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abstract

This article examines the transformation of civic engagement in Rus-
sia after the start of the full-scale invasion of Ukraine in 2022. Drawing
on more than a hundred interviews with civic and political activists
across several Russian regions, the article traces how anti-war and
oppositional initiatives transformed under conditions of escalating
repression. Using a micro-sociological approach, the article fore-
grounds emotions and strategic dilemmas as key (dis)enables of
civic engagement alongside with the political opportunity structures.
It argues that Russian civil society has not collapsed, but has moved
through several stages of the initial moral shock and immediate mobi-
lization, towards fragmentation and cautious re-mobilization. By 2026
civic engagement persists primarily through informal and low-visibility
forms, using strategic depolitization as a tactic to survive.
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our years after the start of the full-scale invasion, the
debates about whether Russian civil society can stop
the war or overthrow the regime have become less
analytically productive for understanding how civic
engagement transforms under prolonged repression. From
the perspective of social movement and civil society research,
the absence of regime’s change or war’s end is not, by itself, a
sufficient indicator that civic engagement has disappeared or
failed. At the same time, the absence of mass protests does not
imply the lack of civic engagement. Therefore, alongside existing
research,! this article asks how civic activity largely shaped by
anti-war and oppositional attitudes has evolved since the start of
the full-scale invasion of Ukraine. Previous research suggests a
complex picture, as demobilization has not occurred uniformly
or instantaneously, and in some regions, both the capacity and
the hope for sustained civic engagement persisted until the end



of 2024.2 Decline in public civic activity cannot be attributed
solely to repressive legislation, the forced closure of civil society
organizations, the emigration of leaders, or the severe persecu-
tion of individuals. Emotional exhaustion, fear, and a sense of
hopelessness have also played a significant role in curbing collec-
tive action. To make sense of the complex process of sequences
of gains and losses of Russian civil society during the last four
years, I apply micro-sociological approach, which includes
process tracing and presents a chronological narrative that
foregrounds emotion as an integral dimension of political mo-
bilization.? This approach allows me to analyze the motivations,
decisions, and emotional responses of civic and political activists
in Russia since 2022, and to better understand why some indi-
viduals choose to continue to act despite escalating repression.

CivicengagementinRussia

Research on Russian civil society before 2022 has shown that
activism was neither absent* nor politically insignificant’, but
often took localized,® informal,” and issue-based forms? that do
not fit conventional forms of participation.® Research on urban
movements in Russia revealed new forms of grassroots activism
and political engagement evolving around issues that concern
people’s immediate environment such as housing,* cultural
heritage," urban development? and
ecology.”

Researchers pointed out that so-
cial mobilization implied new forms
of organization.* Scholars have
identified a shift from professional-
ization and formalization of NGOs to
informal organizing, often assisted
by social media platforms. The
contraction of political freedoms,
the decline in foreign funding, and
the availability of web-based com-
munication and fundraising tech-
nologies have contributed to that
change. Similar tendencies of de-
centralization were also noticed around the same time in urban
activism: in the 2010s—2020s activists started to build networks
capable of functioning without leaders and learn how to use
available resources and fractures between political elites.'® This
urban activism took place in the political conditions with Rus-
sian legislation regulating the work of NGOs and civil society
initiatives, which left little room for political action in its con-
ventional sense.” Nevertheless, the years prior to the full-scale
invasion have also seen trade-union activism, urban gover-
nance activism, and popular protest against policy reforms.*

MOREOVER, politicization of previously apolitical forms of civic
engagement took place. If prior to Bolotnaya mobilization many
Russian local activists deliberately distanced themself from poli-
tics, grounding their position in a moral opposition between real
deed and abstract politics, after the protest events of 2011—2012
activists began to combine practical problem-solving with oppo-

“WHILEMANY INITIATIVES
HAVE INDEED GONE
UNDERGROUND OR

SHIFTED TO LOW-RISK
SPHERES,OTHERS HAVE
CONTINUED TO OPERATE

WITHINALLOWED
FRAMEWORKS, ALBEIT
CAUTIOUSLY.”
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sitional political language, articulating their politicization."

Research on Russian civil society after 2022 has shown that
Russians have engaged in street protests and built networks of
solidarity supporting political detainees and Ukrainian refugees
early on,? until repression became highly effective in reducing
visible anti-war mobilization.? Several analytical reports pub-
lished after the start of the full-scale invasion* mentioned that
many civic and political activists emigrated in 2022—2023 driven
primarily by security concerns. Meanwhile in Russia, dissent has
largely moved underground or took the form of anti-war street
art protest or media activism.? Several studies highlight how
Russian civil society has adapted under repression.

THE STUDIES identified a wide range of grassroots civil society
initiatives that have emerged across the country after 2022 in-
cluding anti-war, humanitarian aid networks,* legal support for
political prisoners and assistance for relocation. Some activists
shifted focus to local initiatives, creating trusted third places.?
Safe areas like ecology and animal welfare served as gateways
into activism and skill-building.” The studies showed that anti-
war and oppositional initiatives often operated under high risk
and remained deliberately informal and anonymous to avoid
state persecution. They continued to develop decentralized or-
ganizational structures and use co-
vert communication tactics to sur-
vive, indicating strategic adaptation
of these initiatives. Some studies
name solidarity as one of the main
organizational principles and point
to, for example, the convergence of
decolonial activism and feminism in
the context of the war.?®

Recent scholarship has also
begun to address the non-liberal
and regime-compatible initiatives.>
Work on the grassroots origins of
Russian illiberalism points to the
importance of understanding illib-
eral social actors beyond the state itself,3 while recent studies
of wartime Russia examine pro-war mobilization3' and the Put’
Domoi movement,?* challenging any simple opposition be-
tween civil society and the regime as well as clear-cut image of
pro-regime and pro-war supporters.

