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Abstract:

This qualitative study explores the extent to which nostalgia for the Soviet era of social provision

motivated Russians to protest against raising the retirement age in 2018. Social rights as formulated

in the Soviet era still inform expectations of a paternalistic welfare system in Russia today, in spite of a

gradual state withdrawal from the social sphere. Meanwhile, the Russian state continues to espouse a

rhetorical commitment to social provision. This thesis compares local news media and Vkontakte

discussions of the reforms across three Russian cities (Saint Petersburg, Togliatti and Pskov), and is

guided by Zubarevich’s concept of ‘Four Russias’. This thesis argues that, for many Russians, nostalgia

for the Soviet era of social provision motivated them to protest. Nostalgic sentiments varied between

regions - in Saint Petersburg, many residents reflected on the Soviet past critically (reflective

nostalgia), while people in Togliatti longed for the reinstitution of Soviet norms and institutions

(restorative nostalgia). Little nostalgic sentiment was noted in Pskov. Fears of a diminished quality of

life in retirement and mistrust of the actions of the federal administration were other motivations to

protest. This thesis sheds light on the gap between social welfare provision and state rhetoric in

Russia, highlights the limits of nostalgic rhetoric for political aims, and explores how expectations of

the state vary between Russian regions.
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Introduction

On 14th June 2018 then-Russian Prime Minister Dmitri Medvedev announced that the retirement age

for men and women would rise from 60 to 65, and 55 to 63, respectively.1 This announcement was

made during the opening match of the 2018 FIFA World Cup hosted by Russia, during which

Presidential Decree No. 202 restricted citizens’ ability to protest the pension reform (RG.ru, 2017).

Despite this, the widespread unpopularity of the reform resulted in a significant wave of protest

following the end of the tournament. These protests involved both ‘non-systemic’ prominent

opposition figures such as Alexei Navalny, and parties represented in the State Duma such as A Just

Russia and the Communist Party. The protests occurred in numerous towns and cities across the

entire country, attracting the attention of Western news outlets (BBC, 2018; The Guardian, 2018).

President Putin’s typically-high approval ratings dipped to 67% following the announcement, while

Medvedev and the government’s ratings also fell as a result of pension reform (Levada Centre,

2018a). Regional elections held in September 2018 saw Russia’s ruling party, United Russia, punished

at the polls. The party’s “average result declined to 38 percent, down from 46 percent in the previous

election” and 4 out of 22 incumbent heads of regional executive branches lost their positions (Rogov,

2018). This protest wave left an indelible mark on the Russian political landscape.

Raising the retirement age is an unpopular policy in many nations, but it is especially so in Russia.

Since the collapse of the Soviet Union, there has been a gradual reduction in the number of

free-of-charge social services in Russia, as the state has sought to extract itself from the huge welfare

commitments of the Soviet welfare system. Meanwhile, private sector actors and socially-oriented

non-government organisations (NGOs) have become increasingly bigger players in the social policy

sphere (Cook, 2007, pp. 239-240). This is in spite of the administration’s emphasis on the role of the

state in providing social goods for its citizens - particularly in stressing the importance of social rights

in the country. President Putin’s Address to the Federation Council from 2020 contained statist,

paternalistic rhetoric regarding the state’s role in providing for citizens. Putin opened the address by

evoking the memory of the Great Patriotic War when discussing increased state provision in social

policy spheres such as demography and childcare (Putin, 2020). This is one example of how Russian

state rhetoric attempts to frame the state as a provider of the people. Within this context, raising the

low retirement age in the country, ‘a kind of last bastion of social achievements from Soviet times’,

has been framed as diminishing people’s social rights (Brand, 2018, p. 2). Grassroots civic activism in

1 The final version of the pension legislation increased the retirement age for women to 60 rather than 63.
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this social sphere appears to have developed as an unintended consequence of the actions of the

Russian administration.

International organisations such as the International Monetary Fund (IMF) have advised the Russian

government to raise the retirement age (Gazeta.ru, 2017). The rationale behind raising the retirement

age is that it is necessary to address Russia’s aging population, shrinking workforce and the significant

deficit of the Pension Fund of Russia (PFR). Russia’s pre-2018 reform retirement age of 60 for men

and 55 for women, as established in the early Soviet period, was low compared with the OECD

average of 64.3 years for men and 63.7 years for women (OECD, 2017, p. 92). Raising the retirement

age has been a part of pension reform across the European Union (EU), with 20 EU countries having

raised their retirement age since 2010 (Lannoo et al, 2014, p. 9). Those in favour of raising the

retirement age have argued that it would ease the PFR deficit, and would help address Russia’s rising

dependency ratio. By 2034 Russia is projected to have 10 million more pensioners, while the working

population is slated to decline by 11 million (Kulmala et al, 2014, p. 532). Against this economic

backdrop, on 3rd October 2018 Russian President Vladimir Putin signed Federal Law N 350-F3 ‘On

amendments to certain legislative acts of the Russian Federation on the appointment and payment of

pensions’. The key component was increasing the normal retirement age by one year each year, from

55 to 60 for women, and 60 to 65 for men (Consultant.ru, 2018).

The economic and demographic aspects of the 2018 pension reform were undoubtedly important,

but were there more fundamental concerns driving the mass protest wave? Specifically, this study of

the 2018 pension reform protest wave is driven by the following research question - did Russian state

rhetoric on social rights provision foster nostalgia for the Soviet era and did this nostalgia, in turn,

prompt citizens to protest against pension reform? In answering this question this research explores

the intersection between social policy reforms and contemporary protest politics in Russia, with a

specific focus on the under-explored field of Soviet nostalgia. Guided by Zubarevich’s concept of ‘Four

Russias’, regional news media and Vkontakte discussion data were gathered from three Russian cities

- Saint Petersburg, Togliatti, and Pskov. By incorporating a regional comparative perspective, this

study reveals how pension reform and wider expectations of the state are understood and articulated

across Russian regions with differing socio-economic or “agglomeration” profiles. The findings of this

thesis, largely drawn from Vkontakte discussions and bolstered by an analysis of regional news media,

indicate that nostalgia for the Soviet era of social provision acted as a motivating factor behind

protests. Wider ideological opposition to the incumbent Russian administration and concerns over a

diminished quality of life also proved to be key motivating factors behind the protest wave.
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This thesis represents a relatively early contribution to studies on the 2018 pension reform, and more

broadly explores the phenomenon of Soviet nostalgia in a political context. As more time passes after

the collapse of the Soviet Union, memories and attitudes towards the Soviet Union will change.

Already within the first few decades since the Soviet collapse the shame and repentance felt towards

the Soviet Union in the last years of its existence have gradually given way to a sense of pride in past

achievements (Sharafutdinova, 2019, pp. 182-183). In exploring both Russian state rhetorical

practices and citizen expectations of the role of the state, this study supports Kangaspuro’s claim that

“the regime’s supply of a strong state has often been more symbolic (political) than material, and

does not meet the predominant material (welfare state) demands of the population” (Kangaspuro,

2016, p. 39).

Note on Translation and Transliteration

Due to my fluency in Russian having studied the language for several years, all Russian language

websites, articles, and social media posts were translated by myself, without the need for third-party

assistance. For referencing and bibliographical purposes, Russian source names have been

transliterated according to the University of Helsinki style guide.
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Literature Review

The reading for this thesis was guided by the study’s main research question - to what extent did

Russian state rhetoric on social rights provision foster nostalgia for the Soviet era and did this

nostalgia, in turn, prompt citizens to protest against pension reform? Given that this study explores

the intersection between social policy actions and protest politics, the following research areas are

discussed in this chapter - social rights and the development of the Soviet pension system; the

trajectories of welfare reform in the post-Soviet era; protest and civil society; and state rhetoric on

social provision.

Social Rights and the Soviet Pension System

As this thesis examines protests against raising the retirement age as set in the Soviet era, it is

important to explore how early retirement became a widely-valued and highly-symbolic social right.

While the term ‘human rights’ is an umbrella term referring to the right to life and education and

freedom of expression as afforded all to human beings regardless of race, sex, nationality or other

status (United Nations, 2021), social rights have, in some respects, a narrower socio-economic

definition. Smith defines social rights as “politically backed, legally enforceable, and universally

available entitlements to social security, education, healthcare, and even jobs” (Smith, 2012, p. 385).

While these definitions of human (civil and political) rights and social rights may initially appear

distinct, international bodies such as the European Court of Human Rights view both human and

social rights as interdependent, as “the latter are very important to provide effective implementation

of civil and political rights” (Valenti, 2010, p. 19). This contemporary understanding of the

interdependence between human (civil and political) and social rights does not appear to have been

prevalent in the past. Smith outlines how in the latter decades of European state socialism social

rights were at the core of preserving the Eastern Bloc, while human rights were a hallmark of global

international relations - in other words, (socialist) social rights were widely understood to be in

contestation with (Western) human rights (Smith, 2012, p. 385). With this in mind, Betts flags a

potential bias in earlier social rights literature by noting how the history of social rights has “largely

been written from the standpoint of how these regimes did - or really, did not - measure up to

Western liberal understandings of these rights ideals” (Betts, 2012, p. 407). Betts attests that the

concept of human rights was distrusted by twentieth-century Communists for seemingly masking

class-based injustice by affirming a ‘natural’ conception of humanity (Ibid, p. 408). While a ‘liberal’

human rights consciousness developed in the latter decades of the Soviet Union through the
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activities of dissident activists, “social rights such as the right to work, social security, education and

health care were in fact integral to the Soviet project from the earliest days of its existence”

(Bindman, 2018, p. 47). These rights constituted the key part of the ‘authoritarian bargain’ - the

provision of public welfare in exchange for political acquiescence (Ibid, p. 3).

One of the key areas of social provision in the Soviet Union was pension policy. The process of

establishing an old-age pension system in the Soviet Union can be divided into two stages - firstly the

period 1917-1956, when pension provision was decided on a social justice basis (which in practice

meant certain working categories qualified for pensions). The second stage between 1956-1991 saw

the adoption of a universalist policy (Pudovkin, 2015, p. 218). Although 1956 saw the adoption of a

comprehensive pension system to replace what the Soviet authorities deemed an inadequate

predecessor (Chandler, 2004, p. 25), several standout features of the (post)Soviet pension system

were established during the early Soviet period. In 1928 the first old-age retirement ages were

established for textile workers - 60 years old for men, and 55 years old for women - and were quickly

widened to include other professions such as mining, metallurgy and transport, (Pudovkin, 2015, p.

218). This not only established the early retirement age which remained in place until the 2018

pension reform, it also ‘solidified the notion still prevalent in Russia that women ought to have the

right to retire younger than men’ (Chandler, 2004, p. 30). While the first stage of creating the Soviet

pension system established these principles, early Soviet welfare provision can be considered

arbitrarily conceived and subject to ideological quandary at party-level (Smith, 2012, p. 398; Chandler,

2004, p. 29). The establishment of a systematic, universal pension system in 1956 was an attempt to

address previous inadequacies in welfare provision. This represented a victory of the Soviet people

for their historical sacrifices in the decades of industrialisation and the Great Patriotic War (Chandler,

2004, p. 43).

Soviet welfare took on a universalistic character after 1956 with the establishment of a system

characterised by state provision of goods such as “universal primary education and free health care,

subsidised housing, centralised provision of water, heat, and sanitation in residential areas, full

employment with remarkably small wage differentials, and a guaranteed retirement income”

(Maltseva, 2016, p. 233). The Soviet pension system remained largely intact right through to the end

of the Soviet period. Attempts were made to implement pension reforms under Gorbachev, but these

did not come to fruition (Chandler, 2004, p. 57). While debates about how to counter the economic

cost of paying more pensions to an increasingly-ageing population took place in the ‘glasnost’

(openness) era of greater government transparency, the question of whether to raise the old-age

pension age was not under debate (Ibid, p. 48). This rhetorical commitment to pension provision
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underscores the symbolic importance of early retirement in the Soviet Union. Despite the collapse of

the Soviet Union, social rights as developed in the Soviet era do hold significant symbolic value in

Russia today “precisely because they were seen as a hard-won, long-awaited system for providing

compensation for workers who had made a significant contribution to society” (Chandler, 2004, p.

26). Bindman’s semi-structured interviews with NGO leaders in Russia echo this sentiment - they

reveal how ‘the Soviet concept of social rights - developed over a period of more than 70 years -

appears to retain some power in terms of how Russians interpret the meaning and significance of

these and other human rights’ (Bindman, 2018, p. 45). In the context of a reduction in the number of

free-of-charge services and the undermining of the state’s role as a social provider in post-Soviet

Russia, the fact that early retirement remained in place until 2018 underscores its almost-sacred

status in Russian society.

Post-Soviet Welfare Reforms - Statist and Neoliberal Dualism

In the ensuing decades following the collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991, welfare policy in Russia

was under constant reform and renegotiation, with social responsibilities shifting both between

federal bodies, and from federal to regional control (Kulmala et al, 2014). The result of these reforms

was a sharp reduction in the level of state provision of social welfare. Welfare provision in Russia can

be characterised by a severe withdrawal in welfare efforts (as compared to the Soviet welfare

system), a higher proportion of private sector expenditure on welfare provision than the public

sector, and a reduction in the number of free-of-charge basic services (Cook, 2007, pp. 239-240).

Decades of post-Soviet social reforms have produced a welfare model which blends neoliberal and

statist policy agendas. In the immediate aftermath of the fall of the Soviet Union, there was a

perceived need on behalf of proponents of neoliberalism in Russia “to reduce what was seen as the

state’s excessive, costly and paternalistic provision of social welfare to its citizens from a broadly

universal system to a basic and limited social ‘safety net’ for those who proved to be incapable of

managing their own risks and opportunities in the market” (Bindman, 2018, p. 34).

Neoliberalism in terms of formulating welfare policy can be understood in a number of ways.

Campbell and Pederson offer an institutionalist understanding of neoliberalism, describing it as a

“heterogeneous set of institutions consisting of various ideas, social and economic policies, and ways

of organising political and economic activity” (Campbell and Pederson, 2001, p. 5). They continue:
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“Ideally, it includes formal institutions, such as minimalist welfare-state, taxation, and

business regulation programs; flexible labour markets and decentralised capital–labour

relations unencumbered by strong unions and collective bargaining; and the absence of

barriers to international capital mobility. It includes institutionalised normative principles

favouring free-market solutions to economic problems, rather than bargaining or

indicative planning, and a dedication to controlling inflation even at the expense of full

employment. It includes institutionalised cognitive principles, notably a deep,

taken-for-granted belief in neoclassical economics” (Ibid, p. 5).

While Campbell and Pederson provide a robust list of institutional and behavioural principles, Mudge

criticises this definition for ‘lacking historicity and parsimony’ (Mudge, 2008, p. 706). Mudge

formulates a ‘tripartite conception of neoliberalism’ - “an intellectual–professional project, a

repertoire of policies and a form of politics” (Ibid, p. 704). Of particular interest to this research is

neoliberalism as a repertoire of policies, which Mudge characterises as ‘a family of policies which

promotes private competition with the dual aims of getting the state out of strong directorship of

institutions, while ‘desacralising’ formerly-protected institutions such as education and healthcare’

(Ibid, p. 705). The bureaucratic understanding of neoliberalism is chosen for this study because, as

will be discussed, the Russian state has implemented neoliberal social and welfare policy reforms,

while also retaining a rhetorical commitment to statist (Soviet-style) social provision.

