
vation of an anarchic multiplicity that calls
into question the authority and legitimacy
of the state. It is in relations to such a mul-
tiplicity that we may begin to restore some
dignity to the dreadfully devalued discour-

79 Political momentum is

se of democracy
“articulated around an ethical demand ...
in a situation of injustice and inspires the
mood of anger, which (can be seen) as the

first political emotion” 10
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What makes the logic of politics different

from the competing logics of management,
administration, law and business is the
idea of diversity that sustains the political
momentum. Unlike in other spheres, in
politics diversity is neither a hurdle nor a
complication, but the very condition of its
existence. Against this background, politi-
cization is a process that creates and mo-
difies political orders. In this vein, politics
is an intervention in a situation of multiple
alternatives with contested political roles,
in which the key actors face choices that
require mobilization of political wills ra-
ther than observance of existing institutio-
nal rules. As seen from the vantage point of
the French critical theory, all genuine po-
litical changes are extra-institutional. For
Ranciere, “a political movement always

1 (e,

... displaces the given boundaries
those established by central/sovereign au-
thorities). Politics spells diversity, rejects
finitude, summons “the infinity of the situa-

tiOIl”lz

and is driven “by the welcome of the
new, the unidentifiable, the unknowable”.
Despite predominantly depoliticized nature
of the state, it “reveals ... its excess of po-

»13 \whenever

wer, its repressive dimension
there is a genuinely political event, or “a
flaw in the structure”, to borrow a phrase
from Badiou. “What true politics undermi-
nes is the illusion of the bond, whether it
be unionist, parliamentary, professional or
convivial”'4, he argues. Therefore, politics
itself is “freed from its subordination to the

»15

state”, is “unbound from the state” ", what-

ever the form of regime might be. A “real
politics” not only holds itself at a distance
from the state; what is more important is

5516
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that it “constructs this distance and

therefore determines the degree of conflic-
tuality between the dissents and the offi-
cialdom. That is why politics “always
shows up in moments of trial and turmoil”,
and necessarily presupposes “rupture and
disorder”!”. In this context, one may ar-
gue, all public struggles and protests are
inherently political, since they constitute
an effective way of shaping the basic con-
cepts that holds society together, including
democracy, human rights, justice, solida-
rity, responsibility, etc..

The public protests that started in Moscow
in December 2011 surprised many analysts
who believed in the unshakable stability
of the regime created by Vladimir Putin
and the inherent passivity of the Russian
population. Recent events proved both
assumptions wrong. Civil society does
have a voice in Russia and wants it to be
heard, and this forced the regime into ma-
king significant changes — obviously not
as radical as the opposition demands, but
nevertheless moving Russia towards grea-
ter pluralism and public participation in
politics. This led both foreign and domes-
tic observers to predict the gradual decline
in Putin’s power.

The “street opposition” to the regime be-
gan without a clear ideological message,
but quite quickly became explicitly politi-
cal. Though the immediate reason for dis-
content was the ubiquitous electoral fraud
that ultimately allowed “United Russia” to
preserve its majority in the Duma, the op-
position raised a whole raft of issues that
reached far beyond the technicalities of
that particular event, including demands
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for greater transparency, accountability,
good governance, civil rights, etc. The
breadth of these claims makes it clear that
simply “reloading” the regime (finding a
few scapegoats and making some cosmetic
changes or minor concessions) will defini-
tely not pacify the situation. The new poli-
tical momentum in post-December Russia
has created a clearly articulated public de-
mand for a radical transformation of a who-
le system of political, social and economic
relations which both pundits and ordinary
people recognize as far from effective. This
was already clear from the public debates
on the concept of modernization in/of Rus-
sia, which Dmitry Medvedev deliberately
and consistently tried to reduce to purely
financial and economic issues, brushing
aside the need to modernize Russian poli-
tical institutions and the whole system of
governance.

Entrapped in a post-political / post-ideo-
logical way of thinking, both Putin and
Medvedev put the rise of the anti-govern-
ment movement in autumn 2011 down to
the negative effects of economic crisis. By
the same token, Kremlin supporters tried
to play down the legitimacy of the protests
by citing purely material factors (the gro-
wing numbers of car owners, the booming
shopping opportunities, etc.). Yet these
counter-reactions missed the mark, since
purely economic explanations of the new
movement for change in Russia, triggered
by post-December events, are totally inade-
quate. The roots of this widespread public
discontent go back to September 2011,
when at the “United Russia” party conven-
tion Dmitry Medvedev not only refused to
run for a second presidential term, but in-
stead offered the job to Vladimir Putin in
exchange for securing his own appointment
as the next prime minister. This clumsy job
swap revealed two important points. First,
in spite of all Medvedev’s weaknesses as
President and his reputation as Putin’s
puppet, a significant part of Russian so-
ciety still perceived him as a moderate
alternative to Putin’s hard-line policy of
state centralization and anti-Western rhe-
toric. Medvedev’s voluntary self-removal
from the presidential race symbolized for
many the end of their hopes for moderni-
zation and a more liberal political regime.
Secondly, Russians turned out to be very
sensitive to overt manipulation of elec-
toral procedures, as exemplified by the
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clandestine agreements between Putin and

Medvedev, as well as by the massive-scale
vote fraud, widely covered on the internet
and monitored by various social networks.
It was around these issues that the political
content of protests started crystallizing and
maturing.