These studies complicate the assumption that Russian civil
society has either collapsed under authoritarian pressure or
been fully co-opted into the state’s ideological machinery. While
many initiatives have indeed gone underground or shifted to
low-risk spheres, others have continued to operate within al-
lowed frameworks, albeit cautiously. Against this background,
the present article will contribute to the existing bulk of re-
search by closely analyzing the reasons why civic and political
activists continue resistance to authoritarianism in Russia after
2022 and how it has evolved during the last years by focusing on
emotions that precede (de)mobilizations and strategic dilem-
mas the activists face.
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Gains, losses and emotions
To understand what happens with civil society in Russia this
article draws on James M. Jasper’s framework of strategic inter-
actions.® This approach centers not only on the outcomes of
social mobilization, both intended and unintended, but also on
the emotional and cognitive dynamics that shape activist’ per-
ceptions of success and failure.3* Crucially, it enables us to trace
smaller, often overlooked gains and losses that occur over time,
especially under conditions where large-scale mobilization is
unlikely. Given that civil society actors in Russia are not engaged
in an open confrontation and mass protests, a micro-sociological
lens that captures smaller gains and losses produced through
the concrete choices activists make as they face strategic dilem-
mas in their everyday practice, seems more appropriate.
Jasper’s framework allows us to examine how activists navi-
gate these strategic dilemmas, personal and professional com-
mitments, external risks and emotions in the context of war and
oppression. Jasper and others distinguish between trade-offs,
which are structural constraints, and dilemmas, which emerge
when players are forced to consciously weigh costs and values.3
These include being there dilemma (engagement vs boycott of
arena), engagement dilemma (favorable outcomes vs risks),
extension dilemma (new allies vs dif-
ficulties in coordination), false-areas
dilemma (symbolic wins vs tangible
impact and power), Janus dilemma
(focus inwards vs outwards),
naughty-or-nice dilemma (aggressive
actions vs loss of popularity), power-
ful allies dilemma (collaboration vs
co-optation) and pyramid dilemma
(horizontal vs hierarchical struc-
ture). Faced with dilemmas, players
always have to weight out options,
which often come with costs and
risks, and might simultaneously lead
to gains and losses. In this article
we will identify these dilemmas and
trace how activists grapple with them, often making decisions
that carry both symbolical meanings and material consequenc-
es. Importantly, these dilemmas are not resolved through ratio-
nal calculation alone but are shaped by emotions and affective
attachments people have.

JASPER ARGUES that emotions are integral to all stages of protest:
from recruitment and commitment to sustained participation
and eventual decline. According to him emotions are not ir-
rational impulses but are culturally embedded and cognitively
shaped responses that reflect deep attachments to values. Jas-
per distinguishes between transitory emotional reactions, such
as fear, anger, or indignation in response to new information or
events, and underlying affective commitments, such as loyalty to
a community, that give those reactions meaning and direction.
Emotions, then, function as both triggers and sustainers of politi-
cal engagement. As Jasper® puts it, “not only are emotions part

“MOODS SUCHAS
FRUSTRATION,HOPE,OR
CAMARADERIEFUNCTION
AS EMOTIONAL GLUE
THAT KEEPS MOVEMENTS
ALIVE, WHILE
NEGATIVE CYCLES OF
DEMORALIZATION CAN
LEAD TODECLINE
ORABEYANCE.”

of our responses to events, but they also shape the goals of our
actions”. This dual structure of emotion is central to how protest
activities unfold: activists are not simply reacting to external
events; they are acting from within emotional cultures that
shape what they see as unjust, who they blame, and what they
believe can be changed. Emotions also differ across actors, and
the same event may produce resignation in some, but righteous
anger in others.

JASPER OUTLINES a number of emotional mechanisms that will be
identified in this article.3® Moral shocks, i.e. unexpected events
that provoke outrage, often serve as entry points into activism.
These shocks, however, only generate action when they reso-
nate with pre-existing emotional attachments, and therefore

not everyone will be ready to go to the streets shocked by an un-
expected proclamation of war. Fear, which can paralyze many,
is another powerful emotion, as it could, if interpreted through
moral frames, become a source of outrage, blame attribution,
and subsequent mobilization. Activists work to channel these
emotions into shared indignation by framing events as violations
of collective values.

Jasper also notes the difference between emotions experi-
enced outside the movement (in-
centives to join or support it) and
those inside it (which shape group
cohesion or disintegration). Moods
such as frustration, hope, or camara-
derie function as emotional glue that
keeps movements alive, while nega-
tive cycles of demoralization can
lead to decline or abeyance. Collins
similarly emphasizes that “emotions
are the glue of solidarity and what
mobilizes the conflict”.? In authori-
tarian settings such as wartime Rus-
sia, where open protest is high-risk,
emotional dynamics become even
more significant.

I also loosely make use of political opportunity structure
theory (POS) and repertoires of contention.*° POS helps me trace
how shifts in intensity of repression and the perceived risks and
efficacy of actions create perceived opportunities for acts of con-
tention. Meanwhile the concept of repertoires of contention al-
lows me to view demobilization not only as a decline in numbers
but also as a reconfiguration of available forms of action towards
lower-risk and more clandestine practices. Emotions mediate
these shifts: moral shock and anger initially fueled street protests
and the rapid formation of solidarity networks, whereas fear and
fatigue shaped by escalating repression and demobilizing propa-
ganda have progressively narrowed the repertoire of actions that
individuals perceive as both legitimate and sustainable.

Interviews

The empirical material for this article was collected in several
waves: summer 2023, autumn 2023, Spring-summer 2024,



autumn 2024, winter 2024—2025, summer 2025 and winter
2025—2026. The study deliberately sought regional diversity by
interviewing activists from several federal districts: Urals Fed-
eral District, North-Western Federal District, Central Federal
District and Siberian Federal District. Ethical approval for data
collection and subsequent analysis was granted by the Swedish
Ethical Board in May 2023. Besides transcribed interviews used
to write this article, fieldwork notes were used as contextual
material that informed research design. The article draws on
the full dataset of 178 interviews (aged between 19 and 55; 102
women and 76 men across 15 different cities). Due to word limit
quotations from 15 interviews were used in the article because
they best captured key patterns identified across the wider data-
set, while also providing rich detail. Participants were selected
through purposeful sampling: all interviewees were actively
involved in civic and/or political activism and their engagement
was often organized around city space, local communities, ur-
ban development, heritage preservation, environmental issues,
third places, and local city politics. Participants were included if
they self-identified as activists and were involved in civic initia-
tives after February 2022, as well as were able to reflect on how
the war and repression had affected their activities. Initiatives
closely affiliated with or overseen by the state in our sample,
despite the presence of grassroots projects, were not included.
The sample also excludes initiatives that, while not explicitly af-
filiated with the state, do not actively oppose or challenge it. In
addition, data does not cover a broad range of service-oriented
organizations, such as those supporting victims of gender-based
violence, people living with HIV, or children with disabilities,
which primarily aim to fill gaps in state provision and often need
to collaborate with state institutions to operate effectively.

