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Abstract. This article studies the phenomenon of social protest in the Altai Territory. The authors 
present the data from a sociological study on this issue conducted in 2018-2020. The main method 
of empirical research was a survey of the population in various territories of the region, which 
revealed the real and potential level of protest activity of citizens. This article considers the process 
of formation and development of protest as a special form of social conflict, studying the influence 
of a complex of factors on the formation of protest moods, as well as the real protest behavior of the 
population. The authors show the social nature of protest, which is based on contradictions in the 
interests of various social groups in the regional society. In the authors’ understanding, the protest 
behavior is represented as individual or collective actions of subjects demonstrating dissatisfaction 
with the existing situation in society. The significance of the research lies in the understanding of 
social protest as a form of conflict. This article deals with problems related to various scientific 
interpretations of the essence and content of social protest, traditional and non-classical method-
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ological approaches to determining its essence and content. Attention is paid to the functions of 
protest, the constructive orientation of some protest actions of civil activists, and the extent to which 
the protest behavior of the population affects various aspects of life of the regional society. In the 
course of the research, the following components of social protest in the region were analyzed: 
the real and potential level; causes; and the forms of manifestation, among others. As it turned out 
in the course of the study, social protest actions in regional society are one-time and situational in 
nature, and they can be prevented and regulated. The authors conclude that the lack of effective 
mechanisms for managing the protest behavior of social actors in regional society can lead to the 
most unfavorable social consequences — an increased conflict between different levels of subjects, 
increased tension, aggravation of social problems and other crisis phenomena in society. The conclu-
sions are also formulated, according to which the reason for the protest is the rejection of certain 
subjects of the current social situation in society, dissatisfaction with various aspects of their life.

Keywords: region, social phenomena and processes, conflicts in society, social protest, methodol-
ogy of sociological research of protest, local society, causes of protest behavior of the population.
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INTRODUCTION
The term protest comes from the Latin verb protestari (to openly declare something) 
and means an explicit or implicit disagreement with a certain situation. There are 
many ways to express protest: from simple disagreement with something to mass 
actions of large social groups.

The phenomenon of a region’s protest is an objective social indicator of the 
situation in society as a whole. The need and importance of analyzing protest moods 
and actual actions of social agents in society is beyond doubt. The relevance of the 
study is explained by the deterioration of the socio-economic problems and con-
tradictions in regional societies of the Russian Federation, strengthening of the 
negative forms of interaction between social agents, the current growth of tension, 
and numerous conflicts between various social groups. To the greatest extent, these 
contradictions are manifested in the actions of social protest. The significance of 
the study lies in determining the conflict component in the agents’ protest actions 
and the extent to which various social factors influence the protest behavior of the 
region’s population.

The aim of the study is to explain the process of protest formation and devel-
opment as a special form of social conflict by studying the influence of a complex 
of factors on the formation of protest moods and the actual protest behavior of 
the people.
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At present, protest behaviors are mainly analyzed using the socio-psychological 
and political science approaches. The phenomenon of social protest remains un-
derstudied in Russian sociology. Social protest in sociology has been analyzed in 
two main research directions. The first is the concept of relative deprivation whose 
representatives (S. Stauffer, V. Ruinsiman, J. Davis, T. Garr) identified factors in-
fluencing the emergence of protest. The second direction (J. McCarthy, M. Zald, 
R. Ash, M. Asim, K. Wilson, W. Gemson, C. Tilly and others) explains develop-
ment of protest actions by certain resources available to agents. According to these 
scholars, a protest can be successful only if its participants purposefully mobilize 
their protest resources (physical, financial, informational, etc.).

Contemporary researchers understand social protest as an inevitable phenomenon 
in any local society [2, 5, 12]. In sociology, the classic explanation of a local social 
protest emergence lies in the continuous dissatisfaction of certain agents with the 
existing social situation [4, 15]. American sociologists J. Ekman and E. Amna ex-
plain social protest as “a negative attitude of some agents to the situation in society” 
[14]. Initially, various social groups develop strong dissatisfaction with the situation 
in the local society and initiate collective protest actions. Their protest is aimed at 
changing the situation and solving a certain problem in the life of society. A special 
feature of such protest is the different level of the opposing agents in the structure 
of the local community. This methodological approach corresponds to the position 
of many modern sociologists, according to which a protest is “actions aimed at 
changing the government, the current policy, etc.” [10, 12]. In Ulrich Beck’s Brave 
New World, protest is seen as “putting pressure on the authorities in order to make 
the decisions necessary for the protestors” [8].