Of course, as with any unexpected and
potentially far-reaching political develop-
ments, post-December events in Russia
have fuelled excessive expectations and
symbolic parallels with the ‘Arab spring’
and ‘colour revolutions’. These compari-
sons and their political meanings appear
to have been exaggerated. The Putin -
Medvedev regime has received a series of
serious blows, yet it still has huge admi-
nistrative potential and financial resources
for survival. It will, however, be forced
to transform itself, getting rid of the most
obsolete political and managerial practi-
ces and opening up new opportunities for
political competition. In the course of just
two weeks, after the scale of the resistance
movement became clear, Medvedev urged
the partial restoration of direct elections
for regional governors (which Putin abo-
lished in 2004 under the pretext of a risk
of national disintegration), while Putin
promised the legal registration of the op-
position ‘Parnas’ party. In short, despite its
much discussed lack of strong leadership
and internal splits, the spontaneous (and
networking in many senses) anti-Kremlin
movement will definitely influence the de-
velopment of the Russian political system
in many ways.

Another reference to Antonio Negri can
be pertinent at this juncture: “difference/

resistance appears as the condition of pos-
sibility of the production of new subjecti-
vities”!®. Of course, it was naive to imagi-
ne that the first green shoots of democratic
politics could topple the regime in a matter
of months, but the growing politicization
of Russian society will undoubtedly have
long-term effects. The large-scale political
demonstrations that erupted immediately
after the Duma election on December 4,
2011 exposed the deep crisis in the current
model of governance. In a matter of days it
became clear that the stability and national
unity promoted by Putin as the core justifi-
cation for his reign was a mirage, and that
the nation was deeply split along political
lines, seriously calling into question the
“social contract” between the Kremlin and
society. It became obvious that a “final or-
ganic community” (to borrow a term from
Jacques Ranciere) which the Kremlin was
eager to build, is a myth.

What is evident by now is that the Putin
- Medvedev political regime faces deep
political challenges from the increasingly
active dissident groups, as well pressures
from inside of the regime which has lost
its coherence. The resistance groups are
still in the process of gaining their politi-
cal subjectivity and identity, but arguably
its future will significantly differ from the
more or less traditional party-building me-
chanisms. The resistance movement will
most likely resemble what Hardt and Ne-
gri dubbed “the multitude”, a new type of
counter-elite networked opposition to the
hegemonic core, to a large extent enhanced
by the newest technologies of immediate
mass communication. The vitality of the
resistance movement in Russia is sustained
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not by economic but mostly by mental/
ideational factors, including the sharp dis-
satisfaction with the public esthetics of the
regime and, of course, the mass-scale elec-
tion fraud.

Does a new political momentum augur a
new chance for democracy in Russia? The
answer to this question can be certainly
affirmative should we accept that “demo-
cracy requires forgetting the shepherd, and
separating the political community from
any link to the Father”!®. It is the demos
that “is posited as the basis of political le-
gitimation” in Russia, not as the product of
sovereigntyzo — hence the slogan at anti-
Putin rallies “We are not an opposition, we
are the people”.

In the meantime, the concept of democra-
¢y, as applicable to the protest movement
in Russia, needs some rethinking. As An-
tonio Negri claims, nowadays “hardly any-
one anywhere believes any longer in the
virtues and possibilities of representative
democracy (but) whenever people speak
positively and hopefully of democracy, it is
the other democracy that they have in mind
... that breaks with the concept of govern-
ment of the One?!. For Negri, democracy is
the expression of the multitude as a “nonor-
ganic, differential, and powerful multipli-
city”22. It is very likely that a similar vision
of democracy may find numerous followers
in Russia.