WHILE POLITICAL position was not formally used as a selection
criterion, fieldwork conditions — particularly reliance on trusted
networks and risk minimization — inevitably structured access
to respondents. This resulted in a sample in which anti-war and
regime-critical perspectives were predominant. Of those inter-
viewed, 22 had migrated from Russia, while the rest were still
active in the country at the time of the interview.

To ensure participants’ anonymity, the names of the cities in
which they were based are not disclosed, and all interviewees
are referred to by pseudonyms. This decision reflects the risks
faced by activists in Russia, where organized action interpreted
by the authorities as political or oppositional may result in crimi-
nal prosecution, imprisonment, or other forms of repression.

Each interview was conducted in a location chosen by the
interviewee, ensuring a safe and comfortable environment.
The overall duration of the interviews was on average two to
three hours long. Interviews were structured as biographical
interviews with sections about activities before 2022 and after
the start of the full-scale invasion. All conversations were held
in Russian by native-speakers. The analysis of transcribed in-
terviews combined inductive thematic coding with attention to
emotional narratives, strategic dilemmas and changes in forms
of civic and political engagement over time.
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Moral shock and mobilization
intheimmediate aftermath

The full-scale invasion of Ukraine by the Russian Federation in
February 2022 produced what James Jasper describes as moral
shock, i.e. a sudden, overwhelming emotion, that confronts indi-
viduals with a strong contrast between their held values and the
perceived moral collapse of the surrounding world: 4

It was all so shocking. The second really terrifying mo-
ment was when they started talking about tactical nu-
clear strikes. And we were just sitting there like.... Fuck,
that crazy old man. He really could... the old man is just
insane. That was seriously terrifying. When you can’t re-
ally assess the logic.

(PT, an urban and humanitarian activist, big city)

At the very beginning I was really anxious, really scared
and horrified. I mean, it was obvious even from the
beginning that it was a total disaster, like that morning
when I woke up and read the news.

(PN, an urban activist, big city)

It felt like I’d been hit on the top of the head with the
blunt side of an axe. I remember that first day almost
down to the second, how I’m talking to my dad, how he
doesn’t believe it at first, how I’'m trying to explain that
it’s all. And by the evening, everyone is in shock, realiz-
ing this is no joke.

(LN, an urban activist, big city)

The words such as yxac (horror), nuzdey (fucking disaster)
and wox (shock) captured a moral shock caused by the rupture
between the respondents’s worldviews and the state’s actions.
Moral shock, usually an initial emotional catalyst for political
action, occurs when events challenge an individual’s moral
universe that they cannot ignore, forcing a reassessment of core
values and the systems of beliefs that uphold them+. In this case,
the invasion shook the ideas many activists held about the limits
of state violence and international norms producing a sense of
unreality.

Jasper# writes that a moral shock, provoked by a violation
of deeply held values, produces not only outrage but also the
compulsion to act. Indeed, the outbreak of the full-scale war
raised such a sense of anger and outrage in people that it triggered
spontaneous protest activities, involving not only those who had
previously engaged in political activity but also individuals who
had never before participated in public protest or volunteered
in solidarity with others. Already on the morning of 24 Febru-
ary 2022, when the headlines about the military attack on Kiev
flooded the news outlets, people went onto the streets in more
than 50 cities across Russia:

The action started the next day. I honestly didn’t have
time for deep emotional processing, because the pro-
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tests were happening every day in the beginning. I
didn’t go to every protest, because some were small and
felt pointless. But I went to all the major ones, on week-
ends. Going out every single day didn’t make sense, but
it was still nearly every day.

(PT, an urban and humanitarian activist, big city)

Then February 24™ arrived. First, the 22" came with the
(announcement of ) annexation. And then came the 24,
I also have relatives in Ukraine. That added fuel to the
fire. I don’t think I slept at all the night of the 23" into
the 24", because everything was already clear. By 2 a.m.,
by 4 a.m., the tanks were already rolling. So, on the af-
ternoon of the 24™, my friends and I went to protest.

(PL, an urban activist, big city)

Both activists describe how the protests began immediately fol-
lowing the announcement of the full-scale invasion indicating a
rapid conversion of moral shock into action. At the same time,
they also recollect that there was no pause for reflection, no time
to fully process the events and their scale at that time. Instead,
the protest became a way of coping with the emotional weight
of the moment, when through the action one can both forget
about what is going on as well as become helpful to others. The
first quotation also shows a strategic choice
made before going on the street: the activist
weights the perceived impact or effectiveness
of each protest activity and chooses the one
that will have the higher visibility and the im-
pact. The second quotation shows a personal
connection to the events through the phrase I
have relatives in Ukraine. This familial relation
intensifies emotional rupture and makes the
war a very personal event. The activist there-
fore does not wait for the organized protest to
be announced, they go on the street sponta-
neously, proving that the initial mobilization
occurred through a strong emotion. They continue their story
further giving the evidence that these first anti-war protests in-
cluded many first-time protestors:

That evening there was a big protest, and I went there
as well. It was clear that many people were attending a
protest for the very first time in their lives. A lot of them
were wearing totally unprepared outfits. You know, if
you’ve been going to protests since 2012, you wear the
right clothes, good shoes, a small backpack that no one
can grab onto. You’re prepared. But these people had
clearly just left work and come straight to the protest.
Many were holding signs, even though by that point
everyone knew that holding a sign was basically a guar-
anteed arrest. Still, intuitively, you could feel that these
were people who, for the first time in their lives, had
decided to come to a protest. Then the police showed
up, and everyone immediately started running. Again,

“THE STATE
REPRESSION
ESCALATED
DRASTICALLY,
NOT ALLOWING
THEPROTESTS
TOBECOME
MASSIVE.”

if you’ve been going to protests since 2012 or whatever,
you know that the arrival of the police doesn’t necessar-
ily mean you have to flee. You can often stand there a
while, even face-to-face with OMON.