A somewhat different explanation of protest behavior was proposed by the Amer-
ican sociologist John Davis in his concept of “the relative disadvantage (deprivation) 
of individuals in society” [11]. He believes that social protest is a consequence of 
the completion of a fairly long period of socio-economic well-being of the popula-
tion, when their needs and habitual way of life stop corresponding to the realities 
of the new socio-economic situation in society. As a result, mass discontent of the 
population arises, gradually turning into open forms of social protest [9]. Within the 
framework of this concept, Ted Garr discusses the reasons for people’s dissatisfac-
tion: their ideas of social justice in the world and the belief that they deserve much 
more. This belief irritates them and pushes them to protest [17]. At the beginning 
of the 21st century, Ronald Inglehart and Pippa Norris developed a sociological 
concept of the Silent Revolution in the modern world according to which protesting 
individuals in high-income countries put forward new demands of rapid changes 
(from equality of women to transformation of social institutions) [23].

In Russia, the sociology of conflict as an independent branch of knowledge is 
still in its infancy. However, its methodology is most suitable for analyzing the 
phenomenon of social protest and fully corresponds to the realities of modern Rus-
sian society when conflicts in the form of citizens’ protest behavior really help 
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various agents to agree with each other in the end and result in positive social 
changes and solution of many social problems [12, 16].

Theoretical and, to a large extent, empirical studies of social protest are widely 
represented in Russian sociology. For the sake of truth, it should be noted that in 
Russian sociology the social protest is viewed not only from a conflict resolution 
perspective. Most scholars agree that the sources of social protest lie precisely in the 
social sphere, in the area of people’s social activity. According to T. V. Baranova, 
“social activity, in spite of its constructive forms, is often contradictory with a de-
structive potential of protest activity” [3, p. 143]. In our opinion, her “methodology 
for analyzing the protest activity of the population of Russia” is of particular scien-
tific interest [3, pp. 143-152]. Quite often (and this seems to be logical), social protest 
is studied in a single field of social and political protest. For instance, E. V. Panich-
kina studies protests in the socio-political space of the Kemerovo region [24].

In the process of sociological analysis, it seems to us inappropriate to reject 
studies of social protest carried out from the standpoint of political science. For 
example, this phenomenon is considered in the fundamental article by V. V. Kosty-
ushev, who, along with an analysis of the theoretical aspects of the problem, veri-
fies his theoretical propositions with the help of empirical studies carried out in 
2004-2010 in three Russian regions: Smolensk, Kaliningrad, and Krasnodar [20, 
p. 148]. In our opinion, the value of this article for our analysis lies in the possibil-
ity of creating certain meaningful principles suitable for the study of social protest 
“which have a new descriptive, explanatory and predictive potential” [20, p. 154].

Russian sociologists study protest activities of various social groups in Russia, 
primarily young people as the most socially and politically active part of society. 
And this is no coincidence. As O. I. Gaba argues in his article, youth is a social 
group that is not only significant in terms of maintaining social stability but also 
as a source of highly conflicting intergenerational sociodynamics [13].

Russian youth extremism in its social group specifics is researched by V. I. Chu-
prov and Yu. A. Zubok. They conclude that 

“...radical sentiments of young people are noted in personal and group self-de-
termination, in choosing a life position, in relations with the social environment. 
The direction of extreme sentiments in the form of fanaticism and nihilism is 
associated with the opportunities for young people to realize their own subjec-
tivity. Fanaticism as an extreme form of radicalism in the manifestation of ex-
tremeness is on the contrary directly related to the possibilities of self-realization 
of young people. Therefore, for further analysis, it is important to assess not 
only the level of extremeness, but also its direction” [6, p. 165].

The information and communication technologies, which have led to a certain 
transformation of factors and forms of social protest, also affected the topic of 
modern research on social protest. For example, in his doctoral dissertation, A. V. 
Kuchukian explores the socio-cultural factors of the impact of virtual networks on 
the protest activity of youth [21]. Many publications present findings of analysis 
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of youth protest activity in the regions. E. B. Marin, for instance, examines the 
emotions of protest in university students in Primorsky Krai [22].