Under Putin, welfare policies have not strictly adhered to one particular welfare model. Instead,

social and welfare policies blend seemingly-contradictory statist (as inherited from the Soviet era) and

neoliberal tendencies (Kulmala et al, 2014, p. 552). Tarasenko’s research into the funding principles

and relations between the state and non-profit organisations reveals how social policy principles in

Russia can be both neoliberal and statist. Non-profit organisations are considered by the state to be

service providers, a tenet of neoliberalism. At the same time a statist, Soviet-style of social provision

is evidenced when particular non-profit organisations are supported and considered a legitimate part

of the social provision system in Russia (Tarasenko, 2018, p. 515). Of particular interest is Hemment’s

analysis of youth voluntarism movements. Hemment’s study of both nationalistic and

socially-oriented youth movements reveals how such organisations play important symbolic and

interpretative roles regarding social policy reforms in Russia. These organisations combine Soviet-era

symbols and imagery to reaffirm the symbolic role that the state plays in social provision while

performing essentially neoliberal social functions. In effect, these organisations reaffirm the symbolic

universe which is threatened by neoliberal social policy (Hemment, 2009, pp. 45-46).
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Which arenas the state chooses to intervene in depends on how important (materially or

ideologically) specific policy spheres are to the state. Statist policies are pursued in the realm of

young family protection and provision, something which is driven by both a material need to address

Russia’s severe demographic crisis as well as the Russian government’s conservative, family-centered

ideology (Kulmala et al, 2017, p. 294). Another social policy sphere which has been driven by statist

principles is pension reform. Unlike other spheres of social policy in post-Soviet Russia, pensions have

not been decentralised to regional responsibility - the federal government is responsible for pension

provision (Kulmala et al, 2014, p. 529). Cook and Dimitrov argue that the retention of pension

provision by the federal government constitutes part of what they call the ‘market social contract’.

The authors define the ‘market social contract’, as “a set of state policies and practices that shield

some population strata from the effects of market competition, at the cost of economic efficiency

and productivity, in order to maintain social stability” (Cook and Dimitrov, 2017, p. 9). In contrast to

the universalist features of the Soviet-era social contract, the ‘market social contract’ is targeted

“mostly to state-dependent social strata that have the potential for disruptive protest and are seen as

mobilisable to support Putin’s ‘Party of Power’” (Ibid, p. 9). Remington’s assessment of social policy in

Russia is more pessimistic than Cook and Dimitrov. He argues that “for the most part, the existing

system of social policy is primarily aimed at preventing social unrest rather than reshaping private

incentives for investment in productive activity yielding a long-term return. It is defensive rather than

transformative” (Remington, 2011, p. 23). Both characterisations of Russia’s social policy as a means

of maintaining social stability rely on justifying inefficient policy decisions by using the “rhetoric of

state responsibility for society’s well-being and maintenance of social stability” (Cook and Dimitrov,

2017, p. 18). Federal retention of pension provision forms part of this repertoire of policies aimed at

maintaining social stability, while also being used as a means of gathering support for Putin and

United Russia.

It is against this backdrop that we can see just how much stock social rights and their associated

rhetoric retain in contemporary Russia when they are perceived to be under threat by reforms. Cox

reminds us that social policy reforms signal ideological shifts, writing “when fewer citizens are

entitled to claim a benefit, not only is money saved, but a declaration is made that the right in

question is no longer available for some people” (Cox, 1998, p. 6). The 2005 protests against

monetisation of in-kind benefits proved a timely reminder for the government of the power of social

rights rhetoric. At the time, the Russian government quickly passed legislation which would replace

in-kind benefits inherited from the Soviet era (such as free or heavily-subsidised public transport)

with cash payments. This led to a vociferous wave of protest across the country, uniting people across

generations and the political spectrum in opposition to the reform. Hemment’s research revealed
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that a key driver of protests was not only the material impact this reform would have, but also

distress and anger at the symbolic implications of the reform, as it signalled an encroachment on

social rights and a shift to neoliberal social provision (Hemment, 2009, p. 42). The parallels between

the 2005 protests against monetisation of in-kind benefits and the 2018 protests against pension

reform are quite stark and throw the power of social rights rhetoric into sharp focus.

Prior to the 2018 retirement age increase, Russia’s pension system had undergone three stages of

transformation (Maltseva, 2018, p. 9). The first was the inherited Soviet system of a universal

pay-as-you-go (PAYG) system in which employers paid a 29% payroll tax. Deep deficits and wage

arrears during the 1990s prompted pension reform, which came in 2002 as part of the social and

economic reform programme known as the Gref plan (Cook, Aasland, and Prisyazhnyuk, 2017, p. 3).

This second stage of pension reform introduced a three-pillar model consisting of the basic state

pension (guaranteed to all categories of pension recipient); mandatory pension insurance with a

funded component, and a voluntary, supplementary pension (Maltseva, 2018, p. 10). This three-pillar

system was in line with the kind of system proposed by international organisations such as the World

Bank (World Bank, 1994). This pension reform was viewed within the Russian administration as a

‘win’ for Gref’s neoliberal social and economic agenda (Cook, 2007, pp. 170-172). While the PFR

deficit was reduced during the 2000s, it was not immune to the 2008 financial crisis. The Pension

Fund’s deficit more than doubled, from $6.1 billion in 2009 to $12.7 billion in 2012 (Cook, Aasland,

and Prisyazhnyuk, 2017, p. 4) which was addressed by subsidies from the Russian federal budget

reaching 8.7% of GDP (OECD, 2013, p. 92). In 2013 the third stage of pension reform began, which

was characterised by the government partially reversing Gref’s pension privatisation by making the

funded component optional (Maltseva, 2018, p. 11). Chiefly, each pension reform stage outlined

above did not involve raising the retirement age for old-age pensions.

Protest and Civil Society - Between Two Models

A significant amount of research into Russian civil society and civic activism has tended to treat

Russians as apolitical, lacking trust and unable or unwilling to mobilise collectively (Greene, 2014, p.

219). This presupposition regarding ‘atomised’ Russians has arguably directed the attention of

researchers away from grassroots civic activism and towards the activities of human rights-oriented

NGOs operating in Russia. Gabowitsch describes how “following the break-up of the Soviet Union,

much of the debate about contemporary Russia in Anglophone academia was dominated by

normative, political science-centred approaches and more or less implicit comparison with Western
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democracies” (Gabowitsch, 2016, p. 4). Bindman tells us that international investment into

post-Soviet Russian NGOs “fostered a small, isolated and elitist community of professional advocacy

NGOs which focused on campaigns and issues more likely to appeal to their Western donors than

their domestic constituents” (Bindman, 2018, p. 84). Following the 2011-2013 protests for free and

fair elections, Russian authorities tightened control over the civic activism sphere. Legislative

restrictions were placed on NGO activity including the ‘Law on Foreign Agents’, which mandates

additional accounting and reporting procedures to organisations deemed ‘foreign agents’, and

delegitimises the activities of these organisations in Russian society. Harsher penalties for violating

the established procedure for organising a protest were added to the Code of Administrative Offences

in 2012 and 2014, while regional authorities were granted the authority to establish protest-free

zones in their towns and cities. From this top-down perspective, the opportunities for civic activism

appear limited in Russia.

Taking a bottom-up approach to the Russian civic sphere reveals a more nuanced picture of civic

activism in the country. Evans states that “we should not expect that the study of groups in Russia

that carry out public protests against the decisions of those in authority can give us a comprehensive

understanding of Russian civil society” (Evans, 2012, p. 234). While studies of ‘contentious’ civil

society action in Russia are prominent within the field, a considerable amount of literature is also

dedicated to Russian civil society activism in the socially-oriented nonprofit sector. In contrast to the

fractious relationship between state and ‘contentious’ civil society organisations. Kulmala outlines

how the state does not just tolerate but in fact works cooperatively with “certain types of civil society

organisations, such as social service providers, that serve state interests” (Kulmala, 2011, p. 58). At

the same time, organisations which are perceived as unhelpful or as challenging the state are

repressed. Scholars in this field employ a variety of terms to describe these varying state-society

relations. Salmenniemi uses the term ‘selective corporatism’ to describe how the Russian

government will work with and provide funds to organisations which do not challenge the state

authority, while marginalising contentious and/or Western-backed organisations (Salmenniemi, 2010,

p. 310). Kulmala, meanwhile, describes the Russian state’s relationship with civic organisations as

dualistic - “there is a trend of simultaneous support and disruption, cooperation and control; new

mechanisms for cooperation are constantly being introduced, but at the same time control is

increased” (Kulmala, 2011, p. 58). Skukova, Pape, and Krasnopolskaya provide a compelling

delineation of Russian civil society activity into ‘confrontation’ and ‘cooptation’. They argue that

“governmental policies marginalise non-profit activity in contested political areas such as human

rights and environmental protection (confrontation), while at the same time strengthening non-profit

involvement on issues that align with state interests, most notably in the social sector (cooptation)”
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(Skukova, Pape, and Krasnopolskaya, 2018, p. 532). This delineation is informative for studies of civil

society, and reminds us that normative ideas surrounding civil society can be conceptually and

theoretically limiting for the study of civic activism and organisation in Russia (Cheskin and March,

2015, p. 264).

Skukova, Pape and Krasnopolskaya’s ‘confrontation’ and ‘cooptation’ model of civil society can also

prove illuminating when looking at the nature of protest in Russia. Broadly speaking, protests in

Russia can be delineated into two categories. The first kind are almost wholly politically-driven, in

which citizens demonstrate for what Evans describes as “change in the essential features of the

national political regime” (Evans, 2018, p. 4). The 2011/12 Bolotnaya and 2019 Moscow City Duma

election protests fall into this category, which were largely centered around corruption,

representation and ‘fair elections’ but did not focus on issues of poverty or inequality (Magun, 2014,

p. 168). In short, they can be considered ‘confrontational’ protests. Issues related to poverty or

inequality are typically the preserve of social protests, which occur more regularly “in response to

social and economic issues that are important to the working and living conditions of groups of

people” (Evans, 2018, p. 4). Often, these protests are characterised as ‘single-issue’ protests regarding

local concerns which impact relatively specific or small constituencies of citizens. ‘Single issue’

protests tend not to call for regime or political personnel change - in fact, such protests are often

direct appeals to the President for help. As such protests often seek out state assistance, they could

be considered ‘co-opted’. Orttung and Walker argue that such ‘single-issue’ protests tend to be

demonstrations in defence of a particular right or issue, but which do not develop into more

fundamental protest actions, nor do they make waves outside a particular locality (Orttung and

Walker, 2014, p. 78). At the same time, there have been instances of social policy or labour strikes

which developed into Russia-wide protest waves - the 2005 protests against monetisation of in-kind

benefits, and labour strikes between 2006-2008 are examples of such protests. Greene and

Robertson’s analysis of the labour strikes of the 2006-2008 protests revealed the extent to which

state rhetoric on social provision prompted the labour strikes. The authors note that striking workers

in car-production factories heard the Russian state tout the importance of social responsibility, yet

they perceived that the state was failing in this regard, and so protested for better working standards

(Greene and Robertson, 2010, p. 91).

State Rhetoric on Social Provision

As already outlined in this chapter, while Russia has engaged in social policy reforms which have

followed both statist and neoliberal trajectories, the state has retreated from a number of social
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policy spheres. In spite of this, the Russian government has for some time touted a statist,

Soviet-style commitment to social provision for its citizens. This seemingly-contradictory state of

affairs is at the heart of this thesis. Therefore, it is pertinent to examine the Russian state’s rhetorical

practices regarding social provision.

Studies exploring how post-Soviet administrations have used elements of the past as part of national

identity-building processes have tended to focus on individual cases. These include the creation of

memory laws and the ‘cult of the Great Patriotic War’ (Koposov, 2018), the contested history of the

Molotov-Ribbentrop pact in history textbooks (Wertsch, 2008), and the struggle of creating a

hegemonic discourse in the 1990s (Malinova, 2012). The existing literature in this field is informative

for this study as it demonstrates the rhetorical power of what Malinova terms the ‘usable past’ - a

readily-available repertoire of past symbols and values which can be cherry-picked for political aims

such as “the legitimisation of power, the justification of political decisions, the search of electoral

support, [and] the mobilisation of solidarity” (Malinova, 2018, p. 88). Malinova outlines how,

following an initial attempt during the 1990s to create a new Russian identity by rejecting the

totalitarian Soviet past, from the 2000s onwards “the ruling political elite finally placed its stake on a

selective adoption of the Soviet symbolic legacy” (Ibid, p. 86). The state historical narrative which has

emerged in the ensuing decades combines historical events, values and symbols from the Soviet era

with new interpretations of episodes from Russia’s history (Ibid, pp. 86-87).

The studies outlined above underscore the importance with which post-Soviet administrations have

viewed the usage of values and symbols from the Soviet era for political means. However, there is a

lack of research which explores the symbolic value of the Russian state as a social provider for its

citizens, which can be considered a legacy of the Soviet past. Kangaspuro goes some way to

addressing this research gap - his analysis of Levada Centre polling data reveals the degree to which

welfare provision is of key symbolic importance to Russians when they consider what the role of the

state should be (the ‘narration of a glorious state history’ and ‘Russia’s strong position in the

international community’ were the other key aspects) (Kangaspuro, 2016, p. 43). Kangaspuro

demonstrates unequivocally that the Russian population expects the state to take care of their

material needs comprehensively, rather than respond to public demands for basic living conditions.

By that same token, the biggest source of public criticism of the government stems from its

insufficient care for its social responsibilities (Ibid, pp. 44-45). Kangaspuro’s analysis of Levada Centre

data leads him to conclude that popular demand for a strong state in material terms translates to a

wider demand for a state-controlled welfare system - in other words, state paternalism (Ibid, p. 45).
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The Russian state’s usage of the Soviet past of social provision as a rhetorical tool today has been

discussed sporadically in the literature. Bindman directly addresses the question at hand by outlining

the need “to keep sight of the gap which exists between official rhetoric on social policy and social

rights entitlements and the actual policies being pursued” (Bindman, 2018, p. 55). Hemment states

that ‘the Putin administration has advanced liberalising reforms while rhetorically distancing itself

from them - indeed, a striking feature of Putin-era rhetoric is a resurgence of socialist-sounding

claims, particularly within the social welfare sphere’ (Hemment, 2009, p. 36). On a citizen-level, Cook

and Dmitrov outline how the market social contract has essentially shielded certain segments of the

Russian population deemed to be important supporter bases for the ‘Party of Power’ from the brunt

of market reforms , including industrial workers, healthcare practitioners and, crucially, pensioners

(Cook and Dmitrov, 2017, p. 18). In this respect the market social contract “shares with the Soviet

social contract the privileging of social security over efficiency, though to a much more limited

extent” (Ibid, p. 18). This prioritisation performs an important signaling function - that the state is

willing to provide for its citizens no matter the economic impact.

Summary

This literature review has addressed the main areas of interest prompted by this study’s research

question. The discussions and concepts outlined in this chapter aided the analysis of both the news

media and Vkontakte discussion data explored in later chapters. Social rights as formed in the Soviet

era were a fundamental aspect of the Soviet state-building project. Social rights, particularly after

1956, were viewed by the Soviet population as a hard-won reward for decades of rapid

industrialisation and victory during the Great Patriotic War. Pension provision, particularly the early

retirement age, was one of the key social rights on both a material and symbolic level. Post-Soviet

welfare trends appear to have followed a dualistic neoliberal and statist trend - while the state has

retreated from a variety of welfare spheres (instead relying on non-profit organisations to provide

these goods and services) several ‘important’ policy spheres such as the pro-natalist push and

pension provision have remained under a statist, paternalistic form of state provision. The Russian

state keeps control over these spheres due in part to their perceived symbolic importance. In the case

of pension provision, pensioners are viewed as a key support base for United Russia and the

president. While much literature on Russian civil society addresses overtly contentious political

actions, there is a strong body of literature which explores the relationship between the state and

socially-oriented NGOs. This is important to discuss because, as the analysis chapters will

demonstrate, both contentious and co-opted actors were actively involved in regional pension reform
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discussions and organising protests. Previous studies have demonstrated how a perceived deviation

from the state’s stated social obligations has sparked protest. Studies such as these demonstrate that

a rhetorical commitment to social rights is not simply a relic of the Soviet era, but remains a powerful

part of the repertoire of the ‘usable past’ in contemporary Russia. While other aspects of the ‘usable

past’ for political aims have received greater attention in the literature, there is a small but

strongly-held school of thought that the Russian state has touted a rhetorical commitment to

paternalistic welfare provision, which, in many instances, has not been matched by policy action. It is

precisely this gap between rhetoric and action which serves as the driving logic behind this study. As a

result, many were moved to protest out of a sense of feeling betrayed by the state. The relatively

recent nature of the protest wave means there are few studies exploring this subject area.