(PL, an urban activist, big city)

One can see that the lack of experience of going on the streets by
many anti-war first-timers have resulted in the quick curdling of
the protest. By drawing attention to the potent gear, the activist,
who was a protest veteran themselves, makes it clear that new
publics were spontaneously mobilized by the outrage, but they
lacked the necessarily knowledge and experience. They observe
both courage and vulnerability of these new participants by
pointing out to the sincerity of their action but also helplessness:

So it was, on the one hand, deeply sincere, because I re-
alized that for some people, their political life was just
beginning. But on the other hand, it was all incredibly
helpless.

(PL, an urban activist, big city)

They capture a moment of both hope and despair. For the speak-
er, witnessing others become politicized is emotionally moving,
but the lack of experience renders it tragic. It also shows that po-
litical activity that emerges without sufficient
institutional back up creates an exposure and
vulnerabilities that can be effectively used by
coercive state, if the state has enough capacity
to attack and had made sure that the institu-
tional support for protest is long gone.

SIMULTANEOUSLY WITH spontaneous demon-
strations, this early mobilization included
various forms of dissent such as online peti-
tions from professional communities driven
largely by an outrage with the outbreak of
full-scale war. Quickly “inchoate anxieties
and fears” transformed “into moral indignation and outrage
toward concrete policies and decision makers”.* In this case,
the Russian state, and particularly Vladimir Putin, became the
central figure of blame. Through various forms of protest and
civil action, activists began to articulate a shared moral judge-
ment: the war was unjust, and its continuation an intolerable
moral transgression.

The state repression escalated drastically, not allowing the
protests to become massive. More than 1 974 people were de-
tained already on the first day. After two weeks of protests the
number of detained in more than a hundred cities increased ten
times — 14 906.4 The protestors were met with police brutality,
including the beating and detention of women, the elderly, and
minors, who had usually been spared:

People [...] were being detained in droves, including
people in wheelchairs.
(PL, an urban activist, big city)



Such brutality prompted legal professionals and volunteers with
no prior protest experience to provide detainees with legal and
humanitarian support,* resulting in paradox of repression,*

i.e. backfiring of state violence, when “in the face off state re-
pression — clearly a loss”4® — protesters redouble their efforts
and mobilize because of the increase indignation.* As a result,
people who might not have joined the protests otherwise, were
“drawn in by the new grievances of police violence”.>°

INMARCH 2022, the Russian government introduced a suite of re-
pressive laws (e.g., the so-called fake news law and the criminal-
ization of anti-war speech) that effectively outlawed most forms
of public anti-war expression. These legislative changes signaled
a strategic consolidation of authoritarian control, narrowing the
political opportunities for anti-war mobilization, and effectively
resulted in the decline of open anti-war protest movement. By
criminalizing anti-war speech, the Russian state closed off a key
avenue for both individual and collective expression of griev-
ances and dissent, converting even symbolic acts of resistance
into prosecutable offence.

Limbo: demobilization
during summer-autumn 2022

Contrary to expectations, media visibility did not offer protec-
tion; rather, it became evident that public prominence was
insufficient to prevent arrest or imprisonment. High-profile
criminal cases were initiated against opposition politicians such
as Ilya Yashin (arrested June 27, 2022 and charged in December
2022) Alexei Gorinov (April 26, 2022), and Andrei Pivovarov (May
2022), as well as artists (e.g., Sasha Skochilenko March 31, 2022).5*
These actions of the state reinforced the perception that no one
was safe from punishment, and that the actual costs of partici-
pation® in public anti-war protest dramatically increased. As
surveillance technologies were deployed to identify participants
both before and after protests, potential protestors had to con-
sider the near-total absence of anonymity. The fear of prosecu-
tion, the feeling of doom and a difficulty to find an appropriate
and effective action have resulted in the decrease of civic and
anti-war mobilization over the spring-summer, with people no
longer going on the streets:

And then the protests just stopped. The next ones didn’t
happen until September. I mean, there was something,
but nothing large-scale anymore. That’s when the in-
timidation and arrests started. The lawyer said: ‘There’s
nothing we can do here anymore’. I mean, what could
we do? All we could do was bring care packages. That’s
when a kind of melancholy set in.

(PT, an urban and humanitarian activist, big city)

Speed and swiftness with which the repressive apparatus
cracked down the protesters, have showed that people have
nothing to set against the unprecedented coercion and unpre-
dictability of the state, which could detain anyone and at any
time. One could have gotten detained after protesting in a public
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llya Yashin in a police van after being detained during the 2021 Rus-
sian protests.

Aleksej Gorinov displaying his poster during the trial, stating Bam
eLLE HyxHa 3Ta BoliHa? (English: “Do you still want this war?”)

The artist Sasha Skochilenko was imprisoned on March 31, 2022.
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space only just a few minutes, but also for a mere intent to be
present on the streets:

Ido have an article [administrative charge] from that
time, but it’s a really ridiculous one, because it’s not
even for a real protest. I went to the city X that day
because I knew something might happen, but it was
already obvious that, like, nothing was going to happen
as everything was closed, the metro was blocked. They
just held me out on the street. It was stupid, because
it wasn’t even a protest.  wasn’t even trying to attend
one, technically.

(PN, an urban activist, big city)

The charge against the urban activist was absurd: they were pun-
ished not for participating in a demonstration, but simply for
being in public space on a day when
a protest took place. This was pre-
emptive repression: by spring-sum-
mer 2022, punishment had become
detached from actual action and
could be imposed in advance to pre-
vent emerging forms of solidarity.
The exercise of power became ar-
bitrary and unpredictable, nurtur-
ing an idea that any form of public
appearance should be avoided at
any costs, as the charges can also be
fabricated if needed:

The official report said I was
standing there shouting,
with signs and ribbons and
everything. I mean, the entire police van was filled with
people whose protocols were completely fabricated.
(PN, an urban activist, big city)

These openly fabricated charges lead to bewilderment and dis-
orientation, which further curtailed mobilization:

And I still don’t get it — why bother doing that when
there are plenty of people who are actually going
around with ribbons and protesting? Why detain peo-
ple like me?