Numerous research consider certain aspects of social protest of the population 
(without highlighting the age groups of the respondents) in various regions of Rus-
sia. In particular, “based on the semantic analysis of thematic messages about the 
protest activity of the population in the Yaroslavl region in 2018 and 2019, posted 
on the Internet” [26, p. 108], scholars conclude that the main indicators of the pro-
test activity of the region’s population are the same as in Russia as a whole. In their 
opinion, “the distinguishing feature of protest activities in the region can be con-
sidered the coalition of the majority of the regional opposition movements for the 
purpose of organizing the most massive public actions” [26, p. 108].

In April 2019, the autonomous non-profit organization Institute for Regional 
Expertise published a report on the protest activity of people living in various re-
gions of the country. In the course of the research, two main forms of protest actions 
were identified: political and socio-economic [25]. The author comes to conclusions 
according to which there is an ongoing process of “gradual merging of socio-
economic and political actions... In general, the tendency to massive protests de-
manding solutions for regional problems persists” [25]. These data confirm the 
importance of further study of the problem of social protest at the level of Russia’s 
regions.

N. I. Chuvashova examines the factors and direction of social protest actions in the 
Arkhangelsk region highlighting their certain positive outcomes [7]. Kh. M. Khad- 
zhalova examines the dynamics of the potential of social protest in the Republic of 
Dagestan on the basis of the sociological surveys conducted in 2007-2017 and indicat-
ing the growing discontent of the population with the socio-economic situation in the 
Republic [19].

The findings of the sociological research in the Novosibirsk region formed the 
basis for the analysis of the features of the protest potential carried out by N. D. Vavi-
lina and D. A. Kotov [27]. Discussing results of the cluster analysis, the scholars 
make non-trivial conclusions that 

“people with a sufficiently high level of income, but dissatisfied with their life 
circumstances, are characterized by a distinctive perception of social problems 
and readiness to defend their interests through protest actions” [27, p. 184].

Social tension and protest activity in the city of Orel and the Orel region was 
researched on the social data collected in the 2014 sociological survey by means 
of cluster analysis [18].

Among Russian sociologists who studied various aspects of social protest in the 
regions, Yu. E. Rastov, L. N. Tsoi, V. A. Semenov, and V. A. Svetlov stand out. In 
general, regional studies of social protest indicate, firstly, the specificity of its causes 
and sources in certain regions of the country and, secondly, the general tendency 
of a social protest to develop into a political one.
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MATERIALS AND METHODS
The emotional intensity of protest moods and the actual protest behavior of local 
residents in a regional community was assessed by the authors according to the 
sociological research “Development and promotion of a set of measures to reduce 
the level of social tension and conflict among the population in the Altai Territory 
in 2018-2020”. In its process, we studied parameters of social protest in the region-
al community and compared our findings with the conclusions of the previous sim-
ilar research of Russian sociologists. A standardized interview method was used: 
1,220 respondents (2018) and 600 respondents (2019) living in the Altai Territory 
were interviewed; the authors conducted 4 focus groups representing different social 
groups; and an expert survey (in the form of in-depth interviews). Along with the 
traditional procedures for the sociological measurement of protest moods necessary 
to test the system of hypotheses, a number of innovative methods were used.

Our results provide a sociologically accurate diagnosis of the situation in the 
region and a basis for the scientific explanation of the regulatory mechanisms to 
control protest behavior in the regions of the Russian Federation. 

Within the framework of the project, a comprehensive approach was applied to 
the analysis of the protest behavior of the regional population using a combination 
of traditional and innovative sociological methods. A special methodological tool-
kit was developed to survey residents of the Altai Territory and experts. Trends 
associated with the region’s protest activity as reported in the regional mass media 
were analyzed. The main methods of collecting information were the analysis of 
specific events, a mass survey of the population, expert interviews, focus groups, 
traditional and content analysis of media materials on the issue in question.

FINDINGS
The potential for conflict, which is always present in society, periodically generates 
protest behavior of various social groups. In this research, we were primarily in-
terested in the citizens’ experience of participation in the past protest actions.

Table 1 shows the data according to which the overwhelming majority of re-
spondents (89% of those surveyed) declare that they have never taken part in social 
protest actions. Only 11% of those polled say they have ever taken part in a protest. 
Thus, it can be stated that the actual past protest behavior in the population of the 
Altai Territory is rather infrequent.