Additionally, this research has the potential to contribute to the existing literature on post-Soviet

welfare trends, and contributes to the relatively under-explored field of the Russian state’s symbolic,

rhetorical commitment to social rights provision as a political tool.
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Methodology

This methodological chapter will outline the theoretical framework underpinning this research, which

in turn has influenced the choice of an intra-Russian regional case study comparison based on

Zubarevich’s idea of ‘Four Russias’. Three Russian cities - Saint Petersburg, Togliatti, and Pskov - were

chosen to represent three of the ‘Four Russias’. The rationale behind the selection of these cities and

their associated local news and social media datasets is explained in this chapter. The choice of

critical discourse analysis and reflections on the research design process will be explored.

Theoretical Framework

A key aspect of this research concerns Russians’ perceptions of the role of ‘the state’ and state power

in society. Foucault’s ideas of state power are informative in this regard, since he emphasised the role

of discourses, behaviour and institutions in articulating state power (Jessop, 2008, p. 147). Migdal and

Schlichte argue that both state and non-state actors “‘see’ the state in a particular way; they have a

mental picture of it as an integral unit, a way of conceiving what it is about and in which kind of

affairs it plays or should play a role” (Migdal and Schlichte, 2016, p. 14). Citizens’ expectations or

conceptions of what the state could or should do also extends to welfare policy, with Kuhnle and Hort

outlining that “the question of what kinds of welfare state policies are possible...is a question of

political and cultural context (norms, expectations, value structures) every bit as much as it is a

question of the level of economic development” (Kuhnle and Hort, 2004, p. 19). While the authors’

research focuses on welfare in Scandinavia, a democratic setting, the persistence of paternalistic

welfare expectations coupled with socialist-sounding rhetorical commitments to welfare provision (as

established in the literature review) suggests this interpretation could be extended to Russia, a

nondemocratic setting.

As outlined in the literature review, social rights and their associated language, as formulated during

the Soviet era, continue to influence how Russians understand the role of the state today. With that

in mind, this study explores the extent to which nostalgia for the Soviet era, with particular emphasis

on social provision, influenced people’s decision to protest raising the retirement age for men and

women in Russia. It is therefore pertinent to explain why post-Soviet nostalgia emerged as a key line

of inquiry. In doing so, it is important to reflect on the position of a researcher when engaging in a

study of post-Soviet nostalgia. Boyer notes how a ‘Western desire to identify nostalgia in the East may

be a motivation for analysis’ (Boyer, 2015, p. 22). In recognition of the dangers of past-fixation from a
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‘Western’ perspective, understandings of post-Soviet nostalgia from within Russia act as a key basis

for inquiry. Polling from the Levada Centre in 2018 shows that nostalgia for the Soviet Union

increased to the highest levels seen over the previous decade, with 66% of respondents regretting

the dissolution of the Soviet Union (Levade Centre, 2018b). While people over the age of 55 were the

group most nostalgic towards the Soviet era, the data indicates that nostalgic sentiment has

increased among those aged 18-24. Some Russian commentators attributed these overall higher

levels of Soviet nostalgia directly to pension reform, noting how the policy could be perceived as a

dismantling of the social state (Vedomosti, 2018). Growing nostalgic sentiment in Russia as bolstered

by pension reform suggests that many Russians increasingly look back to the social achievements of

the Soviet era. Trends over the last two decades appear to support this idea. The hierarchy of

nostalgic sentiments has changed in the post-Soviet era - according to Pipia, in 2000 a majority of

Russians associated the Soviet Union with ‘the guiding role of the Communist Party’. By 2019 the

chief association became “caring for ordinary people” (Pipia, 2019).

Research on post-Soviet nostalgia in academic literature primarily explores nostalgia in mass media,

art and consumer products (Oushakine, 2007; Mihelj, 2017; Pehe, 2014). There is a lack of studies

investigating post-Soviet nostalgia in the political sense - both in terms of informing expectations of

the state, and the use of nostalgia as a political tool in Russia. Post-Soviet nostalgia is not a monolithic

concept - lived experiences, regional differences and personal views can all influence individual

nostalgic sentiment. This makes classifying nostalgic sentiments quite challenging. Boym’s distinction

between restorative and reflective nostalgia is useful for delineating types of nostalgic sentiment.

Restorative nostalgia concerns the desire to reconstruct the past in a trans-historic fashion, while

reflective nostalgia allows for doubt, irony and critical reflection (Mihelj, 2017, p. 239). This

distinction is used to structure the nostalgia sections of the Social Media Findings chapter. The

distinction also allows for nostalgic sentiments to be compared to one another.

Mazur offers an expanded typology of reflexive nostalgia, in which “nostalgia, as a type of historical

memory, is primarily based on personal experience [...yet] besides personal experience, emotions are

transmitted through the memories of the older generations [which] help to reconstruct the past”

(Mazur, 2015, p. 225). Experiences and memories of state socialism can be imparted from older to

younger generations, in turn making younger generations potential actors of nostalgia themselves.

Considering that protesters against pension reform spanned generations, this multigenerational

typology will be born in mind. Since this study is concerned with perceptions of the role of the state

in contemporary Russia, ‘post-Soviet nostalgia’ is taken to be understood as a set of practices and

expressions informed by past experiences and investments which can influence the sentiments and
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actions of people today. In the case of the pension reform protests, nostalgic sentiments often

influenced how people expressed dissatisfaction with raising the retirement age (for example, ‘this is

not how things used to be’). References to social rights can also fall under this understanding of

‘post-Soviet nostalgia’ when directly referenced to the Soviet era (for example, ‘raising the retirement

age is a betrayal of our hard-fought social rights’).

Regional Case Selection

An intra-Russian regional comparison of the pension reform protests and perceptions of the Russian

state are of considerable interest for this study. Due to historical, economical and geographical

factors, Russia’s social and economic development has been far from homogenous. We should

therefore not assume that Russians’ views of the role of the state and opinions and understandings of

pension reform will be homogeneous. Zubarevich’s ‘Four Russias’ approach guided the regional

selection. ‘Four Russias’ separates Russia’s regions hierarchically based, chiefly, on population size

(what Zubarevich calls the “agglomeration effect”). This approach is informative for delineating

Russian regions since the agglomeration effect is a key determinant of modernisation (Zubarevich,

2013, p. 69). While Crowley suggests that ‘speaking of only “four Russias” risks oversimplifying

Russia’s complex human geography’ (Crowley, 2020, p. 365), Zubarevich’s agglomeration mapping

provides an appropriate framework for regional comparisons of the pension reform protest wave and

popular understandings of the reform. ‘Four Russias’ lends an in-depth regional comparison to this

study - rather than choosing regions based on geography alone, ‘Four Russias’ offers in-depth

distinctions between Russian regions and has the potential to make conclusions for most of Russia.

Data were gathered from the ‘First’, ‘Second’, and ‘Third’ Russias. ‘First Russia’ refers to major

metropolitan, post-industrial cities. The population of ‘First Russia’ is composed largely of white-collar

workers, and the largest share of higher-educated Russians resides here. Living standards in ‘First

Russia’ are the highest in the country, and an urban middle class has developed. According to

Zubarevich, the population of ‘First Russia’s’ primary trigger for public engagement is not an

impending economic crisis, but rather a moral rejection of a lengthy Putin stagnation, corruption, and

a lack of vertical mobility (Zubarevich, 2013, p. 74). ‘Second Russia’ consists of industrial regions and

monotowns2. Employment in these areas is dominated by blue-sector jobs in the industrial sector

and, although not all towns and cities of ‘Second Russia’ have retained their industrial profile, the

Soviet way of life and ethos remains strong here (Ibid, p. 75). Due to the dominance of industry,

2 Monotowns can be defined as “urban settlements with economic bases dominated by a single industry or
core enterprise” (World Bank, 2010, p. 21).
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‘Second Russia’ is most acutely at risk of joblessness and decline during an economic crisis. Federal

government intervention is critical in times of crisis in ‘Second Russia’, and it will strive to retain jobs

at all costs. Residents of ‘Second Russia’ have proved in the past that they are willing to demonstrate

for jobs and wages, as was the case in the 2009 Pikalevo protests against unpaid wages (Ibid, p. 76).

‘Third Russia’ consists of rural and semi-urban populations which are rapidly dwindling due to

migration to ‘First’ and ‘Second Russia’. Those who remain either survive on the land or are

dependent on the state for public sector employment and pension subsidies. Zubarevich attests that

protest potential in ‘Third Russia’ is minimal even in the event of salary and pension payment

disruption due to an economic crisis (Ibid, p. 79). ‘Fourth Russia’ consists of the under-developed

regions of South Siberia and North Caucasus. These regions are ‘agglomeration outliers’ - some urban

centres such as Makhachkala are rapidly urbanising, but lack the educated middle class component

found elsewhere (Ibid, p. 79). Social, economic and cultural practices in South Siberia and the North

Caucasus regions are starkly different to those of the other ‘Three Russias’. These cleavages are

sufficiently different that comparison with the remainder of the country would be inappropriate.

These differences and the fact that ‘Fourth Russia’ comprises some 6% of the Russian population

mean this agglomeration type has been omitted from this study.

Territorial Specificities

The ‘First’, ‘Second’, and ‘Third Russian’ cities selected for analysis are Saint Petersburg, Togliatti, and

Pskov, respectively. These cities fit Zubarevich’s criteria to varying degrees, and each has territorial

specificities which will be expanded on. Along with Moscow, Saint Petersburg is considered a

post-industrial leader in the country with high development levels reflective of its metropolitan area

population of over 5.8 million (Zubarevich, 2013, p. 71; Petrostat, 2020). Saint Petersburg has a highly

educated population, with 44% of residents over the age of 15 having higher education (Zubarevich,

2013, p. 71). In 2018, Saint Petersburg emerged as the national leader in protests in Russia, many of

which were against pension reform (RBC, 2018).

Togliatti is something of an outlier as a ‘Second Russian’ city - with a population of over 700,000 it is

significantly larger than other ‘Second Russia’ cities. However, the city has largely retained an

industrial profile - until recently the automobile giant AvtoVAZ employed one out of every seven

residents (Crowley, 2020, p. 375). As a particularly large industrial centre, the federal government is

at pains to maintain stability in Togliatti. During the 2009 financial crisis, the majority of the federal
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government’s money allocated to montowns went to Togliatti, in order to extend credit to AvtoVAZ,

and to cover the town’s entire social infrastructure and unemployment bill (Zubarevich, 2012).

Pskov was chosen as the representative of ‘Third Russia’ for this thesis. While Pskov has a large

population of 209,426 people for a ‘Third Russian’ city (Investment Portal of Pskov Oblast, 2021), the

choice of Pskov covers both the urban centre and wider Pskov region. As the analysis chapters will

demonstrate, news and social media data gathered from Pskov discussed pension reform from both a

city and wider Pskov region context. The Pskov region is a typical example of ‘Third Russia’ -  declining

living standards compared with urban areas and poor access to services drives rural out-migration

(Petrova and Malkhasyan, 2021, p. 2). This trend has resulted in a 70/30 split between the urban and

rural population of the Pskov region (Pskovstat, 2020). Despite shrinking rural populations, the Pskov

region still retains a largely agricultural economy, containing 186 agricultural enterprises, 224 peasant

farm enterprises and over 88,000 private subsidiary farms (Sandu and Voiku, 2019, p. 1). The

population which remains in rural settlements is an ageing pensioner population - more than 40% of

women in the Pskov region are of retirement age (Zubarevich, 2013, p. 79).

Expectations

The expectation of this research project is thus: that the Russian state, chiefly the presidential

administration, touts a commitment to social rights in order to justify what, in reality, are largely

neoliberal social policy decisions. This statist rhetoric has, to some extent, fostered nostalgia for the

Soviet era of social rights and state provision. Raising the retirement age was viewed as a betrayal of

this commitment, a commitment fostered by the state’s rhetoric on such issues. This rhetorical

practice is therefore counter-productive for justifying social policy decisions.

Additionally, there are other expectations related to each region under study. In ‘First Russia’, it is

expected that politicisation of this social policy will take place. The aforementioned ‘disaffected

middle class’ will use widespread pension reform angst as an opportunity to express dissatisfaction

with the Putin regime. Additionally, the city’s considerable pensioner population must be considered.

Due to higher standards of living and more advanced healthcare in ‘First Russia’, Saint Petersburg has

a large pensioner population - every fourth resident is of pre-reform retirement age (Interfax, 2016).

Therefore, there is an expectation that older respondents within social media groups may discuss

pension reform as a violation of social rights, and express more nostalgic sentiments therein. Due to
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the expectation that pension reform will be politicised in ‘First Russia’, reflective nostalgic sentiments

are anticipated to be the dominant form of nostalgia.

In ‘Second Russia’, it is expected that social rights rhetoric and nostalgic sentiment will be most

prevalent. The federal administration views ‘Second Russia’ as a key support base for United Russia,

and deliberately attempted to pit the ‘legitimate concerns’ of ‘Second Russia’ against the ‘liberal

wants’ of ‘First Russia’ during the 2012 elections (Zubarevich, 2013, p. 77). The willingness of the

federal administration to prop up jobs and social support in Togliatti in the past means raising the

retirement age will likely be viewed in especially negative terms. Support for trade unions and for the

Communist Party of the Russian Federation (KPRF) is likely to be highest in Togliatti as both groups are

vocal on the issue of social rights. Support for the latter is evidenced by the fact that the Communists

won a majority of seats in the September 2018 Togliatti City Duma elections, displacing United Russia

as the majority party (RIA Novosti, 2018). Togliatti’s profile as a ‘Second Russia’ city, its history as a

Soviet planned city, and support for the Communist Party suggests that restorative nostalgia will be

the dominant form of nostalgia.

While Zubarevich attests that the rural population of ‘Third Russia’ is passive and not prone to

protest, Granberg and Sätre attest that this view “undermines the willingness of local people to

change the situation” (Granberg and Sätre, 2016, p. 22). Pskov’s social-economic ‘distance’ from the

centre and ageing and declining population means that protest potential will likely be the weakest of

the regions studied. Nostalgic sentiment may be limited in Pskov, as the legacy of the Soviet era could

hold less significance for a region accustomed to living far from the reaches of the state. However, it is

still expected that Pskov will express anti-reform sentiments due to its ageing population.

Research Material - Regional News Media

Regional news outlets and social media groups were selected as the two key dataset types. Local

news outlets were selected to ascertain the normative understanding of pension reform in each

region, while social media posts and comments help to uncover how Russian people themselves

understood and discussed the reform. The choice of news outlets requires explanation. To establish a

broad picture of each region, regional news outlets were selected in order to represent three major

viewpoints - state-owned, independent, and Communist Party news media outlets. State-owned

outlets form a part of each regional corpus to reflect how the Russian state wanted pension reform to

be presented in each region. Independent media outlets were included to provide alternative

23



viewpoints on the reform (the assumption being that independent outlets are more likely to

challenge the state narrative on raising the retirement age). Finally, the official newspapers of the

KPRF are also included in each regional corpus. Although their readership is both niche and much

smaller than that of the state and independent outlets, the party’s role as a major organiser of

anti-pension reform protests, as well as their use of socialist rhetoric, merits their inclusion. A full

breakdown of the news outlet corpus can be found in Appendix 1.

Articles from regional news outlets were downloaded using the Integrum database. Due to the nature

of the Integrum database only the text from articles related to pension reform was analysed - other

artefacts such as photographs, infographics, and formatting choices have been omitted from the

analysis. Texts were then analysed using the qualitative research software MAXQDA, which provided

both organisational and visualisation tools, and allowed for a greater number of texts to be analysed.

In sum, 134 articles were analysed. MAXQDA’s word frequency tool was used to establish the context

in which pension reform was discussed in each region, before the critical discourse analysis took

place.