(PN, an urban activist, big city).

Initial mobilization and moral outrage gave way to what respon-
dents called conpanbHasi koma (social coma) or paralysis. Feel-
ings of helplessness and powerlessness, triggered by the war
and the state’s rapid introduction and enforcement of repressive
laws, overwhelmed people’s capacity to act. While both dread
and anger can arise in response to sudden change, only the
latter tends to lead to mobilization. Given that the repressive
apparatus worked swiftly to stop any social mobilization, dread
deepened the sense of futility and limited the channels through

“FEELINGS OF
HELPLESSNESS AND
POWERLESSNESS,
TRIGGERED BY THE
WARAND THE STATE’S
RAPIDINTRODUCTION
AND ENFORCEMENT
OF REPRESSIVELAWS,
OVERWHELMED PEOPLE’S
CAPACITYTOACT.”

which anger might have been legitimized and directed. Expect-
edly, activists “resign(ed) themselves to unpleasant changes” .+

One of the activists describe this period as a time of uncer-
tainty, reflecting on how the outbreak of war led them to ques-
tion whether they could continue living in Russia and, if so, what
kind of work would still be possible. Their internal questioning
”If I stayed, what could I still do? If not, where would I go and
when?” (PN, an activist, big city) captures a moment of existen-
tial crisis and being there dilemma. Grappling with this dilemma,
questioning on whether they can leave the country blocked any
type of activity.

THIS DILEMMA was closely connected with another one — false-
arena dilemma. The activist in this particular case starts to per-
ceive their professional arena as inseparable from the state, the
collaboration with which now presents a moral transgression:

It just felt impossible to work on
any kind of development proj-
ects during a war.

(PN, an urban activist, big city)

The activist tried to figure out what
felt right to do in a context of war,
reflecting on how this moral shock
radically reframed the meaning of
their previously apolitical work.
What once may have been seen as
an important contribution to the
societal development and creation
of a comfortable city, was now per-
ceived as a morally contaminated
collaboration with a criminal play-
er — the state. Hence, continuing professional engagement with
the state would violate the sense of identity by forcing activists to
betray or compromise on core values. Moreover, the realization
that the activist’s power to influence is curtailed by one more
powerful player, points to the powerful ally dilemma and a risk of
cooptation:

I was this endless number of questions, which were
mostly connected with not wanting to stay and engage
with something I wouldn’t be able to engage with. For
example, all those bureaus or federal programs, those
urban planning programs, because all of that means
working with the state.

(PN, an urban activist, big city)

The quote also reflects an emotional suspension, where existing
cognitive and emotional frameworks have not yet fully caught up
with the new reality. Moreover, it points to the constrained op-
portunities caused by the internal emotional state, where mean-
ingful engagement with societal issues is almost impossible, not
only because of the repression, i.e. external constraints, but
because of the moral boundaries that make the choice of col-



laborating with the state unacceptable as it would mean being
complicit in war.

Silence as apolitical
and social condition

Shrinking of public space and the repressive legislature that
censored speech and actions, have led to silencing of those,

who did not agree with the state politics. Activists revealed that
they were struck by a sudden mutism, a profound inability or
unwillingness to speak about the war either publicly or privately.
During this period, individuals could not determine with whom
and about what one could speak safely. This lack of recognizable
cues and shared interpretive frames is politically significant, as

it prevents the emergence of what Gamson calls injustice frames,
“away of viewing a situation or condition that expresses indigna-
tion or outrage over a perceived injustice, as well as finding some
human agency to blame for the transgression”.s Injustice frames
are central to the emergence of political agency as they shape
how individuals interpret events and decide whether to resist or
accept them:

And then the war happened, and everything became
painfully clear. There was absolutely no way for me to
say something like: “This war didn’t happen’, or ‘We
were the ones attacked’. That option didn’t exist for me
at all. I honestly don’t understand how you can claim to
be attacked after crossing into someone else’s territory.
(KT, a humanitarian activists, big city)

In these words of a humanitarian activist there is no ambiguity,
which suggests a fully developed injustice frame. The speaker
has identified the invasion as a violation and attributed blame
to the Russian state, and, implicitly to those who produces such
narratives. What intensifies the activist’s emotional distress is
the existence of competing injustice frames among their closest
relatives:

Some of my relatives cheerfully told me that we were
attacked. And that has become one of the biggest prob-
lems, maybe even a tragedy, in my life, because I can
hardly speak with my parents. I mean, I do talk to them,
have coffee, ask how they’re doing, but I can’t really
have conversations, can’t discuss anything meaningful,
because my parents believe that we were attacked.

(KT, a humanitarian activist, big city)

These competing injustice frames produce profound alienation.
The inability to talk meaningfully with one’s own parents is not
just frustrating; it becomes an existential personal tragedy:

I haven’t been able to get through to them, to express
my view, to overcome this. Maybe it’s their age, or
maybe it’s the loss of Soviet identity, as I’'ve suddenly
come to realize. Because at some point, after a while
had passed, my mother said to me: ‘I’ve always believed
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that this is our territory’. My eyes nearly popped out of
my head. I had never heard her say anything like that
before.

(KT, a humanitarian activist, big city)

They acknowledge their inability to get through to their parents,
stressing that appeals to reason do not work as propagandistic
narratives are so deeply rooted in the worldview of their parents,
and therefore reveal the limits of persuasion.

Meanwhile, the last open public mass street protests took
place in Russia in September 2022, when the Kremlin announced
partial mobilization.5 It was reported about 833 detained in 36
cities in one day, which is similar in number to the detentions
months prior.5 These high legal costs of political participation
and deliberate targeting of protestors by the state led to the end
of the public protest activities, despite the moral outrage that
could trigger wide protest mobilization.