Most of the respondents (30%) claim that they have personally applied to gov-
ernment bodies (see Table 2); 28% of them admitted that they had once partici-
pated in rallies, processions, etc. Another 18% of the respondents declared that 
they took part in strikes; 13% of the respondents participated in protest activities 
on the Internet (publications under hashtags; distribution and comments of publi-
cations of opposition bloggers). Only 7% of the study participants have experience 
of using modern forms of social protest (flash mobs and protest performances).

According to the data presented in Table 3, the majority of respondents (60%) 
claimed taking part in protest activities due to dissatisfaction with the situation in 
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the country and the region; 18% of those surveyed stated that they began to par-
ticipate in social protest actions with friends for company’s sake. Another 8% of 
the respondents confessed to being paid. Other answers were “for the sake of com-
municating with people”, “I’m fed up with everything”, “out of despair”, etc.

40% of the respondents believe that protest actions are a rather ineffective way 
of defending their interests (see Table 4). Another 27% consider social protest ac-
tions to be a rather effective way of defending their interests. Another 13% of the 
respondents state that social protest actions are definitely an ineffective way of 
defending their interests. On the contrary, 11% of the respondents consider them 
to be definitely an effective method.

Half of the respondents do not plan to take part in social protests in the near 
future (see Table 5). 12% of the respondents are also not ready to participate in 
such actions since their living standards have not deteriorated. One tenth of the 
survey participants responded that they intend to personally participate in social 
protest actions in the near future. 29% of the respondents found it difficult to answer 
or refused to answer this question. Thus, the overall readiness to take part in protest 
actions in the near future is 10%, which is the maximum value in the modern pe-
riod of development of the Altai region.

DISCUSSION
According to the authors, effective study of the phenomenon of protest requires 
development of a new sociological approach to its analysis. According to it, social 
protest appears as a form of an unfolding social conflict. The essence and content 
of the protest is undoubtedly associated with the existing contradictions in the in-
terests of individuals of different social backgrounds. It should be noted that any 
protest behavior is a certain conflict action directed against another social agent. 
In a situation of protest, we are dealing with a conflicting interaction of social agents 
that arose due to the presence of contradictions in their interests and positions. 
Sociology of conflict determines several mandatory elements of any conflict: two 
parties (subjects) and active confrontation between them. It is these two opposing 
subjects that make protest a form of social conflict.

A protest is a whole system of interaction between different types of social agents 
with a certain sequence of their actions. In a number of cases, the social agent 
against which protest actions of the local residents are directed is not entirely obvi-
ous. Only mass protest actions have an obvious opponent—the culprit of citizens’ 
discontent. However, protest actions are often diffuse and latent in nature and, at 
first glance, lack an opponent. Nevertheless, protest as a form of conflict always 
implies the presence of a second agent, against whose actions the protest is di-
rected. Protest is usually a consequence of the opponent’s previous actions (or 
inaction). In other words, in the protest, one side of the conflict is the agent against 
whom it is directed (authorities, large enterprises, private companies, etc.), and the 
other side is the individuals dissatisfied with its actions. In certain situations, pro-
test is part of a larger confrontation between social agents.
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Table 1. The distribution of answers to the question “Have you ever participated in 
social protest actions” (% of respondents)

Suggested answers Response rate, %
Yes, I took part 11
No, I didn’t take part 89
Total 100

Table 2. The distribution of answers to the question “In what social protest actions have 
you ever participated” (% of respondents)

Suggested answers Response rate, %
Rallies, demonstrations, pickets, processions 28
Strikes 18
Appeals to state government public authorities 30
Modern forms of social protest (flash mobs 
and protest performances) 7
Protest activity in the Internet 13
Other 4
Total 100

Table 3. The distribution of answers to the question “Why did you participate in social 
protest actions” (% of respondents)

Suggested answers Response rate, %
I am not satisfied with the situation in the 
country and region 60
I came with my friends for the company’s sake 18
I was paid to take part 8
Other 3
Undecided 11
Total 100
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Table 4. The distribution of answers to the question “Do you think that protest actions 
are an effective way to defend your interests” (% of respondents)

Suggested answers Response rate, %
Definitely yes 11
More likely yes, than no 27
More likely no, than yes 40
Definitely no 13
Undecided 9
Total 100

Table 5. The distribution of answers to the question “Do you personally intend to 
participate in social protest actions in the nearest future” (% of respondents)