Research Material - Vkontakte Groups

Vkontakte groups formed the other major dataset of this study. Vkontakte’s browser interface is not

conducive to accessing and downloading research material in the same vein as Integrum. Therefore,

posts and comments were located using the website’s search tool, with relevant posts and comments

pasted into a private word document for analysis. A Vkontakte profile is required to view groups, so a

profile containing a bare minimum of personal information was created. Social media data were

obtained, stored and analysed in accordance with the Finnish Advisory Board on Research Integrity’s

(TENK) responsible conduct of research guidelines (TENK, 2012, pp. 30-31). An assessment of how to

analyse and ultimately present social media data was informed by the Association of Internet

Researchers’ (AoIR) principle of ‘the greater the vulnerability of the community, the greater the

obligation of the researcher to protect the community’ (AoIR, 2012, p. 4). At the time of analysis, all

groups were completely public which meant obtaining access was not required. All content therein

was published in the open domain. Due to the potential risks for individuals who participate in

contentious political actions in Russia, certain precautions to protect discussants’ identities have been

made. The fact that the data gathered is in Russian and the findings in this thesis are in English limits

the possibility of revealing someone’s identity by searching for comments online. The names of post

and comment authors have been omitted or, when appropriate, replaced with pseudonyms.
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Anonymising the names of commenters who freely offered their views in publicly-accessible groups

also effectively removes the need to obtain informed consent from group members. While the

absence of informed consent and personal information minimises the risk of ethical quandary, this

deprives the analysis of personal information which may help further establish people’s real views on

pension reform. As the social media analysis will demonstrate, it was still possible to glean

biographical information from the content itself, such as when a commenter wrote that they ‘lived in

the Soviet times’. However, it is necessary to remain critical towards the data, or at least be wary of

taking what people write on social media at face value. However, as the social media analysis chapter

demonstrates, commenters were willing to share their views and contest aspects of the Soviet past,

as well as discuss their employment or financial issues.

Group selection was carried out on a largely practical basis - for Saint Petersburg, posts related to

pension reform were most readily available in protest groups. In Togliatti, city groups yielded the

most posts and commentary related to pension reform - anti-reform protest groups contained

remarkably little discussion. In Pskov, city groups represented the only digital spaces in which

discussions about pension reform took place - no protest groups were located on Vkontakte. Posts

were identified using a simple keyword search for ‘pension reform’, with additional keywords being

used to identify particular strands of debate. For example, the term ‘sovok’ (a derogatory term for the

Soviet Union, people or era in general) was used to identify posts which were critical of the Soviet

past. An accepted limitation of this study is that protest groups and city groups typically perform

different functions. Anti-reform protest groups performed two key functions - coordinating

demonstrations, and acting as spaces in which dissatisfied citizens could voice their opposition to the

reform and towards the regime as a whole. City public groups (gorodskie pabliki) tend to perform a

variety of functions, including republishing materials from more ‘traditional’ media outlets,

facilitating citizen discussions, and sharing humorous or entertaining posts, often of a local nature

(Dovbysh, 2021, pp. 1-2). While protest and city local groups tend to perform different functions, the

social media analysis chapter will demonstrate that contestation of views took place across both

types of groups. The fact that these groups were all public could help explain this willingness to

debate pension reform and the Soviet past (‘Peterburg against protest reform’ is an exception - while

public at the time of analysis, the group has since become private - see Appendix 2).

Critical Discourse Analysis of the Data

The global COVID-19 pandemic impacted the planning and choice of methods for this research

project. Initially, it was planned to travel to Russia in order to interview protesters as well as
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representatives of trade unions who played a key role in organising nationwide protests

(Meyer-Olimpieva, 2018, p. 14). Physical travel for interviews would likely have taken place in one city

or town. Ultimately, national lockdowns and border closures ruled out travel to Russia. The

subsequent rethink of research methods and shift to desk research brought about the emergence of

the regional comparison element of this research.

The theoretical premise outlined above influenced the choice of methods for this research. A

qualitative approach was adopted due to this study’s “emphasis on the ways in which individuals

interpret their social world” (Bryman, 2008, p. 22). As discourses and understandings of the role of

the state and state power are an integral part of this research, critical discourse analysis proved to be

an ideal method for analysing regional news media and social media posts, since it “endeavours to

uncover the way [social reality] is produced” (Phillips and Hardy, 2002, p. 6). This research method

proved to be appropriate for both the regional and social media data. When analysing regional

media, critical discourse analysis helped to establish regional profiles based on which aspects of

pension reform were deemed pertinent to each region. For social media data, this research method

was instrumental for establishing the ways in which citizens linked pension reform to other issues (be

it how they related it to the practices of the Soviet era, wider socio-economic trends in the country,

or views of the central government).

Summary

This chapter has outlined the rationale for adopting a qualitative approach to investigate the extent

to which nostalgia for the Soviet era acted as a motivating factor to demonstrate against pension

reform. Since citizen understandings of what the role of the Russian state ought to be are of

significant interest to this thesis, critical discourse analysis is an appropriate research method. The

COVID-19 pandemic prompted a considerable rethink regarding the methods and scope of this

project, which resulted in a shift towards an expanded regional comparison. The decision to analyse

regional news media and, in particular, social media groups across three Russian regions means that

this study has greater potential to “engage meaningfully with local actors to bring out the specific

meanings of the postsocialist everyday” (Morris, 2016). The following two chapters will engage with

the empirical findings - first, the regional news media analysis will build ‘regional profiles’, before the

social media analysis examines citizens’ understandings of pension reform.
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News Media Analysis

The analysis of regional news articles about pension reform aims to fulfil two purposes. The first is to

establish pension reform discourse in each region from three perspectives - government-owned or

aligned, independent, and KPRF media outlets. The second purpose is to create regional profiles

based on news data - how pension reform was discussed, and which aspects of pension reform or

related issues were important to each region. This chapter aims to demonstrate how news coverage

in each region both supports and challenges Zubarevich’s concept of ‘Four Russias’. In fulfilling these

objectives, the qualitative research software MAXQDA was used to read, visualise keywords, and

quantify the articles used in this study. The research findings are presented on a regional basis. For

each region, a simple word frequency table is used to illustrate the extent to which pension reform

was discussed in a federal or regional context. This is followed by an in-depth critical discourse

analysis of articles from each region to explore the localised understandings of pension reform.

Saint Petersburg

The figures from Table 1 indicate that pension reform was discussed in a largely federal context, given

the high frequency of references to ‘Putin’ and ‘president’ in the regional corpus. A predominance of

federal references was expected due to Saint Petersburg’s status as a ‘First Russian’ metropolitan

centre, in which broader political concerns are of importance. While references to ‘Saint Petersburg’

the city are also heavily represented, ‘Leningradskaya Oblast’ is significantly underrepresented in

terms of word frequency. This suggests that the metropolitan centre dominated media coverage for

the entire region.

More in-depth analysis of the articles supports the above simple word frequency summary -

broadly-speaking, Saint Petersburg outlets discussed pension reform in federal terms. While attention

was paid to the regional capital, the wider Leningradskaya Oblast received little regional media

coverage. Articles published in Sankt-Peterburgskie Vedomosti tended to focus on speeches and

rhetoric from President Putin. The following excerpt from the article titled ‘The President addressed

the Russian people’ which covered Putin’s intervention into the pension reform debate (the

‘softening’ of the reform) is representative of Sankt-Peterburgskie Vedomosti’s federal-centric

coverage:
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Table 1: Comparison of federal and regional references to pension reform (Saint Petersburg)

Keyword Frequency Rank in regional
corpus

% of documents

Federal references

Putin 35 6th 29

President 31 10th 26

Regional references

Saint Petersburg 31 10th 74

Oblast’ 14 49th 23

Leningradskaya 4 530th 8

“Vladimir Putin addressed citizens yesterday in connection with the planned pension

reform and voiced his proposals for its mitigation. According to the President of the

Russian Federation, it is impossible to postpone pension reform, and that postponement

could lead to serious economic and social consequences. The Head of State proposed to

lower the retirement age of women provided for in the draft law from 63 to 60 years.

According to the president, if a woman has three children, she will be able to retire three

years ahead of schedule. If she has four children, then four years earlier, and for women

who have five or more children, everything should remain as it is now, they will be able

to retire at 55.”

This excerpt attempts to fulfill three key objectives. The first is to frame pension reform as an

‘unfortunate but necessary measure’. The second objective is to portray Putin as a leader who will

intervene into a policy agenda due to his care for the Russian people. The third objective is to

promote another sphere of social policy which the government deems of utmost importance - the

National Project ‘Demography’ (aimed at increasing life expectancy and combatting population

decline). Another article published in Sankt-Peterburgskie Vedomosti, titled ‘When the obligations are

in force’, reveals a surprising aspect of pension reform discussion at the regional level. The language

used by Vyacheslav Makarov, Chairman of the Legislative Assembly of Saint Petersburg, is markedly

paternalistic and rooted in the social rights rhetoric of the Soviet era, as the following extract

illustrates:
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“It is our sacred duty [nasha svyashennaya obyazannost’] to support the older

generation who have devoted decades of their lives working for the benefit of our city,

and to Russia. The draft law is aimed at ensuring that they minimally feel the changes in

the pension legislation, which should result in a significant increase in the pensioners’

income. It is important that people do not feel even the slightest deviation from our

social obligations as a result of pension reform.”

In an attempt to ‘sell’ pension reform to older city residents, Makarov in no uncertain terms reminds

them that the state takes its social obligations extremely seriously, treating them with almost

religious reverence (social provision is the state’s ‘sacred duty’). While discussing the symbolic

importance behind pension reform was an anticipated feature of ‘First Russian’ discussions, such

strong language around social obligations was nonetheless a surprising aspect of discussion.

In contrast with Sankt-Peterburgskie Vedomosti, articles analysed from the local edition of Novaya

Gazeta discussed pension reform in a markedly oppositionist tone, while the main topic of discussion

was the protests. Despite the contrasting content and tone, the regional outlet of Novaya Gazeta also

discussed the reform in wider federal terms, with exceptions. The article ‘Union of Nonpartisans’

explores how pension reform damaged the ‘political brand’ of United Russia. Although published by

the regional outlet of Novaya Gazeta, the article discussed United Russia in a federal context:

“The authorities have paid the price for the pension reform pushed onto citizens: until

recently the former party of power, ‘United Russia’s’ political brand has now become

toxic. It is no coincidence that we have a non-partisan president, while the leader of

‘United Russia’ is Dmitry Medvedev. In recent elections, Moscow Mayor Sergei Sobyanin

campaigned without a party.”

The above extract is broadly representative of the regional edition of Novaya Gazeta’s coverage of

pension reform. The political consequences of pension reform are not discussed in regional terms (for

example, how pension reform could impact United Russia’s chances in the 2019 municipal elections).

Instead, they are discussed in a federal context. This is an expected feature of ‘First Russian’ reporting

on pension reform. As with Sankt-Peterburgskie Vedomosti, there is a notable shift in rhetoric towards

social obligations and rights when discussing pension reform in a regional context. The article ‘It’s

Time to Retire’ covered the events of an anti-reform rally in Saint Petersburg. The following extract

reminds us how the symbolic value of social rights remains important in Russia:
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“The protesters generally talked a lot with the young guys from OMON and Rosgvardiya3.

Some of the protesters, especially the older ones, could not believe that they [security

forces] could be at least 18 years old: such young faces looked back from under their

helmets. The protesters were reminded of the young guys’ early retirement age (45) and

benefits. One man, standing in front of a line of guards, tried to defend them: "This is a

lesson for them now. Then they’ll understand everything. They have mobile phones,

they’ll read all about it." A woman argued with him, claiming that this rally was not the

right place to defend the security forces. "Read Confucius," she told the guards. "He

wrote that emotional health is the ability to distinguish bad from good."

The reporting is sympathetic to the views of elderly protesters by contrasting the young security

servicemen's retention of earlier retirement and benefits with the elderly protesters on the verge of

losing their retirement privileges from the Soviet era. This emotional contrast represents a rare

example of independent (and broadly liberal-democratic) media articulating the language of social

rights. Again, strong social rights rhetoric proved an unexpected aspect of ‘First Russian’ reporting.

A general feature of Novaya Gazeta’s reporting of pension reform was a tendency to use pension

reform to criticise the incumbent administration as a whole, as the article ‘Don’t offer the suburbs’,

which speculated on the fate of a rally in Saint Petersburg scheduled for September, demonstrates:

“It is difficult to predict whether the rally will turn out to be large, even taking into

account the unification of such a number of opposition forces [...] There is little doubt

that the authorities will permit the [systemic opposition-organised] protest planned for

September 16th and will reject Navalny supporters’ planned rally for September 9th -

none of their recent rallies in St. Petersburg have been sanctioned. Thus, a good chunk of

those who could join the protest on September 16th will already be sitting in a

temporary detention center, while others will simply stay at home, having already

fulfilled their protest duty.”

This extract predicts the fate of these rallies in a resigned manner, while maintaining a critical tone

towards ‘double standards’ of the authorities (giving permission for an anti-reform rally to one group

while withholding it for another). The main takeaway is that independent media in Saint Petersburg

took the case of anti-reform rallies as an opportunity to broadly criticise the actions of the authorities.

3 OMON and Rosgvardiya (Special Purpose Mobile Unit and the National Guard of Russia, respectively) are
specialised national security and police units.
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Piterskaya Pravda, the regional Communist Party newspaper, covered pension reform from an

altogether different perspective. Predictably, pension reform was discussed as a diminishing of

citizens’ social rights, and an affront to the hard-won victories of the Soviet era. However, in keeping

with the expectations of a ‘First Russian’ media outlet, Piterskaya Pravda also discussed the impacts of

reform in a wider, federal sense - the impact on residents of Saint Petersburg specifically was rarely

covered in the paper. The following extract from the article ‘The Arithmetic of Deception’ by Irina

Ivanova (a KPRF deputy in the Legislative Assembly of Saint Petersburg) is demonstrative of this:

“Pension reform is plainly anti-people [antinarodnii] and directed against all citizens. It

destroys the link between generations and the family traditions inherent in Russian

families. In addition, the retirement age in the USSR was established on the basis of

scientific research [...] I am ashamed that, knowing all this, all the deputies from the

‘party of power’ of the Legislative Assembly of Saint Petersburg still voted in support of

the proposed pension reform.”

The use of terms such as ‘anti-people’ and references to the practices of the Soviet administration are

commonplace across articles on pension reform published in Piterskaya Pravda. While the above

article is ostensibly about the regional assembly vote, it discusses pension reform in broader

ideological terms, rather than articulating any specific regional concerns. The following extract from

the article ‘The Growth of Non-Living’ is similarly illustrative of the way in which the KPRF in Saint

Petersburg discussed pension reform - as an affront to symbolically-important social rights:

“The attack on the social rights and freedoms of Russian citizens continues. At first, they

practically took away free healthcare and commercialised it. Then they ‘monetised’'

education. There was even an attempt to push through an increase in the working day

from 8 to 12 hours which, fortunately, failed. Now they’re coming after the retirement

age. The values of the social state, which Russia still is constitutionally, are bursting at the

seams. It seems that not so much time has passed since the collapse of the USSR, yet life

has already changed beyond recognition.”

While practical impacts of social policy change are listed in this extract, the main emphasis of the

piece is the perceived erosion of social rights over time. The fact that Piterskaya Pravda focused on

social rights issues in a broader sense, rather than addressing specific regional issues, was an expected

feature of Communist Party reporting in ‘First Russia’.
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Togliatti

In contrast to Saint Petersburg, pension reform was discussed in a much more regionalised context in

Togliatti, as Table 2 illustrates. References to ‘Putin’ and ‘president’ appear far less frequently in the

regional corpus, while references to ‘Togliatti’ and ‘Samarskaya Oblast’ dominate. This fits

Zubarevich’s profile of Togliatti as a ‘Second Russian’ city - a place where issues directly impacting the

region are of greater importance than federal politics. The fact that elections to the Togliatti City

Duma took place in September 2018 must be factored into the analysis as a potential factor behind

largely regional reporting, as well as potentially having had the effect of politicising the issue. As a

number of the articles analysed below demonstrate, elections did feature in a number of pension

reform-focussed articles, but they did not entirely dominate the discourse in Togliatti.