By 2023 mass street protest became uncommon with only
very local actions and single-picketing taking place across the
country. But as many experts have pointed out, the end to mass
street protests does not mean that Russians have stopped pro-
testing or civil society has ceased to exist.* In fact, the forms
of dissent in Russia have transformed in response to external
pressures that render public dissent increasingly dangerous,
while many civic organizations were forced to go underground
or adopt elaborated communicative practices to avoid undesired
attention from the state authorities. Despite these obvious sig-
nals of perseverance and resilience of civil society in Russia, it is
important not to overlook the broader demobilization that has
taken place since 2022. There has also been a notable decline in
the number of civic initiatives across Russian society after that.

Social fragmentation and strategic
depolitizationin2023

Rage gradually dissolved and resulted in detachment:

Now I don’t feel anything. I mean, I feel detached. I
don’t feel like I"d go and set a military enlistment office
on fire in a fit of rage. In a way, I actually feel safer.

(PL, an urban activist, big city)

The speaker describes that rage no longer translates into an
impulse for radical action, but into self-containment. This evolu-
tion also reflects a shift in the naughty-or-nice dilemma, where
less aggressive tactics may offer greater gains — staying alive and
active — than losses, such as imprisonment. Emotional distanc-
ing thus becomes a protective strategy: by disconnecting from
rage or despair, the activist preserves the capacity to function
and sustain agency under extreme conditions:

I have this feeling that we’re like animals living in the
forest, and you know there are wolves walking around,
and they could tear you apart at any moment. But what
are you supposed to do — just lie down and die? So,

you just keep going, like some herbivore, really — you
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just walk around and hope that maybe they’ll eat some
other herbivore instead of you.
(PL, an urban activist, big city)

Rather than giving in to despair, activists adapted to heightened
repression through the strategic depoliticization of action, a
strategy used in conflict zones when label political can lead to
losing of legitimacy.®° For Russian activists, framing their work as
non-political, meant avoiding activities that the state could inter-
pret as political and therefore punishable. As civic action itself
became increasingly politicized by the state,® and safe avenues
for dissent disappeared, activists withdrew from high-risk forms
of engagement. This retreat reflected a rational adaptation to an
oppressive context.52Surviving repression and continuing activi-
ties albeit on a much smaller scale was
perceived as the main goal.

Gradually, it became possible to rec-
ognize like-minded people by symbol-
ic markers, such as music one listened
to or bars one visited. Such nonverbal
communication allowed gradual over-
coming of social self-isolation and en-
abling of trust within small communi-
ties. These fragmented communities,
which respondents called bubbles, ex-
isted in both private and professional
networks, but often in isolation from
broader public debate. This inward
turn also deepened the fragmentation
of civil society: engaged citizens and
wider population had fewer opportunities for meaningful public
dialogue or the expression of different views. Fear of denuncia-
tion and repression discouraged communication beyond these
circles and made key political issues, especially the war, undis-
cussable.% Jasper suggested that “turning inward is often a way
to make the best of bad situation, and to preserve one’s teams as
a player despite demoralizing losses. At the extreme, a group can
go into abeyance, or survival mode, for a long period, consoli-
dating internal affective bonds with little external impact”.%

ANOTHER CHARACTERISTIC of this period was a growing gap
between those who left the country and those who remained.
Following the start of the full-scale invasion and the consequent
partial draft many activists have left the country.® Faced with
being there and engagement dilemmas, those activists who stayed
behind or decided to return back to the country after several
months in exile for various reasons, made survival their goal.
The priority of personal safety, however, was not always ac-
cepted by the self-appointed leaders of Russian oppositions in
exile as well as some experts,* who blamed activists inside the
country and the publics for conformism and compliance:

There were people who said something like: well, if you
stay in Russia, you’re paying taxes — and even though,
damn it, you can actually not pay taxes, you can even

“FORACTIVISTS WHO
REMAINED INRUSSIA,
LIVING THEREOR
RETURNINGDOES NOT
NECESSARILY IMPLY
COMPLICITY: SURVIVAL
UNDERREPRESSION
CANNOTBEEQUATED
WITHSUPPORTFOR
THEREGIME.”

avoid working altogether — but still, they would say: by

paying taxes you support the regime and the war. If you

stay in Russia, it means you’re an enemy of Ukraine.
(PN, an urban activist, big city)

The quote demonstrates how moral blame can be weapon-
ized within diaspora activist communities during wartime. The
speaker suggests that some members of the diaspora interpret
an activist’s return to Russia as a moral violation and, by exten-
sion, as a form of complicity in the war. This framing turns sur-
vival decisions into politically charged moral acts and expands
the boundaries of responsibility far beyond direct participation
in state violence. For the speaker, this attribution of blame be-
comes a secondary moral shock, producing distress and alien-
ation from diaspora communities
abroad.

THISREVEALS an emotional tension
between competing injustice frames.
For activists who remained in Rus-
sia, living there or returning does not
necessarily imply complicity: survival
under repression cannot be equated
with support for the regime. For some
members of the diaspora, however,
staying in or returning to Russia is
read as morally compromised. These
competing interpretations create
conflict among civil society actors in
exile and inside the country as they
struggle to define the boundaries of responsibility and blame.

By extending moral culpability to those who remain in Russia,
regardless of personal risk, resources, or political constraints,
this framing encourages shaming and moral policing within exile
activist communities. Rather than strengthening transnational
civil society, it produced fractures in activist networks, under-
mined trust and shared purpose, as well as encouraged silence
or defensive depoliticization among those who stayed. In Jas-
per’s terms, these emotional dynamics weakened precisely the
affective bonds needed to sustain collective action.