Putin’s Feebleness

In this situation, the Kremlin seems to be
losing out, both politically and intellec-
tually, to those whom it has tried to mar-
ginalize (such as the oil tycoon Mikhail
Khodorkovsky, or popular blogger Alexei
Navalny whose description of the “United
Russia” as a “party of crooks and swind-
lers” is deeply imprinted in the public dis-
course in Russia). The decay of the ruling
elites is clear in the evident lack of autho-
ritative speakers for the Kremlin willing
and capable of defending it against politi-
cal attack and articulating new arguments.
There is increasing evidence of Putin’s
inability to handle the growing range of
public discourse and respond to it adequa-
tely: according to revealing first-hand ac-
counts by two Brookings scholars, in the
November 2011 Valdai Forum Putin often
“repeated himself”, was “mechanical”, and
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some of his statements were confusing and
misplaced23. He refused, as he has before,
to participate in presidential debates. On
some occasions he even started to lose
the ability to argue with opinions starkly
different from his own, as at the meeting
with military experts in Sarov at the end
of February 2012, where Putin failed to
challenge a statement claiming that U.S.
anti-missile projects in Central Europe
didn’t threaten Russian security. Many of
Putin’s public pronouncements and ap-
pearances bring him public mockery (such
as his driving a yellow “Lada-Kalina” car,
which resembled a badly staged business
PR stunt, or diving into the sea and miracu-
lously resurfacing with two ancient ampho-
rae which, as his press secretary admitted
afterwards, had been secretly placed there
for him by archaeologists) — a complete
turnaround from the early and mid-2000s,
when he enjoyed overwhelming popularity
and respect.

The Putin discourse is nowadays in disar-
ray and lacking in substance (regardless of
whether the new President understands this
or not). A new pro-Putin TV documentary
series shown on Russian TV at the begin-
ning of 2012 was called ‘In the First Per-
son’, a title identical to that of a PR book
about his 2000 campaign. The multiple
commercial TV talk-shows portraying the
degree of moral degradation and depth of
corruption in today’s Russia are in sharp
contrast to the artificial optimism of the
political elite. Attempts to explain away
massive electoral fraud as mere technical
irregularities are largely unconvincing.

The lack of trust and the crisis in commu-
nication between the elites and the rest of
Russia are likely to be crucial issues that
will continue to trigger protests in the fu-
ture. In contrast to the 1990s, this time the
street protestors were not jobless workers
struggling to feed their families; nowadays
the discontent is most widespread among
Russia’s nascent middle class, better edu-
cated and with a much wider world view
and higher expectations and demands as
to the quality of their governance. It is this
group that are the largest users of the inter-
net and social networking as their primary
means of information exchange and social
organization. Against this background,
the protest movement reflects a new form
of civil activism, whose political protest

is mostly post-material and law-abiding,
a reaction against the arrogance of Krem-
lin rule, the lack of transparency, and the
shrinking of public space. In fact, in origin
it was an aesthetic (although very suscepti-
ble to politicization) gesture — an attempt to
deny the ridiculous and clumsy practices of
old-style bureaucracy, incapable of advan-
cing a convincing prospect for the future,
that seemed to have meaning for those so-
cial groups that are the most critical of the
Kremlin.

Under these circumstances, the whole ad-
ministrative system is increasingly going
to experience political overloads for which
it is ill-prepared. It is hard to predict the
tempo and pace of the evolution (or de-
gradation) of the Putin 3.0 regime. Yet at
least two things are rather clear. First, the
spontaneous civil protests from Decem-
ber to March did much more for Russia’s
“normalization”, i.e. its transformation
into a nation compatible with European
norms, than both Putin and Medvedev did
in 12 years. And second, the further deve-
lopment of Russia will be defined by the
dynamics of the democratic politics of re-
sistance, which, as Jacques Ranciere puts
it, is a “dissensus from the police order”?*.
The politics of democracy needs some time
to create its own space(s) of a “community
of equals™, but it is Russia’s only hope of

ultimate success.

Concluding Reflections

What stems from this analysis is that, first,
the price for the electoral victories — both
in December 2011 and in March 2012 —
was too high — for the “party of power”,
as well as for the whole country. “United
Russia” kept a relatively low profile during
the presidential campaign, which makes its
strategic future obscure. In principle, it is
imaginable who might play the key roles
in other parties in the next electoral cycle.
On the left flank we shall see people like
Sergei Udaltsov; the “angry middle class”
will split its sympathies between Alexei
Navalniy, Igor Kudrin and Mikhail Pro-
khorov (or, perhaps, a combination of some
of them); and even “Just Russia” has some
chances for rebranding, should Sergei Mi-
ronov resign in favour of much more at-
tractive Oksana Dmitrieva. But the biggest
question is who will play in the Kremlin’s
team in a couple of years from now. We
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have not seen a single new face there for
years, and they will unlikely to appear
soon.

A second, and much more theoretical les-
son to be drawn from the election story,
needs a reference to the concept of “the
sensible” introduced by the French political
philosopher Jacques Ranciere. He predicted
that in a post-political and post-ideological
society the most dynamic sphere able to
generate political impulses is the sphere of
emotions, symbols, narratives, storylines,
messages, perceptions, etc. In other words,
what matters is not how much people earn
or what kind of laws they have to observe,
but what people feel about themselves and
power. Any emerging political community,
born out of a protest, is based on sharing
something which is to be felt, seen, noticed,
respected (or, vice versa, despised). The
sphere of politics thus appears as a thea-
trical stage, he claimed?. Isn’t it the right
time for Russia experts to start reading Ra-
ciere with a bit more of attention?
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