Generally-speaking, state-owned outlet Volzhskaya Kommuna covered pension reform from a

regional perspective. This extended to articles which sought to downplay the severity of the reform,

such as the article ‘Age is not a hindrance to work’. The author interviewed one Valery Voronkov, an

assistant to the regional military commissar, about his views on working later in life:

“Of course, there are some health problems, but work stimulates me. I remain in the

thick of events related to the draft and the work of military enlistment offices [...] for me,

the retirement age is far beyond 70 years. So what for the proposed 65 years?!”

This extract reflects how the Russian state media apparatus sought to counter the unpopularity of

pension reform. Russian state television ran programmes depicting older people dancing, being

active, and declaring they have no wish to retire (Current Time, 2018). Such programmes and the

above extract represent a crude attempt to diffuse the unpopularity of pension reform.

Like Sankt-Peterburgskie Vedomosti, Volzhskaya Kommuna framed pension reform as ‘difficult but

necessary’, as demonstrated by the article ‘No need to rush’. Pension reform is discussed as “long

overdue” but “protects the interests of pensioners so that they have a decent pension and the

opportunity to live on this money.” The main purpose of the article is to explain that a pension reform

debate was removed from the agenda of the local Duma “so the deputies of the [Samara] Provincial

Duma have time to organise discussion platforms and discuss the parameters of the proposed reform

with the public.” In protest, the opposition parties KPRF, LDPR (Liberal Democratic Party of Russia)

and A Just Russia left the chamber. What is interesting to note is how Volzhskaya Kommuna portrayed

this act:
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Table 2: Comparison of federal and regional references to pension reform (Togliatti)

Keyword Frequency Rank in regional
corpus

% of documents

Federal references

Putin 16 68 10

President 18 47 14

Regional references

Togliatti 52 9 48

Oblast’ 51 10 42

Samarskaya 69 3 42

“When the issue was removed from the agenda after the voting, the representatives of

these parties defiantly left the meeting room in full. Their colleagues regard such a step

as an attempt to earn political points on a resonant topic before the September elections

in the Samara region.”

Opposition parties in Togliatti are portrayed as simply taking an opportunity to score political points

before an election, the implication being that they do not take the ‘real considerations behind

pension reform seriously’, unlike United Russia. While the context here is distinctly regional,

comparisons with Saint Petersburg’s state media can be drawn. In both regions, state media sought to

portray opposition parties as ‘populists’ and ‘opportunists’.

When looking at independent media coverage of the exact same Samara Regional Duma discussion,

we can see a marked shift in the framing and coverage of the discussion. Whereas Volzhskaya

Kommuna characterised the walkout as ‘political point scoring’, an article published by TLT.ru titled

‘No dissatisfied voices were found’ described the removal of the discussion from the agenda and

subsequent walkout as “a scandal”. After citing the same rationale for removing the discussion from

the agenda (the aforementioned apparent need for further discussions), the article continues:

“Since then, no public discussions of the pension reform have been reported.

Nevertheless, the council of the Samara Provincial Duma today finally issued its opinion

on raising the retirement age.”
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In characterising the removal of the discussion from the agenda as a ‘scandal’ and making a pointed

reference to the lack of subsequent discussions, TLT.ru adopts a critical stance to how the regional

United Russia deputies conducted themselves during the pension reform debate. The above extract is

reflective of TLT.ru’s critical coverage of pension reform.

The fact that independent media in Togliatti adopted a critical stance towards pension reform is not

surprising - this was also a feature for Novaya Gazeta in Saint Petersburg. While Novaya Gazeta’s

opposition is rooted in liberal-democratic opposition to the Putin regime, TLT.ru’s opposition is firmly

linked with the Togliatti regional Communist Party. Given Togliatti’s profile as a ‘Second Russian’ city, a

place where the Soviet way of life remains strong, stronger support for the KPRF is expected. TLT.ru

routinely published details of KPRF rallies, in effect promoting their protests. An example of this is the

article ‘Togliatti residents are called to the rally against raising the retirement age’. In the article,

leader of the KPRF in the Togliatti Duma, Maxim Guseynov, called on specific generations to protest:

“I appeal to pensioners: support us! An increase to your pension of a thousand rubles per

year is nothing more than a handout with which they [authorities] are trying to buy you

and split our society. Think about whether your ‘increased’ pension will be enough to

support your children and grandchildren who will lose their jobs as a result of the

pension reform.”

Whereas both independent and Communist Party articles in Saint Petersburg conveyed wider

ideological opposition to pension reform, in Togliatti practical considerations such as the cost of living

and the threat of unemployment are cited as key motivations to protest. The article continues:

“I appeal to young people: I know that many of you are under no illusions about receiving

a decent pension from the state in old age and expect to rely only on yourself. But it is

you who will be hit most painfully by unemployment which will rise as a result of raising

the retirement age. And most importantly: this is far from the last predatory bill that may

be adopted in the near future. If we keep silent now, we will show the authorities our

meekness.”

A shift in focus can be seen when Guseynov addresses younger people: while the spectre of looming

unemployment is repeated, the perceived or impending loss of the Russian state’s role as a provider

for its people is lamented. While practical considerations appear most important to opponents of

pension reform in Togliatti, wider ideological considerations can also be noted.
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Opposition to pension reform on the basis of potential unemployment, reduced social payments and

increased living costs was also prevalent in anti-reform articles published in Trudovaya Samara, the

Samara region KPRF newspaper. The article ‘In a protest T-shirt’ (about an anti-reform T-shirt worn by

Togliatti Duma KPRF deputy Yuri Sachkov) published the deputy’s reasons to oppose pension reform:

“‘Instead of boosting the economy, creating new jobs, or increasing wages, the

government has taken the simplest path, trying to take away people's earned pensions

[...] no matter how much you earned, how much tax was transferred for you, you will still

receive, if you survive, 12-15 thousand rubles. That’s enough for keeping the lights on,

bread and cheap medicines, but don’t dream about the rest,’ the deputy stated with

bitterness in his voice.”

As with TLT.ru’s coverage, and in line with ‘Second Russia’ expectations, fears of increased living costs

and unemployment are regularly cited as reasons to oppose pension reform. The almost complete

lack of opposition to pension reform on ideological grounds, while noteworthy, did not emerge as an

overly common theme among articles published by Trudovaya Samara. Generally-speaking,

Trudovaya Samara’s anti-pension reform articles blended potential social consequences with wider

ideological opposition to raising the retirement age. The following extract from the article ‘The

endless cynicism of the authorities’ expressed this combination of Communist ideological opposition

to pension reform with the practical concerns important to residents of ‘Second Russia’:

“The right to work was taken away from us, and there is unemployment in the country.

We have been deprived of the right to rest [...] Labour legislation is violated at

enterprises all the time. Even the right to life is being taken away from us, because with

poor health care and a 10-hour working day, many men are unlikely to make it to 65. The

last conquest of socialism is being taken away from us. We demand to punish the

perpetrators who are plundering the country and purposefully destroying the people.

Such a crime has no statute of limitations.”

While practical concerns surrounding unemployment are again referenced in this extract, diminishing

social rights (those of work and rest) form the key tenets of the KPRF’s ideological opposition to

pension reform in Togliatti. As with Peterskaya Pravda, Trudovaya Samara uses the language of social

rights to justify their opposition to pension reform.
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Pskov

As in Togliatti, news media coverage of pension reform in Pskov was regionally-focussed - ‘federal’

references in the Pskov corpus are dwarfed by ‘regional’ references, as Table 3 demonstrates. Unlike

the other regions under study, references to ‘Pskovskaya Oblast’ outweigh those to the regional

capital ‘Pskov’. While the subsequent analysis largely concerns Pskov, many articles discussed pension

reform with specific reference to the wider Pskov region, as will be explored in the analysis.

Aspects of pension reform discussed in the state-owned newspaper Pskovskaya Pravda diverged from

those of its Saint Petersburg and Togliatti counterparts. While Pskovskaya Pravda did tend to present

aspects of pension reform in a positive light, discussions of pension reform between various parties

such as women’s, veterans and disabled people’s groups formed a considerable part of reporting. The

following extracts come from the article ‘Around pensions’, which covered the roundtable discussion

‘Pension reform: plusses and minuses’ organised by the Party of Pensioners of Russia:

“Natalia Nikiforova [chairman of the Pskov branch of the Union of Women of Russia] is

sure that it is necessary to consider a differentiated approach in different regions, and

that for women, childcare ought to count towards their work history.”

“The state is running ahead of the locomotive,” says the chairman of the regional branch

of the All-Russian Society of Disabled People and deputy of the regional assembly Marina

Borisenkova. “The province lives differently than Moscow and St. Petersburg. Many

people receive their salaries in envelopes and not everyone pays taxes in good faith,

meaning the state is unlikely to receive the amounts it expects. People should have a

choice - one can work up to 80 years, while another begins to feel bad at 60. And it gets

harder with a disability year after year.

These extracts represent two themes prevalent across Pskovskaya Pravda’s coverage of pension

reform. The first is that state media and the local actors represented therein discussed pension reform

in a regional context, both in terms of how local situations vary from one to another, as well as

contrasting the situation of ‘the regions’ with ‘the centre’. The second is that Pskovskaya Pravda

frequently covered discussions amongst representatives of socially-oriented NGOs in the Pskov region.

As Kulmala and Tarasenko’s research has established, socially-oriented non-profit organisations, such

as veterans’ groups, and the state can often enjoy a mutually beneficial relationship in the form of

public goods provision in exchange for political support (Kulmala and Tarasenko, 2016, p. 141).
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Table 3: Comparison of federal and regional references to pension reform (Pskov)

Keyword Frequency Rank in regional
corpus

% of documents

Federal references

Putin 10 101 17

President 12 58 15

Regional references

Pskov 32 11 37

Oblast’ 82 4 57

Pskovskaya 104 2 74

Given Pskov’s agglomeration profile as a ‘Third Russian’ region in which depopulation leaves behind a

small and ageing population, it perhaps should not be a surprise that elderly and/or disabled-oriented

organisations would feature prominently in local state media.

The theme of socially-oriented coverage in Pskovskaya Pravda can also be seen in the article ‘Let’s talk

about it’ which, somewhat surprisingly for a state media outlet, covered a number of protest actions

in Pskov. Referencing one such rally Svetlana Melnichuk, head of the regional branch of the Union of

Pensioners of Russia wrote:

“We participated in the rally, listened to discussions on this topic, and we know the

position of the head of our public organisation. So far one thing is clear — the country

needs to prepare for such radical changes that will impact the lives of literally every

person, both pensioners and non-pensioners. We are not yet sufficiently informed. Let

the government continue to work it out. And we will accept these changes if we feel that

we are being taken care of.”

The above extract is representative of the type of coverage of pension reform rallies in local state

media. While reservations and misgivings regarding aspects of pension reform are expressed, there is

faith that the government and the president will ‘figure it out’ in the best interests of the people.

Such expressions of support for the government from members of socially-oriented organisations are

commonplace across articles in Pskovskaya Pravda.
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While Pskovskaya Pravda’s pension reform coverage focussed on discussions between

socially-oriented actors and trade unions, independent outlet Pskovskaya Lenta Novostei addressed

various protest actions, primarily organised by trade unions. Broadly-speaking, the outlet’s coverage

is similar to the other independent media outlets analysed in this study - that is, Pskovskaya Lenta

Novostei took a critical stance towards pension reform. The article ‘Pskov regional trade unions

collected 25,500 signatures in a month against raising the retirement age’ is representative of

Pskovskaya Lenta Novostei’s reporting on pension reform. It documents a trade union

signature-gathering initiative which took place in 15 towns and villages across the Pskov region. The

following extract from Andrei Khrishkevich, Deputy Chair of the Pskov Regional Council of Trade

Unions, outlines how protest actions took place across Pskovskaya Oblast:

“In total, about 6000 people took part in the protest events, which is also a very serious

figure for the Pskov region. And this is despite certain administrative and other pressures:

citizens working, not just in municipal and state organisations, but also in private

enterprises, reported that management forbids them to participate in any actions against

the pension reform. Nevertheless, people found an opportunity to at least put their

signature under the appeal to the president against raising the retirement age. And this

alone clearly indicates that the majority of residents of the Pskov region do not support

this predatory reform."

As noted in other independent media outlets in this research, Pskovskaya Lenta Novostei’s typical

topic of coverage concerns anti-reform protests. A critical stance towards reform is demonstrated by

the use of language such as ‘predatory’ to describe raising the retirement age. While state media

portrayed socially-oriented NGOs and other groups as ‘contributing to the discussion around pension

reform’, the above extract and other articles in Pskovskaya Lenta Novostei illustrate the role of trade

unions as the principle organisers of protests against raising the retirement age, even if trade unions

in Russia arguably have little influence over social policy reform (Meyer-Olimpieva, 2018, p. 15).

As with the above extract, Pskovskaya Lenta Novostei’s coverage of anti-pension reform protests

regularly extended beyond the regional capital of Pskov. One example of wider Pskov regional

reporting is the article ‘Textile workers from the ‘Trivel’ factory in Velikiye Luki demonstrated against

raising the retirement age’. The following extract comes from the women who worked in the textile

factory:
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"We women have always lived with the belief that tomorrow will be better. The time has

come again when there is not enough money and a low standard of living. Now is not the

time of the Great Patriotic War, yet again we have to jump start the country's economy?

But we have neither strength nor health. We are against pension reform! Due to low

wages, we have to save on everything. There is practically no free medical care in our city.

The shortage of specialists in medical institutions is increasing. With such levels of

medical provision, working conditions and low wages, which are very far from Europe,

women who live beyond the MKAD4 basically cannot survive to 63 years old."

This statement reveals several factors which drove the protest wave against pension reform in the

Pskov region. As noted in other extracts from Pskov regional media, there is a deliberate contrast in

the living conditions and general development between ‘First Russia’ and ‘the regions’ (in this case,

between those who live within the MKAD and those without). Practical considerations linked to the

local socio-economic context (fears regarding low wages and poor medical provision coupled with

working longer) are present. Additionally, the language of state socialism coupled with a harking back

to the past is noted (‘we have always believed in a better tomorrow, but again times are hard’).

Articles on pension reform published in the KPRF’s Pskov regional paper, Pskovskii Rubezh, shared

many of the features noted in its Saint Petersburg and Togliatti counterparts - the idea that pension

reform is a betrayal of hard-won socialist victories, and that it constitutes a ‘robbery of the people’. In

contrast to the other ‘Third Russian’ media outlets, Pskovskii Rubezh addressed a constituency of the

Pskov region hitherto ignored - the region’s rural population. As Zubarevich outlines, a key feature of

‘Third Russia’ is its largely rural and semi-urban population, which is dwindling due to out-migration to

urban centres. Reporting on pension reform and the protests, Pskovskii Rubezh used the issues of

rural out-migration and living standards to urge the rural population to attend protests. This is seen in

the following extract from an appeal addressed to United Russia, published in Pskovskii Rubezh:

“We suggest taking into account the opinion of the majority of Russian citizens, as well as

residents of the Pskov region, on preventing changes in the retirement age. It is

necessary to take into account that the replenishment of the state budget should be

achieved through the restoration of production, the revival of the village, the creation of

new jobs, and the expansion of the tax base, but not at the expense of the pockets of

Russian citizens.”

4 MKAD (Moskovskaya Koltsevaya Avtomobilnaya Doroga) refers to the Moscow Ring Road. Use of MKAD is
often a shorthand for the Moscow city border.
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While the above extract repeats sentiments found elsewhere across the KPRF media (job creation is

vital, citizens should not bear the brunt), “the revival of the village” is a pointed inclusion regarding

the Pskov region. Another article titled ‘Victory in the unity of action!’ further expands on the idea of

restoring the village:

“In the best Soviet years, there were up to five employees per pensioner. The pension

system in the USSR was the most understandable, the most fair in the world. [...] Instead

of raking the last pennies out of the pockets of citizens, we need to take decisive

measures to increase the tax base. We need to build factories, revive production, and

create new jobs so as not to experience budget deficits at all levels. We need to revive

the village, provide cheap agricultural products to the population of the country, and not

go begging to the World Trade Organisation.”