Hope and camaraderie of 2024

The initial wave of emigration in 2022 was driven by acute per-
ceptions of personal danger and the absence of viable forms of
public dissent within Russia®. However, by the end of 2023 many
people, including some civic activists returned: the fear of the
partial draft faded, while the wartime conditions gradually nor-
malized presenting various opportunities. Those who returned
explained how they resolved the being there dilemma as follow-
ing: limited financial means, language barriers, or employment
constraints foreclosed or promptly ended emigration. Others
made a deliberate choice to remain or return back to Russia once
they recognized that a limited operation was still possible. Many
activists justified staying precisely because there was still room to
act, however narrow.®



For some activists, the presidential and local elections of 2024
signaled a temporary democratic opening, however small or
managed. Participating in elections was legal and therefore con-
sidered as low-risk political action compared to street protests.
While many activists expressed skepticism toward the current
electoral system in Russia, they did not reject elections as an
arena where certain gains can be achieved altogether. Rather
than viewing elections as pathways to actual political power,
particularly in tightly controlled cities like Moscow and St. Pe-
tersburg, activists frame electoral participation in the language
of gains and opportunities to signal dissent, learn new skills and
mobilize supporters:

First of all, I believe that Nadezhdin’s campaign was
definitely not in vain. Election observation is valuable
experience. I can now talk about it and say that I have
experience and knowledge as an observer; perhaps it
will be useful if I run as a municipal deputy candidate.
It was enormous experience. I completed several train-
ing sessions: there were trainings with ‘Observers of
[city] N, and there were trainings in Nadezhdin’s cam-
paign headquarters.

(AN, an architect and political activist, big city)

This evidence reflects the importance of small gains under
restrictive conditions. The respondent identifies training, par-
ticipation in the campaign, and practical knowledge received as
meaningful outcomes, which help sustain agency and prepare
activists for future opportunities. The same enthusiastic activist
still held out hope in September 2024 that opposition candidates
can win, which motivated them to run for the office themselves:

If everything had gone well and our team had been
elected — as we were running — and had gained a major-
ity in the municipality, then we would have been able to
approve the budget and at least understand where the
money was going. These are direct, on-the-ground con-
sequences for the lives of our districts. For me, this was
the main motivation.

(AN, an architect and political activist, big city)

There was an understanding, however, that manipulations are
pervasive. Therefore, the elections were approached with the
intention of gaining experiences and visibility:

The second motivation was to look at politics more
generally, to touch it just a little, carefully, and see
where one could move next. Because perhaps — I hope —
something will still change in the country in the coming
years. Then it might be possible to run not only at the
municipal level, but maybe for the Legislative Assembly.
(AN, an architect and political activist, big city)

Initiatives such as the Noon Against Putin campaign during the
2024 presidential election illustrate how electoral events can be
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Boris Nadezhdin and Dmitry Kisiev on October 6, 2023.

reappropriated for symbolic collective action, where visibility
is seen as one of the most valuable gains.® In this case, citizens
were encouraged to vote at the same time of day, creating a
synchronized and public gesture of disapproval. These actions,
while unlikely to affect electoral outcomes, offer participants a
rare opportunity to feel politically present and to connect with
others who share their stance. As one activist put it:

The goal is not to win — we don’t believe in victory any-
more, which reflects our distrust in the institutions. We
know we won’t make it through all the filters. Running a
campaign only makes sense if it helps us share our mes-
sage and get more people involved.

(MR, a political activist, big city)

The initial enthusiasm and hope, which characterized the period
around presidential elections, were replaced with apathy and
disillusionment when Boris Nadezhdin was not allowed to run

in the presidential elections: “When the Nadezhdin campaign
ended, we were in a state of apathy” (ER, a political activist, big
city). However, this electoral loss was quickly transformed into

a gain as new experiences could be used shortly after in a local
campaign. As a result, for several activists who previously were
not involved into electoral politics before, the presidential cam-
paign of Boris Nadezhdin (the only anti-war candidate), became a
trampoline into oppositional politics: “Thanks to the Nadezhdin
headquarters I ended up in the municipal campaign (ER, a politi-
cal activist, big city). This is a good example of how emotions and
perceived gains and losses guide the shifts in civic actions: from
initial apathy and hopelessness that ended in temporary demobi-
lization immediately after the elections, the candidates who col-
lectively resolved not to give up, and mobilized again in a manner
of few months. Even though the results of the local elections of
2024 were discouraging: those political activists who were lucky
enough to get elected several years before were either banned
from entering the field or lost, some respondents noted that both

PHOTO: WIKIMEDIA COMMONS
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the presidential elections and the local elections allowed them to
overcome isolation and build a sense of camaraderie:

The community was amazing! It was mostly young peo-
ple, although there were also some older participants.
Most of them had backgrounds in political science [...].
It was interesting to talk to everyone. They were smart
and well-read. Later, we travelled to [city] N together.
We continued working together in [city] N during the
elections. Many of us served as election observers, in-
cluding me.

(AN, an architect and political activist, big city)

The quote highlights the formation of community as a key gain
of electoral mobilization, as it created a space where politically
like-minded people could meet and recognize one another as
part of a wider civic community. This enthusiastic description
reflects the emotional reward of participation, suggesting that
mobilization generated positive affect and provided motivation
to be politically active.

Waiting mode amid uncertainty
and fearin2025-2026

The hopes associated with 2025 did not materialize. Instead, ac-
tivists largely organized their action around personal risk man-
agement. The respondents name caution as a strategy shaped by
changing political opportunities and by the dilemmas they face
under increasing repression:

Why are we becoming more cautious? I think we are
simply observing the general practice. [...] Let’s be
more careful. (NT, an event organizer, big city)

The interviewed activists perceived the environment as in-
creasingly unpredictable. The enforcement of laws on “foreign
agents,” “extremists,” and “terrorists,” especially through the
retroactive logic of the continuing offence, narrowed the space
for visible collective action.™ Activities that had once seemed
ordinary, such as donations, reposts of events, photographs in
social media, contacts with well-known political activists, or
even the rental of space for events, could later be reinterpreted
as evidence of wrongdoing. In this context, repression did not
only operate through direct punishment. It also worked through
uncertainty. As activists could not know in advance which ac-
tions might become dangerous, the safest strategy appeared to
be non-involvement:

We are much more careful, more cautious [...] You can-
not predict whether something will be considered dan-
gerous or not, so there is no point in taking risks!