Suggested answers Response rate, %
No, as my living standards did not deteriorate 12
No, as protest will not improve my life 49
Yes, I am planning to 10
I don’t know, refuse to answer this question 29
Total 100
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The authors of the article adhere to the methodological approach according to 
which social conflict is a generic concept in relation to the phenomenon of protest. 
Understanding protest as a form of conflict allows us to study the whole variety of 
protest behavior forms of the population—from letters to a newspaper to mass ac-
tions. Sociology of conflict offers new heuristic techniques for the analysis of the 
phenomenon of protest. A protest action arises as a result of the mutual influence of 
many factors and reasons of an objective and subjective nature. Some researchers 
see the reasons for the protest in the difficult economic situation of social agents. 
Others point to the political nature of the actions of the protesters who are dissatisfied 
with the authorities. Yet others explain its appearance by socio-psychological reasons.

It is important to distinguish between reasons and causes of protests. Most 
confrontations of social agents begin with a specific event which plays the role of 
a trigger for the start of open opposition between the opponents. Thus, it would 
be wrong to name results of state elections as a reason for protest actions. Voting 
results are only a pretext for people’s social protest. Our separation of the cause 
and reasons of the conflict contradicts the basic methodological provisions of the 
classical analysis of the phenomenon of protest whose representatives are con-
vinced that an individual stating his/her reason of participation in a protest always 
tells the truth. This hampers understanding of the real essence of the protest. Con-
ducting surveys of the population, we asked respondents a question, “Why did 
you take part in the social protest?” Analysis of their answers was only the first 
step towards identifying the true reasons for the protest. To determine its causes, 
it is also necessary to use qualitative research methods (focus groups, in-depth 
interviews, etc.) and conduct a complex mathematical and statistical analysis of 
the information received.

CONCLUSION
In the article, we examined the phenomenon of protest in the regional community. 
Protest, as a phenomenon that manifests itself in specific forms of opposition between 
social agents of different social status, is currently unambiguously present in our 
regional community. We analyzed several components of protest behavior in the 
region’s residents: real and potential level, forms of manifestation, its causes, etc.

We define protest as individual or collective actions of social agents that dem-
onstrate their dissatisfaction with the existing situation in society. Protest as a form 
of social conflict is characterized by the presence of the following opposing sides: 
on the one hand, the “culprit” of the situation declared by the protesters (as a rule, 
these are specific social groups, large organizations, representatives of government 
bodies, the current political regime as a whole, etc.); on the other hand, the protest-
ers themselves with their demands, a strategy of behavior, etc.

Any social protest is based on the emergence of contradictions in the interests 
of different social groups. As a result, people are increasingly dissatisfied with the 
activities of the current government, their living conditions, etc. and the social base 
of their protest is being formed. Thus, their protest is caused by their rejection of 
the current social situation in the local community and dissatisfaction with various 
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aspects of their life. As we learned in our research, protests in the regional com-
munity are one-time and situational in nature; they are also manageable. The ab-
sence of effective mechanisms for managing protest behaviors of social agents in 
a regional community can lead to most unfavorable social consequences: escalation 
of conflicts between the agents, increased tension, exacerbation of social problems 
in the region and other crisis phenomena. Moreover, there is a high likelihood of 
an increase in protest activity among the population of the region in connection 
with the ongoing coronavirus epidemic, unreasonably tough (according to some 
residents) quarantine measures and insufficient actions of the authorities in this 
area (according to another part of the population).

A greater social protest potential in the region in the future may be influenced 
by lack of preparedness of the healthcare system for mass admission and effective 
treatment of coronavirus patients as well as cancellation of planned hospitalizations 
and inability to consult a doctor for patients with other diseases. We cannot exclude 
manifestations of protest associated with the economic downturn and a sharp in-
crease in unemployment in the region due to the epidemic. This problem can po-
tentially become an activator of social protests in the region. Obviously, it is 
highly likely precisely in the districts hit hardest by the epidemic and managed 
most ineffectively by its authorities. At the same time, there is a real danger of 
transition of a social protest into a political one, which requires special interre-
gional comparative studies. It should be noted that in the context of pandemic re-
strictions, it is advisable to change methods for studying social protest due to 
limited access to respondents, in particular, shift to online population surveys, 
analysis of Internet content, etc.
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