This extract is representative of Pskovskii Rubezh’s pension reform coverage. In keeping with

the Pskov region’s profile as a ‘Third Russian’ region, pension reform is rejected in favour of

policy action in other areas - specifically, ‘reviving the village’ and expanding agricultural

production to both create jobs and produce goods for domestic consumption. As is common for

KPRF news media, nostalgic references to the ‘good old Soviet years’ feature prominently as an

era with which to negatively contrast Pskov’s current socio-economic position.

Summary

This chapter has sought to create ‘regional profiles’ of Saint Petersburg, Togliatti, and Pskov by

analysing local news articles about pension reform. In doing so, the following conclusions can be

drawn. On the whole, Saint Petersburg regional media discussed pension reform in a federal sense.

State media produced articles which emphasised Putin’s intervention in ‘softening’ the reform, while

local independent media largely discussed how raising the retirement age could negatively impact the

brand of United Russia and its representatives. Communist Party media, meanwhile, expressed its

opposition to pension reform on the grounds that raising the retirement age is an affront to social

rights. In other words, their disagreement with reform was expressed in broad ideological concerns. In

the few articles which did discuss pension reform in a local Saint Petersburg context, a notable shift

towards social rights rhetoric can be noted in state and independent media - local politicians

emphasised their ‘sacred duty’ to provide for citizens, while protesters spoke with reverence about

benefits and social provision from the Soviet era.
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In contrast with Saint Petersburg, Togliatti local media discussed pension reform and its impacts in a

local context. Where in Saint Petersburg wider political or ideological language was used to discuss

pension reform, the impacts of raising the retirement age in Togliatti and the Samara region

specifically dominated the discourse. Local state media both sought to downplay the impact of

pension reform in the region, while also using the opportunity to denigrate opposition parties as

‘opportunistic’ (within the context of upcoming regional elections). Whereas independent media in

Saint Petersburg adopted a critical stance from a liberal-democratic perspective, local independent

media in Togliatti’s critical stance towards pension reform was in line with that of the local Communist

Party, going so far as to print their addresses to citizens verbatim. Those Communist Party addresses,

expanded on in the party’s local media outlet, expressed opposition to pension reform on the basis

that later retirement would exacerbate unemployment and higher living costs in Togliatti.

As with Togliatti, Pskov regional media discussed pension reform in a broadly regional context. Local

state media covered pension reform based on roundtable discussions held by social organisations

aligned with or largely sympathetic towards local and federal administrations. While some criticism of

pension reform in state media was found in Pskov, the sentiments expressed therein retained trust in

the government’s actions and motives. Local independent media struck a largely critical tone towards

pension reform, this time from the perspective of trade union-organised protests. Both state and

independent media contained language which contrasted the living situation of ‘the centre’ with ‘the

regions’. Communist Party media in Pskov blended socialist ideological opposition towards raising the

retirement age with a direct appeal to an otherwise overlooked constituency of the Pskov region - the

dwindling but still significant rural population.
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Social Media Findings

This chapter engages with the empirical findings of the social media analysis, which are presented

thematically, rather than by region. This allows for more direct regional comparisons. The broad

themes of discussion are: nostalgic sentiments related to pension reform; fears and concerns

regarding pension reform; and mistrust of the actions of the federal government. As outlined in the

methodology chapter, the aim of this study is not to quantify sentiments regarding pension reform,

but rather to investigate how people interpreted the increase in retirement age.

Reflective Nostalgic Sentiments

Nostalgic sentiments were identified across almost all Vkontakte groups in this study, spanning

regional differences and group themes. In some instances, commenters openly expressed persisting

communist views. In the ‘Team Navalny’-organised group ‘Peterburg against pension reform’ a

self-styled “communist old fart” stated that they attended both KPRF and Navalny-organised rallies,

describing how “people of all political views were consolidated by the increase in the retirement age,

what little remained of the communist past.” This underscores the symbolic value of early retirement.

Varying interpretations of the Soviet era and the term ‘nostalgia’ were observed across many

discussion threads. This supports a chief premise of this research - far from being uniform, nostalgic

sentiments differ between people and regions, and that alternative readings of history contribute to

the negotiation of cultural memory (Kalinina and Menke, 2016, p. 70). The language used to discuss

the Soviet era was of particular interest. People who held negative associations with the Soviet era

often used the word ‘sovok’, a derogatory term for the Soviet Union, people and era in general. The

idea that the state deliberately uses Soviet imagery and rhetoric for political aims was a prominent

topic of discussion. This comment was under a post with Soviet song lyrics in the group ‘SPB Protiv’:

“Then follows the Soviet nostalgia [sovkovoe nostal’girovanie], skillfully directed by the

authorities in the necessary direction. In fact, any dissatisfaction with the government

brings back memories of the masterfully rehabilitated "happy Soviet past", presenting

itself as a successor of the Soviet dictators through large-scale military parades with red

stars, immortal regiments, "Communist construction projects'' (Crimean Bridge) and

other attributes that directly or indirectly indicate the continuation of the "Soviet course"

- such as, for example adapting the Soviet national anthem…”
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This comment echoes Malinova, who suggests that post-Soviet official historical narratives blend key

moments and achievements of the Soviet past with new figures and events for political aims

(Malinova, 2018, p. 86). The original poster of the song lyrics responded, taking issue with this

characterisation of Soviet nostalgia:

“You've made things too complicated [...] with regards to nostalgia, I will say this: the

historical, evolutionary process starts from an imperfect, undeveloped state (in the form

of dictatorial state power) to becoming a developed state, where democracy of the

people, and economic and political freedoms of the individual are realised. This is the

ideal. But what we are seeing today has a different definition - an authoritarian regime.

Personally, I do not see anything wrong with memories of the "happy Soviet past". This is

our life and our memory. Everything is known by comparison, but it does not mean the

desire to return to the past.”

This exchange offers two views on Soviet nostalgia. The first frames nostalgia in negative terms, both

by using the term ‘sovok’ throughout, and by dispassionately listing Soviet imagery used for political

reasons. The second responder has a more nuanced, personal view of nostalgia, referring to ‘our life

and our memory’. This could be read as reflective nostalgia - people can look back on aspects of the

past fondly and for support, without wanting complete restoration of the Soviet Union. Additionally,

this exchange supports Zubarevich’s idea that white-collar residents of ‘First Russia’ are motivated to

protest against a lengthy Putin regime (Zubarevich, 2013, p. 74).

In a separate thread in ‘SPB Protiv’, this same commenter repeated their idea that the Russian

government deliberately uses nostalgia for political gain, while also denigrating the Soviet era. Several

responses challenged this view, revealing some interesting interpretations of Soviet nostalgia:

“What is the success of our country in comparison with the Soviet era [so Sovkom]? That

all social guarantees for education, jobs, medicine, benefits, pensions have disappeared?

This country was almost completely plundered. The people are being destroyed, half the

country lives in poverty. You'd better get out of here. Don't make people angry.”

This responder holds a positive association with the Soviet era in terms of social provision, and

contrasts social guarantees of the Soviet era with the subsequent “plundering” of the post-Soviet era.

That “social guarantees” are the main theme of this comment echoes Bindman, who notes how social

rights developed during the Soviet era continue to inform people’s perceptions of the state today
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(Bindman, 2018, p. 45). In contrasting comprehensive social support of the Soviet era with the

“plundering” nature of contemporary Russia, this response also articulates what Mazur finds to be a

motivator of nostalgia in Russia today - that is, discontent with present times which readily turns into

nostalgia for what is perceived to be a more prosperous era (Mazur, 2015, p. 224). In the same thread

another commenter offers their view on Soviet nostalgia:

“The people are nostalgic […but] not for the "sovok". The word "sovok", used in an

offensive manner, will not win you friends. People remember the good things that

happened. There’s no need to trample on these memories! Let's live together peacefully!

[...] Right now, we have ONE common enemy [...] This is what you should devote your

writing to, please. This is not an order, this is some friendly advice, a recommendation.”

This response articulates what Mazur outlines is the other main cause of nostalgia in Russia today - a

sort of ‘simple nostalgia’ shared by older generations, who hold positive memories of their youth

(Mazur, 2015, p. 224).

Moving to Togliatti, a similar discussion on what constitutes ‘Soviet nostalgia’ took place in the

comments beneath a post in ‘Typical Togliatti’. The following exchange was in response to a 2018

Levada Centre poll, indicating rising societal regret regarding the fall of the Soviet Union:

Sergei: “Nostalgia is explained by the fact that the best, young years of the population

over 55 were in the USSR. It’s as simple as that.”

Nikita: “Yes, there is a very small percentage who fall under what you term ‘nostalgia’.

But fundamentally it’s about confidence in the future, it’s stability, it’s a real concern of

the state for its citizens [...] people were completely different. Simpler and kinder!”

Sergei: “And in the 90s aliens suddenly replaced everyone with bloodthirsty people?

People have always been the same.”

Nikita: “You needn’t be ironic! When the kindest dog is constantly beaten and teased, it

will turn evil and bite!”

This thread highlights the contested nature of the Soviet past. Sergei attests that the Levada polling is

indicative of simple nostalgia. Nikita, while conceding this is likely the case for some people, argues

that for many, nostalgia for the Soviet era is rooted in longing for paternalistic social provision and a

sense that peoples’ concerns are valued by the state. In chastising Sergei, Nikita contrasts the difficult

circumstances of the 1990s with the ‘better times’ of the late Soviet period.
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While members of the Saint Petersburg and Togliatti groups contested Soviet nostalgia, this was not a

topic of discussion within the Pskov groups. This may be explained by Pskov’s profile as a ‘Third

Russian’ region, which is most distanced from the state thanks to subsistence farming and informal

employment (Zubarevich, 2013, pp. 78-79). Additionally, Pskov’s population is significantly smaller

than those of Saint Petersburg and Togliatti, thereby reducing the number of discussants. Despite a

lack of open contestation of the Soviet past in Pskov groups, reflective nostalgic sentiment was still

present. This exchange in the group ‘In Pskov’ took place under an article about anti-reform protests:

Alexander: “People, remember the 90s when Putin got the country, we were afraid to

sleep and live. Order cannot be established overnight after such lawlessness [...] If the

truth is behind you [Putin], then the people will support you!!!”

Zakhar: “After the devastating Great Patriotic War, within 12 years the USSR launched

Sputnik I, and within 16 years Gagarin flew into space. Putin has been in power for 18

years. And what? With each of his terms, everything gets worse and worse for the

common people.”

This exchange reflects the contested memory of Soviet and post-Soviet Russian history.

Alexander articulates a common narrative of how Putin ‘raised Russia from its knees’ after the

‘wild 90s’, which in turn endows support for Putin. Zakhar counters this narrative by contrasting

progress under Putin’s terms unfavourably with achievements made in the Soviet era in a

similar timeframe. In doing so, Zakhar exhibits reflective nostalgia - modern-day Russia will not

accomplish great things like the Soviet Union did, and in fact everyday life is getting worse.

A comment under an article posted in the group 'Incident Pskov’ addressed the difficult living

conditions in Pskov. The response was as follows:

“Back in the day my parents could at least save, even for a car, they could get an

apartment and quietly plow away at the factory, [in short] hard workers lived

normally, not like lazy people. And now the worker is a slave with a ridiculous

salary, prices are rising annually (if not monthly), saving - 🤣 🤣 🤣, [and] trying

to get real help from the state is fucked 🤦. You need a living space - get a

mortgage, you need transport - take a loan, in short, you’re getting played. I’m a

simple locksmith with a salary of 20-21k per month, and I’m forced to moonlight

periodically because every penny goes towards clearing my balance.”
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In contrasting their difficult working situation (including the admission of taking extra work on

unofficially) with the comparably easier time their parents had, this commenter can be said to

exhibit a kind of reflective nostalgia for the working life their parents had in the Soviet era.

Restorative Nostalgic Sentiments

While the posts analysed above exhibit reflective nostalgia, other discussions contained restorative

nostalgic sentiments. A thread in ‘SPB Protiv’ discussed the possibility of abolishing the PFR and

replacing it with personal accounts which citizens could use for whatever purpose they liked:

“The PFR isn’t needed at all, that’s right. It's just a scam. But personal accounts aren't

needed either. It's utopian to think that you can save for retirement. Pensions should be

paid directly from the budget! As they did in the USSR.”

By framing the PFR and personal retirement accounts in such negative terms while characterising the

Soviet pension system as an ideal model to return to, this commenter articulates restorative nostalgia.

Restorative nostalgic sentiments are articulated in more personal terms later in the same thread:

“I was born in 1964. In the 90s, I was about 25-30 years old when it all started: food

stamps, standing in line for food for 3 or 4 hours, businesses closed, many went into the

shuttle trade.5 There was no official employment, so now there are meagre pensions due

to the minimum length of service. So my generation has experienced all the charms of

the New Russia in full. No one asked me if I wanted the USSR to collapse, moreover, I

really want to go back there to the point of tears.”

In mourning the loss of the Soviet Union and wishing for its return, this comment conveys restorative

nostalgia in very personal terms. This commenter appears to belong to the later Soviet generation,

being in their mid-twenties when the Soviet Union collapsed. While this comment could be

interpreted as representative of ‘simple nostalgia’, the fact that it cites social and economic difficulties

of the 1990s as representative of what they call ‘New Russia’ suggests this person perceives the Soviet

era as a more prosperous time, and yearns to return to it.

5 ‘Shuttle trade’ refers to an informal economic practice prevalent in 1990s Russia which “typically involves the
purchase of goods by small-scale informal entrepreneurs in one country for resale in another country”
(Golunov, 2017, p. 886).
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Returning to Togliatti, restorative nostalgic sentiments related to pension reform are prevalent. Under

an article about the State Duma approving pension reform posted in the city group ‘We Love Togliatti’,

one commenter offered their thoughts on the pension system:

“In the USSR, there was a state bank and the state ruble, there was social insurance and

5% was deducted there. In the USSR, all taxes were paid to the state treasury. And now

there is a Central Bank that is independent of the state and is backed by the IMF. It has

the funds of the IMF in the form of the ruble while large enterprises all pay their taxes

abroad into offshore accounts, where they have legal addresses. The Ministry of Finance,

just as the Central Bank, invests all your money in US bonds, and not in the Russian

economy. Maybe people will think about whether to return the state bank, the ruble and

the entire financial system back to the way it was? Under the USSR, there were no crises.

What prevents people from understanding this and wanting to return to it?”

This post contrasts the financial infrastructure of the Russian Federation, depicted as damaging to the

Russian economy while facilitating personal enrichment, with that of the Soviet system, which is

depicted as fit for purpose. Exasperation with the current financial system has readily turned to

nostalgia, given this commenter’s assertion that “there were no crises” during the Soviet era. Their

exasperation leads them to openly question why everyone else does not share their belief that the

Soviet system ought to be restored to the way it was.

In a discussion under an article posted in ‘We Love Togliatti’ regarding how all benefits for

pre-retirement age people in the Samara region were to be preserved, living standards and social

provision during the Soviet era were debated. The following is an abridged version of the discussion:

Aleksei: “There needs to be less stolen so that more money is added [to the PFR]! In the

USSR, everyone worked! Then we had everything - cash, free treatment, kindergartens,

schools, sanatoriums! Previously, we lived from payday to payday and still had enough to

go somewhere on vacation, and now we survive from paycheck to paycheck!”

Zhanna: “In the USSR taxes were paid honestly, and salaries were not paid in an

envelope6, hence the pension fund was full. Now there are a lot of smart guys all yelling

“there needs to be less theft” - are those who receive money in an envelope not thieves?