(AA, an event organizer)

Security forces increased surveillance of independent civic ac-
tors, attended events and intimidate activists by summoning
them for informal conversations:

At one point, we even got the impression that in N

(city), almost every other person had personally been

interrogated or had some kind of contact with the FSB.
(K1, a political activist, big city)

Fearing for their life and freedom the activists largely avoided
actions that might trigger punishment. As it is seen from the
quotations, fear turned into routine avoidance: people declined
invitations, refused visibility, or stayed away from potentially
controversial activities just in case. This uncertainty produced
what Jasper would describe as engagement dilemma and exten-
sion dilemma: activists had to decide whether participation in
or supporting public initiatives could still produce useful out-
comes, or whether the risks outweighed any possible gains.”
The venue owner’s refusal to host an initiative, even without
publicity, illustrates this clearly. The decision was not necessar-
ily driven by political disagreement, but by the anticipated costs
of association:

I am cautious, very cautious. I definitely do not want
to engage with anything involving particularly loud or
provocative statements. For example, [an initiative] ap-
proached us saying: ‘Could we use your space? We can
even do it without any publicity or announcements,’
but I still do not want to be involved, because it could
[negatively] affect me in some way [...]. It is simply cau-
tion. Caution and, I suppose, a reluctance to make my
life more complicated.

(AA, an event organizer, big city)

However, in some cities opportunities for civic action did not dis-
appear completely. Rather, they became dependent on activists’
ability to read informal boundaries set by the state. When activ-
ists avoided crossing perceived red lines, local administrations or
police could sometimes ignore independent civic initiatives. We
would not suggest treating such instances as formal openings,
but rather viewing them as zones of permission: activists could
still act, provided their actions did not attract federal attention
or appear to rock the boat.

Even though action possible in some cases, it was also psy-
chologically exhausting. Activists had to constantly interpret
signals from officials and security services. The quotation about
seeing a possible officer from the Main Directorate for Counter-
ing Extremism on a bus captures this emotional condition:

I am travelling by a bus, and someone who looks like
an officer from the Center E [center combating extrem-
ism] enters. Ilook at him and think if it is him, or am I
imagining it? You are constantly wondering whether it
is paranoia or not; it is not clear.

(KA, a political activist, big city)

Fear, which became the dominant everyday emotion, had nega-
tively affected on solidarity among civic activists. Cooperation
weakened because contact with stigmatized individuals, groups,



or initiatives could later be interpreted as evidence of disloyalty
or even linked to extremism. In this climate any sensitive politi-
cal discussion as before retreated to narrow circles of trust. The
trend of the previous years, when activists avoided discussing
the war, repression or politics continued into the beginning of
2026. Partially a security practice and partially an emotional
strategy, this avoidance of discussing politics helped to prevent
conflicts.

Faced with the Janus and extension dilemma, activists had to
decide whether to turn inward, protecting their communities
from fragmentation, or outward, articulating clearer political
positions and building broader opposition. The inward turn pre-
served relationships but reduced publicly expressing their opin-
ions. It also involved the naughty-or-nice dilemma: more confron-
tational speech could express moral clarity, but it could not only
provoke repression, but also alienate ambivalent participants or
break fragile alliances. Many organizers therefore have chosen
silence around divisive topics to be able to talk to others for the
sake of maintaining social ties:

We are all in the same pot, and there is nowhere to

g0. So, we have to communicate [...]. Everyone un-

derstands, but people try to avoid this topic [war in

Ukraine] and never discuss it. Even within the com-

munity, these issues are not raised, apparently to avoid

internal conflicts and arguments over differing views.
(AA, an event organizer, big city)

The avoidance of political discussion aligns with findings from
other research on activist practices, showing that participants
sometimes deliberately refrain from discussing the war to enable
continued collaboration.” Avoiding politics also allows to build
wider alliances based on the minimal consensus with individuals
and groups who express other views, which resembles strategic
depoliticization of eco-initiatives working with waste, who could
“cooperate with any political force as long as they are aligned
with the movement in terms of environmental issues.” There

is also another side to this strategic depoliticization — to appear
apolitical allowed initiatives to continue operating in Russia
while reducing the likelihood of repression:

Everything related to any form of (public) activity in
our case is now — at least for us personally — apolitical,
that is, entirely apolitical.

(KA, a curator, big city)

Remaining active required activists to accept forms of action
that were less explicitly political and less confrontational: “I
think one needs to move into this less politicized sphere. In my
view, the goal of civil society now is to preserve itself. And to do
that, you need to step back” (NT, a political activist and an event
organizer). In constrained conditions, the goal is to survive and
if they manage to do so, it would already count as a victory: “I
see my mission as protecting the people [...] and maintaining
connections between people for future interaction. Preserving

peer-reviewed article 1 9

hope, so that neither others nor Ilose motivation” (NL, a politi-
cal activist, big city).

Activists described this state as a waiting mode: a strategic sus-
pension of visible action while maintaining minimal conditions
for future activity. The dominant goal is survival of people, net-
works, but also values and basic social trust. Fear as a dominant
emotion disabled visible political activity and constrained mass
mobilization, but it did not completely eliminated agency.

Concludingremarks

In this article I tried to draw a complex picture of transforma-
tions of civil society in Russia starting from February 2022 and
until February 2026. These four long years hardly show a linear
degradation, rather a trajectory towards in-ward survival with
ups and downs along the way. While some periods, such as time
around Boris Nadezhdin campaign and local elections in 2024
present the time full of hope and camaraderie, political mobili-
zation and upheaval, other, such as after the announcement of
the partial draft and ahead of the parliamentary election — dread
and attempts to turn inwards. However, despite the fear and
sense of uselessness, activists interviewed in this article still see
opportunities to carry out meaningful work even though it has
to be presented in depoliticized light. Finding people who share
similar values and building networks of solidarity with others
based on the minimum consensus provides incentive for engage-
ment. Against all odds, certain gains however small, could be
observed since 2022. They include the survival of grass-root soli-
darity, to a large extend enabled by the ability of activists to re-
calibrate their strategies depending on the existing risks. At the
same time, the collapse of mass protest in 2022, increased social
fragmentation, growing self-censorship and emotional exhaus-
tion by 2026 resulted in a broader political demobilization, as the
state’s use of legal ambiguity and violence increased the costs of
engagement. B
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