6 The term ‘envelope salary’, or ‘grey salary’, refers to the illegal practice of an employer paying part or all of an
employee’s salary in cash in an envelope for the purposes of tax evasion (Pravo.ru, 2017).
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This idea that people lived from paycheck to paycheck is nonsense, clearly you did not

live in the Soviet era - people back then were also dissatisfied with their salary.”

Aleksei: “But now they force us to work for pennies, putting high taxes on everything!

Where is there a decent salary? In the USSR people lived, and now they survive!”

Zhanna: “I have a decent salary now, but my mother alone raised me and my brother.

Believe me, we lived poorly in the USSR.”

Aleksei: “I’m not interested in how you lived in the USSR, in the USSR everyone got a

satisfactory job after studying, not like today when you run around without experience,

nah no one needs you! Apartments were given, and now there are mortgages (slavery)

for 20 years. In the USSR, there was enough for bread and butter! There were subsidies,

grants, etc, and everything was paid above board!”

This exchange is a further reminder of the highly personalised and contested nature of nostalgia for

the Soviet era. In this exchange, Aleksei fiercely defends the Soviet era as a time when people “lived” -

an era characterised by an abundance of jobs and a wide range of social services provided by the

state. This era is contrasted with post-Soviet Russia, a time in which people simply “survive” in the

face of diminishing salaries, rising taxes, and a sharp reduction in free-of-charge social provision.

Zhanna challenges this view, suggesting Aleksei did not experience the Soviet era in which she

(presumably) did. She views the Soviet Union in a negative light owing to her upbringing, and attests

that she lives better now. Aleksei’s uncritical view of the Soviet era seems informed by restorative

nostalgia, that things should be just like the way they were. This nostalgia also appears to be

ideological in nature, as the objects of a market economy are admonished in favour of a planned,

paternalistic system. A common aspect of contestations of the Soviet era analysed in Togliatti is that

they primarily revolve around social provision and, chiefly, jobs and salaries, which are of critical

importance for ‘Second Russia’ (Zubarevich, 2013, p. 76).

Returning to Pskov, in contrast to Saint Petersburg and Togliatti, no posts or comments collected from

the regional groups included in this study contained restorative nostalgic rhetoric or sentiments.

While it would be improper to conclude that no residents of Pskov hold restorative nostalgic views of

the Soviet past, the lack of supporting data collected from the groups suggests restorative nostalgia

was not a motivating factor to protest against pension reform here. This finding is a reminder that

understandings of pension reform and the Soviet past vary significantly across Russia.
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Fears and Concerns regarding Pension Reform

While expressions of nostalgia are of principal interest to this thesis, other major themes emerged

when analysing the data. A prevalent strand of discussion which emerged during the data gathering

process concerned fears about older workers’ health and employment rights.

Concerns regarding older workers’ health, particularly in relation to Russia’s relatively low life

expectancy, were expressed in rather general terms in Saint Petersburg groups. One commenter in the

group ‘Saint Petersburg LIVE’ stated that “this ‘reform’ is in fact an open robbery of the entire

population, and for many it is generally murder, given the low life expectancy.” Use of the word

‘murder’ underscores the severity with which many viewed pension reform. Similarly charged

language was found in ‘Peterburg against pension reform’, in which one commenter noted that

“raising the retirement age to the level of NON-survival is a direct genocide of the population”. Terms

such as ‘murder’ and ‘genocide’ are hugely charged, but in Saint Petersburg groups the wider social

implications of pension reform were rarely discussed. This may be due to the fact that Saint

Petersburg groups were largely protest groups in which sentiments were of an ‘anti-system’ nature.

In the Togliatti discussions analysed, issues related to employment rights and healthcare were more

readily discussed than in Saint Petersburg. This may be due to the Togliatti groups being ‘city groups’.

A thread in ‘We Love Togliatti’ discussed the issue of mortality related to raising the retirement age:

Liudmila: “I fear that few people will live to retirement.”

Oksana: “Now our servants of the people [slugi naroda] are satisfied, nobody will be able

to pull them from their places, and the fact that the working person will die - I’m sorry I

don’t have the energy - is even in their interests so that they don’t have to pay out the

pension.”

This exchange illustrates a prevalent discussion theme in Togliatti. Many discussants readily

associated pension reform with Russia’s health and mortality figures. Russia ranks poorly in health

indicators, with life expectancy at 60 (17 years) and healthy life expectancy at 60 (14 years) below the

regional average (Global AgeWatch Index, 2015). As expressed above, some even suggested that

mortality rates were a factor in the policy decision, resulting in fewer pensions being paid out.

Another theme in Togliatti groups was the financial impact of later pension payments. This was often

discussed in relation to other social provisions, as articulated in this comment in ‘Typical Togliatti’:
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“These five to eight years will be the most difficult for people. Pension + some earnings +

compensation for veterans + some benefits gave some sort of chance to somehow live

like a human being. And now that you're in your 60s, it's been pushed away from you,

you can only find a lousy job for pennies, and plus, in these advanced years, costs at the

pharmacy are increasing.”

By gathering several disparate social payments, a pensioner can live on the old retirement age.

Raising the retirement age, according to this comment, will push back the point at which people can

draw these payments. This practice of living on a combination of numerous social payments, and

continuing to work in retirement age, is commonplace in Russia. The replacement rate of the average

old-age pension is 34% of the former wage, which helps explain why “almost one in four pensioners

in Russia continues to work, especially in the early years of retirement” (Brand, 2018, p. 3). As the

above comment alludes to, old-age pensions in Russia often operate as a ‘basic income’ topped up

through gainful employment (Ibid, p. 3). Deferring the point when people receive this ‘basic income’

by five years risks increasing the proportion of older Russians living in poverty. Currently, the old age

poverty rate in Russia is 9.7%, below the regional average (Global AgeWatch Index, 2015). The above

comment concisely articulates anxieties many older Russians hold regarding these financial issues.

Employment issues for older people were prevalent in Togliatti discussions, with many in ‘We Love

Togliatti’ concerned about having to work longer. One comment read simply “I'm 45 and already have

no energy to work. How can I manage another 15 years?” Another articulated similar concerns:

“Since 1986, I have been working shifts, the children have grown up, now it’s time for

grandchildren, I still work on shifts... I always want to sleep, I already want to retire...and

they are talking about raising the retirement age, sure let them plough themselves to the

grave, even if they are up to 90 years old, it's no pity at all.”

Fears of a worse quality of life in later years or dying before retiring reflect how Russians view

retirement as an opportunity to “rest” and recover their health” (Bobkov, Zabelina, and Loktiukhina,

2016, p. 402). Employment rights were also discussed. A post in ‘Typical Togliatti’ regarding the

strengthening of employment rights for near-retirement age people drew sceptical responses:

“Any person can be officially dismissed today - the medical board will not pass them on

professional fitness, or a commission will be created to check the knowledge of
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professional fitness, intentionally fail the exam, and then fire the employee, it’s all

simple. And where to complain? It’s all legal!”

Similar sentiments were echoed in ‘Togliatti VIP’. As with the Saint Petersburg comments above, this

commenter used particularly charged language when speaking of employment protections:

“That's right, Mr. President, citizens of pre-retirement age are being dismissed now,

regardless of the length of service and experience of the specialist. The genocide of

citizens of pre-retirement age is declared open!”

Another comment in the same group shared similar sentiments, noting that “the unprotected

segments of the population have become even less protected. What’s the next law? The return

of serfdom?” Concerns regarding older workers’ employment protections highlight another

dimension of opposition to pension reform - a sense of social injustice. Discussants in Togliatti

groups did not view the impact of pension reform as solely having to work later in life - these

and other comments demonstrate Russians’ fears regarding ‘knock on’ effects of the reform. A

comment in ‘Typical Togliatti’ linked the new retirement age with difficulties in finding work,

stating “it's just awful. Now we can't get a job at 50, but at 63, what kind of workers are there at

all?” Comments expressing fears of finding work in older years, in spite of the pension reform

bill’s attempts to strengthen employment protections, refer to an ‘institutional trap’7. Many fear

strengthened employment protections for older workers will instead enshrine ageist hiring

practices, as firms may be less inclined to hire someone older due to labour protections. A

comment in ‘We Love Togliatti’ extended employment concerns to foreign business ownership:

“They want Russians to work longer, but the question is - where? All enterprises are

either closed or sold to foreigners who do not care about our desire to work at our age.

Deadlock..... And complete disregard on the part of deputies and officials.”

This comment provides an illuminating insight into how social rights are interpreted in Russia today.

The assumption is that non-Russian business owners will either not understand the importance of

early retirement or simply not care about Russians working longer. In making this assumption, this

commenter places considerable importance in early retirement, both as an opportunity to rest and

recuperate, but also as a fundamental, hard-won social right.

7 ‘Institutional traps’ are understood as “insufficient yet stable patterns of behaviour” (Polterovich, 2007, p. 1).
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As with Togliatti, fears of a diminished quality of life as a consequence of pension reform were

prevalent in Pskov groups. A lengthy discussion on salaries and living costs in the Pskov region was

prompted by a post in ‘Pskov Today’ about protesters who handed local deputies funeral wreaths:

Vladimir: “Who is working now for 20,000 roubles [per month]? [...] almost everyone

knows that the official minimum salary is no less than 35-40,000.”

Artem: “Go live in the village and try to find a job for 30-40 thousand. Yes, you would

need to look for one in the city. Not all of us are executives and managers, there are also

workers who, just the same, do not have high salaries.”

Valeri: “Mikhail, you say that no one gets less than 20 [thousand] - kindergarten

teachers, nurses, doctors are forced to work double shifts, because working single shifts

only gets you 12-19k. The region is mainly agricultural - do you have any idea how much

they get in agriculture, working from dawn till dusk? Your lack of awareness of the

realities of your place of residence is simple ignorance!”

As can be expected of ‘Third Russia’, Pskov residents are acutely aware of the conditions of those

living and working in villages, particularly in social provision and agricultural spheres. That the wider

context of discussion concerned the impact on Pskovites' incomes after pension reform is significant -

commenters felt compelled to discuss the difficult living and working conditions of those in villages,

amplifying the impact of the looming deferral of old-age pension payments for many workers.

Opinions of the Central Government

The last major theme noted in the Vkontakte groups was the idea that pension reform represented

an ‘anti-people’ agenda of the federal government. Such sentiments varied between regions, but a

common feeling of mistrust of the motives behind pension reform was prevalent across all groups.

Saint Petersburg discussants criticised Russian media coverage of pension reform. The following

exchange in ‘SPB Protiv’ reflects a general bemusement towards major television coverage of the

rallies, and what many in Saint Petersburg believe is the government’s attitude towards its citizens:

Ksenia: “In the news they just said that the pension reform was opposed ‘by minor

pickets’...to them we are something out of the ordinary, INSIGNIFICANT...what do they

think about themselves??? WHO ARE THESE PEOPLE? WHY DO THEY ALLOW

THEMSELVES TO DO THIS?”
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Yuri: “It has long been obvious that they consider us all cattle. And they allow themselves

all this from a sense of omnipotence, which has stirred up the population for some time.”

Ksenia’s comment displays a clear exasperation towards an apparent lack of coverage or downplaying

of pension reform protests across major Russian news outlets. Federal television networks actively

downplayed the importance of the retirement age increase, avoided labelling the term ‘pension

reform’, and largely did not report on protests (Current Time, 2018). In his response, Yuri offers the

view that Russian authorities felt secure enough with their power to treat people with contempt. His

response suggests that many Russians feel their views are routinely ignored by the authorities.

Criticism of the federal government and United Russia was a prevalent theme of discussion in Saint

Petersburg Vkontakte groups. This was expected due to its profile as a ‘First Russia’ city. The following

comment from ‘SPB Protiv’ is representative of a wider oppositionist mindset found in these groups:

“Rallies and strikes now need to be organised not only about the pension reform, but in

general against this government and president, who takes care of his friends - the

oligarchs. All resources are national property, but look who is now again near power, all

those who were near Yeltsin in the 90s, the advisers who plundered everything that was

built after the war by our fathers. We need to wipe away this thieving mob.”

This comment readily associates pension reform with dissatisfaction towards the Putin administration,

an anticipated feature of Saint Petersburg discussions. What was less anticipated was vocal support

for leftist parties, as the following comment from ‘SPB Protiv’ illustrates:

“Shame on the deputies from United Russia!!! Surely we will once again elect a United

Russia majority to the State Duma, but the next Duma should consist of left-wing parties,

KPRF, etc, then there is a chance to cancel all anti-people laws and prevent a new scam

like raising the retirement age!!!”

While the criticism of United Russia’s role in raising the retirement age is typical of Saint Petersburg

discussions, the assertion that leftist parties would prevent “anti-people” laws was a somewhat

surprising aspect of anti-reform sentiment in the city. This comment is illuminating as it indicates that

social rights, as formulated in the Soviet era and which form a significant part of KPRF rhetoric as

noted in the previous chapter, still hold importance in ‘First Russia’ today.
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In Togliatti, pension reform was part of a wider perception that the federal government does not care

for the concerns of ‘ordinary people’, as the following comment from ‘Togliatti VIP’ demonstrates:

“It couldn't have been any other way [the confirmed increase in retirement age]. We

must pay for the bridge to Crimea, the Olympics, the World Cup. [So] the retirement age

has been raised. Next, they will increase VAT. And this is just the beginning. Looking

forward to the air tax. Is it funny and wild to hear such a thing now? No matter, these

gentlemen from the government will very quickly find an explanation for why ordinary

Russians will have to pay for air. So we smile and wave, smile and wave.”

This commenter stresses that ‘ordinary Russians’ are the ones who must pay for vanity projects in the

form of increased taxes and deferred social payments. The overwhelming tone is of injustice - that

those in power are happy to shift the costs of major projects onto the shoulders of ‘ordinary

Russians’. Another comment in ‘Togliatti VIP’ also discussed the reform’s impact on ‘the people’:

“People's deputies...the people do not support it...in fact, they should all be against

it...after all, all the people are against the pension reform...whose deputies do we have

then...why do they have such salaries from the budget...and why do the people need

deputies??”

Dismayed at deputies’ support for the hugely unpopular pension reform, this comment and the prior

comment together articulate a feeling that federal authorities do not care for the needs of ‘ordinary

Russians’. Discussants in Togliatti groups also regarded the reform as symptomatic of rising inequality

under the federal regime. One comment in ‘Togliatti VIP’ framed pension policy as a moral question:

“To pay pensions to some at the expense of depriving others of their pensions is

immoral. Especially in a state rich in resources. The reform was rightly called

cannibalistic. If the government cannot use the state's resources and stop the wholesale

theft, but instead imposes a cannibalistic reform, then it must be changed.”

By characterising pension reform as ‘immoral’ this commenter emphasises a perceived inequality

within the reform. Here inequality has two dimensions - between citizens (paying pensions to some

at the expense of others), and between state and citizens (state actors enrich themselves at the

expense of citizens). In suggesting that all resources should be used to avert the retirement age

increase, this commenter believes that social provision ought to be the state’s chief priority.
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Mistrust in the motives behind pension reform was prevalent across Saint Petersburg and Togliatti.

While framed by the state as an unfortunate but necessary step to ensure future pensions,

commenters in Vkontakte groups suspected that pension reform was designed for personal

enrichment of those in power and state-aligned oligarchs. Language referring to corruption is present

across the Saint Petersburg comments analysed above - instigators of pension reform are referred to

as ‘thieves plundering’ the state, while the retirement age hike is referred to as both a ‘scam’ and an

‘impudent theft’. In response to a post confirming the Commission on Social Policy of the Legislative

Assembly of Saint Petersburg’s support for pension reform, a commenter in ‘SPB Protiv’ asked:

“And where are the photos [of the commission members]!? So that no one will ever give

them a hand! The country should know its ANTIHEROES! So that everyone goes and spits

after them! CORRUPT JUDASES!”

The theme of corruption was also prevalent in Togliatti. Corruption accusations were made under an

article in ‘Togliatti VIP’, in which Putin stated pension reform would not bring in budget revenue:

Denis: “Income won't go into the budget, this is true. To personal pockets, now that's a

different matter.”

Ilya: “So it was not originally planned as a replenishment of the budget. They just want to

rob us.”

These cynical responses underline how many Russians share a deep distrust in social and political

institutions (Shlapentokh, 2006; Evans, 2012). Institutional mistrust in Russia is often centred around

the notion that those in power use their positions for personal enrichment. Levada Centre polling

found corruption and bribery were cited by Russians as the third most acute problem in Russian

society (Levada Centre, 2021). The comments analysed above demonstrate that many believed that

money saved by deferring payments would be to the personal benefit of those in power.

In Pskov, criticism of the central government’s decision to implement pension reform was a prevalent

theme of discussion in Vkontakte groups. As with Pskov regional news media, the dominant criticism

in this vein was a contrasting of the socio-economic environments of the Pskov region with ‘the

centre’, particularly Moscow. This was quite a surprising theme, given Zubarevich’s classification of

‘Third Russia’ as a place most independent from and, therefore, less likely to pit itself against ‘the

centre’. However, comments and posts across Pskov Vkontakte groups did exactly this. Comments
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under an article about Putin’s support for pension reform posted in the group ‘Pskov Today’

articulated how many Pskov region commenters discussed the central government:

Maksim: “Genocide of the people in the regions. There’s nothing more to say.”

Fyodor: “Don't waste your nerves, we still have Moscow to feed! In Moscow they make

decisions for the whole country, and we are cattle for the elite on the collective farm! We

can be fleeced while we’re still alive!”

As noted in the news media analysis, there is a tendency for social media commenters in Pskov to

discuss the actions and policy direction of ‘the centre’ in exaggerated or ironic tones. This and other

exchanges in the Pskov data articulate the idea that policy decisions should take into account the

varied socio-economic situations across Russia, with the feeling in Pskov being that the central

government considers the living situation in Moscow to be somehow representative of all of Russia.

Summary

Nostalgia for the Soviet era proved to be a motivating factor for a number of protesters across Saint

Petersburg, Togliatti, and Pskov (see Table 4). For some, the Soviet era proved to be a frame of

reference for a time when they believed the state cared for people, while retaining a critical stance on

aspects of the Soviet system. Others advocated for the wholesale reinstatement of Soviet era social

institutions and practices. Both reflective and restorative nostalgic expressions tell us that many

Russians compare social provision in contemporary Russia unfavourably with the Soviet system of

provision. Past experiences and memories proved to be powerful motivators to protest. However,

nostalgia was not the sole motivating factor. Broadly-speaking, in Saint Petersburg opposition to

pension reform was also driven by ideological opposition to the Putin administration, linking pension

reform to wider dissatisfaction with the federal government. In Togliatti, discussants were concerned

that pension reform would lead to a degradation in quality of life and financial difficulties in later

years. Pension reform was regarded as an affront to social rights. In Pskov, anxieties over degrading

life quality as a result of pension reform were also noted, with particular attention paid to villages and

agricultural workers. More broadly, Pskovites displayed a surprising tendency to compare the

socio-economic conditions of ‘the regions’ unfavourably with ‘the centre’ - the sense being that the

central government is unwilling to acknowledge or ignores the socio-economic situation in Pskov. A

common sentiment across cities was mistrust, with many believing that raising the retirement age

was for the personal enrichment of those in power.
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Reflective Nostalgia Restorative Nostalgia

Saint Petersburg (First Russia) Commenters expressed
fondness for the Soviet era in
terms of social provision, while
participating in an open debate
about negative aspects of the
Soviet system.

Few calls for the restoration of
the Soviet pension system, and
some longing to return to the
past.

Togliatti (Second Russia) Some instances of critically
addressing the Soviet past, but
restorative nostalgia is more
pervasive here.

Most widespread restorative
nostalgia is noted here, both in
terms of calling for the
restoration of Soviet monetary
institutions, as well as the least
critical stances towards the
Soviet system.

Pskov (Third Russia) Some instances of reverence
for the living and working
conditions of the Soviet
system.

No discernable restorative
nostalgia noted.

Many of the comments analysed above blend these factors, illustrating how protesters were often

motivated by a variety of reasons at once. The following comment from ‘Peterburg against pension

reform’ succinctly captures the key motivating factors identified in this study:

“And what the propagandists who are "for" the pension reform do not say is that we have

so many retired people who continue to work as long as they can. And then suddenly

pensions are taken away. This is not a reform, but an impudent theft!!! And what about

those who have worked in a factory all their lives? Previously, everyone worked in the

workshops. The opportunity to go on a deserved rest [zasluzhenny otdyh] is taken away

from them. Maybe, in 20 years, you can think about raising the retirement age and only

then provided that the quality of life improves: creating normal working conditions,

improving health and the environment.”

This comment encapsulates the themes uncovered in this research: a nostalgia-tinged loss of the

Soviet-provided opportunity for ‘deserved rest’; fears of a worse quality of life due to working longer

in life (‘the conditions are not there for working longer’); and suspicion that the reform is part of

wider corruption (‘an impudent theft’). This and other comments analysed in this study demonstrate

a willingness for individuals to come together in online groups and question the state’s reasons for

major policy decisions, and to publicly challenge the state’s version of the story (Evans, 2018, p. 20).
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Discussion and Conclusions

The preceding two chapters have explored how pension reform was discussed in both regional news

media outlets and Vkontakte groups. This chapter will discuss the findings in further detail, provide

concluding thoughts and highlight areas for further research based on the findings of this thesis.

Generally-speaking, state media across all regions omitted the protest wave from their coverage (with

Pskov being a minor exception). By contrast, the protest wave was the key focus of pension reform

coverage in independent and Communist Party media. As discussed in the news media chapter, in

Saint Petersburg the reform was discussed in a ‘federal sense’, meaning that the regional or city-level

impacts of reform were discussed rarely or not at all. The question of whether regional officials and

politicians in ‘First Russia’ sought to avoid responsibility or blame for pension reform by discussing

the reform in quite strict federal terms could be an area for further inquiry. In Togliatti, pension

reform was discussed in strictly regional terms. The socio-economic impacts of the reform were of

key concern in Togliatti media, a theme echoed in the social media findings. With these findings in

mind, the readiness of Togliatti citizens to vote for the Communist Party instead of United Russia in

regional elections in the wake of pension reform appears significant. Greene, with reference to

Morris’s research on monotowns, appears prescient in this regard - he suggests that, ‘despite how

impoverished and insecure they may be, citizens of Russia’s monotowns feel more secure than

‘boomtowns’ precisely because they are imbued with citizens’ own understanding of both problems

and solutions, of where threats might emerge, and how they might be overcome’ (Greene, 2019, p.

189). In Pskov regional media and Vkontakte discussions, pension reform and wider discussions of

living standards were framed in terms of a centre-region dichotomy. The ‘bad’ situation of ‘the

regions’ (Pskov) was consistently contrasted with the ‘good’ situation of ‘the centre’ (Moscow). Given

the apparent lack of interest in central government which a ‘Third Russian’ region should have, the

frequency of references to ‘the centre’ was a surprising finding.

From the Vkontakte discussions analysed, it appears that nostalgia for the Soviet era was a motivating

factor to oppose the reform and participate in discussions in protest and city groups. What

Zubarevich’s agglomeration profiling and the restorative/reflexive typology demonstrate is that, while

Russians may be nostalgic, they are not all nostalgic for the same things. While survey data such as

the Levada polls referenced throughout this study are useful for providing overall indicators of

nostalgic sentiment, studies such as this demonstrate how in-depth qualitative studies can unearth a

more nuanced, regionally-delineated understanding of what Russians are nostalgic for. Chiefly, it
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seems that regional experiences related to agglomeration profiling influenced what people are

nostalgic for, underscoring the value of a strong regional comparison. While Zubarevich’s ‘Four

Russias’ certainly proved a useful analytical tool, it is not ironclad. Particularly, the news media and

Vkontakte data analysed demonstrate that residents of ‘Third Russia’ are not, in fact, passive and

unlikely to protest - residents of the Pskov region attended rallies and engaged in petitions and other

forms of protest, even in villages.

As the Social Media Findings detailed, nostalgic sentiment was not the sole motivating factor behind

opposition to pension reform. With regional variations in mind, fears and concerns regarding a

diminished quality of life and wider opposition to the actions and intentions of the federal

administration were also key themes uncovered in this study. Fears of a diminished quality of life

were particularly prevalent in Togliatti. Numerous policy decisions such as an increase in communal

living costs, a VAT increase, a perceived lack of job opportunities and declining real wages were

coupled with pension reform to project hard times ahead. Mistrust of the motives of the central

government and wider ideological opposition to the actions of the administration were most

prevalent in Saint Petersburg. Taken together, these main themes (nostalgia for the Soviet era of

social provision, fears of a worse quality of life in the near future, mistrust of the central government)

point to a general feeling of frustration towards a perceived lack of supply of social goods from the

state. This study and the sentiments analysed therein largely agree with Kangaspuro’s assertion that

‘the predominant material demands of the population are not being matched by the regime’s

symbolic, rhetorical commitments in this regard’ (Kangaspuro, 2016, p. 39). The regional comparison

of this thesis reveals that this ‘gap’ between rhetoric and action in relation to pension reform is not

uniform across Russia. Togliatti and Pskov offer the starkest comparison in this vein - in Togliatti, a

palpable longing for a paternalistic state is noted, while residents of Pskov do not express this

sentiment to anywhere near to the same extent. Through studying the pension reform protest wave

with a particular focus on the role of social rights, this research backs Bindman’s assertion that

exploring social rights in Russia “can reveal how the relationship between the state and its citizens

[...] and of how welfare states and citizens’ perceptions of them function in authoritarian regimes”

(Bindman, 2018, p. 1).

This thesis represents a somewhat early contribution of in-depth research regarding the 2018

pension reform, a sphere which is currently populated by shorter articles addressing potential

socio-economic impacts and the brief but substantial protest wave. The case of pension reform

protests analysed in this study could contribute to a wider comparative analysis of ‘social protests’ in

Russia - particularly, the parallels between the 2018 pension reform protest wave and the 2005
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protests against monetisation of in-kind reforms are quite striking (an unpopular piece of social

legislation hastily passed through the State Duma to avoid stoking protests, which had the reverse

effect of essentially facilitating a pan-Russian protest wave). Such a comparison could reveal the

extent to which the presidential administration does or does not learn from previous ‘policy mistakes’

(in the sense of presenting unpopular policies to the population). This research also contributes to

the under-explored field of nostalgia for the Soviet era as a political tool.

Finally, this thesis has the potential to inform research agendas beyond Russia. From the 2010s

onwards, the success of certain politicians and political projects was arguably due in part to their

fixation on interpretations of the past. Donald Trump’s US presidential victory and the success of the

Vote Leave campaign for the UK to exit the EU in 2016 were both underpinned by nostalgic rhetoric

and slogans (‘Make America Great Again’ and ‘Take Back Control’, respectively). Nostalgia for a real or

imagined past had a political resonance. These events which took place in countries “long believed to

be immune to such developments, present a fertile ground for nostalgia towards the “autonomous”

liberal subject” as well as the Soviet past (Sharafutdinova, 2019, p. 174). By studying the Russian case,

where past fixations and the state’s use of symbols and rhetoric from the Soviet era for political aims

have taken place over two decades, the limits of nostalgic rhetoric for political aims can be seen. In

the case of pension reform Russian state rhetoric appears, to an extent, to have accidentally led to

citizens holding “unrealistic” expectations of the state, as the gap between rhetoric and policy action

becomes more and more visible to the Russian public.
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Appendix 1: Regional News Outlet Corpus

Saint Petersburg news outlets

Outlet Format Ownership Circulation Number of
articles analysed

Sankt-Peterburgs
kie Vedomosti

Online and print Bank Rossiya
(35%),
Committee for
the Management
of City Property,
Administration of
St. Petersburg
(25%)8

34,000 daily
circulation9

10

Novaya Gazeta
(Saint Petersburg
edition)

Online and print Publishing house
‘Novaya Gazeta’

16,000 daily
circulation10

13

Piterskaya Pravda Online Communist Party
of the Russian
Federation

Unknown due to
sporadic
publishing
schedule11

15

Total: 38

11 CPRFSPB.ru, ‘Partiinaya gazeta’, http://www.cprfspb.ru/10.html, accessed on 10th June 2021.

10 Lenizdat.ru, ‘Novaya Gazeta v Sankt-Peterburge: informatsiya ob organizatsii’,
https://lenizdat.ru/companies/12/, accessed on 10th June 2021.

9 Ibid.

8 Gazeta-NV.su, ‘Novosti pressy’, https://gazeta-nv.su/gz/?id=123, accessed on 10th June 2021.
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Togliatti news outlets

Outlet Format Ownership Circulation Number of
articles analysed

Volzhskaya
Kommuna

Online and print Government of
Samara Oblast

Tuesday,
Wednesday,
Thursday - 5000
units.

Friday - 42,000
units12

18

TLT.ru Online Infoline 10,000 site
visitors daily13

18

Trudovaya
Samara

Online Communist Party
of the Russian
Federation

10,000 weekly14 14

Total: 50

14 Trudsam.ru, ‘Gazeta ‘Trudovaya Samara’’,
http://trudsam.ru/index.php?do=static&page=gazeta-trudovaya-samara, accessed on 10th June 2021.

13 TLT.ru, ‘O nas’, https://tlt.ru/about, accessed on 10th June 2021.

12 Pravitelstvo Samarskoi Oblasti, ‘SMI Samarskoi Oblasti’, https://www.samregion.ru/smi/, accessed on 10th
June 2021.
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Pskov news outlets

Outlet Format Ownership Circulation Number of
articles analysed

Pskovskaya
Pravda

Online and print15 State enterprise
of Pskov Oblast

12,000 weekly16 12

Pskovskaya Lenta
Novostei

Online Grazhdanskaya
pressa

25,000 average
weekly visitors17

24

Pskovskii Rubezh Online and print Communist Party
of the Russian
Federation

3000 weekly18 10

Total: 46

18 Region-pressa.ru, ‘Pskovskii rubezh’’, https://www.region-pressa.ru/paper.html?ID=4261, accessed on 10th
June 2021.

17 Mail.ru, ‘Pskovskaya lenta novostei’,
https://top.mail.ru/visits?id=736109&period=1&days=182&date=2021-06-07, accessed on 10th June 2021.

16 Region-pressa.ru, ‘Pskovskaya pravda’, https://www.region-pressa.ru/paper.html?ID=3403, accessed on 10th
June 2021.

15 In 2018, Pskovskaya Pravda retained a print version. As of 2020 the paper has now switched to an online-only
format. For more see Jrnlst.ru, ‘Pskovskaya pravda: god bez bumagi’, https://jrnlst.ru/pravdapskov, accessed on
10th June 2021.
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Appendix 2: Vkontakte Groups

Saint Petersburg Vkontakte Groups

Group Name Purpose of group Membership Number of posts
analysed

Peterburg against
pension reform19

Anti-reform protest
group, organised by
Team Navalny

Unknown - the group
has now become
private.

11

SPB Protiv20 Anti-reform protest
group

7,272 12

Saint Petersburg LIVE21 City group 780,104 4

Total: 27

Togliatti Vkontakte Groups

Group Name Purpose of group Membership Number of posts
analysed

Togliatti VIP22 City group 407,183 13

Typical Togliatti23 City group /
entertainment

149,846 6

We Love Togliatti24 City group 179,089 17

Total: 36

24 https://vk.com/welovetlt

23 https://vk.com/news_tgl

22 https://vk.com/tltvip

21 https://vk.com/spb.live

20 https://vk.com/spb.protiv

19 https://vk.com/9sep_spb
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Pskov Vkontakte Groups

Group Name Purpose of group Membership Number of posts
analysed

Incident Pskov25 City group / traffic
incident monitor

150,137 4

In Pskov26 City group / local news 111,663 5

Pskov Today27 City group / local news 62,791 5

Total: 14

27 https://vk.com/pskovtoday

26 https://vk.com/v_pskove

25 https://vk.com/public167597091
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