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We, the People: The Green Shoots of
Russia's Grassroots

Political protest might be dead in Russia, but grassroots activism
was very much alive in 2016.

By Daria Litvinova
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On July 5, Ukrainian social activistBAnastasia Melnichenko wrote a Facebook post that would
become one of the mostBdiscussed of the year.

“Iwant us — women — to speak today,” BMelnichenko wrote. “We do not have to make
excuses. We are not to blame. Blame alwaysHBlies with the rapist.”

Melnichenko encouraged women across theBpost-Soviet space to share their experiences of
sexual harassment, and to postBthem under the hashtags #sHe60r0cbcKazaTH, in Ukrainian,
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and its Russian versionB#sHeb0r0cbcKa3aTh (#iamnotaftraidtospeak). Within hours,
Facebook and VkontakteB® — the most popular social networks in Russia — had been flooded
with harrowingBanecdotes of rape, assault and molestation. Thousands of women across
Ukraine,BRussia and Belarus had followed Melnichenko’s call.

“#IAmNotAfraidToSay that one day I went withEBmy dad to visit friends at their dacha, a
decent and beautiful family. TheBfather of my dad’s friend lived there,” wrote one Facebook
user, Anna. “I wokeBup early next morning, and he was lying next to me, drunk, with his
hand in myBunderwear. I ran from the room and hid. I said nothing to my parents.”

Prominent Russian women joined the onlineBcampaign to tell their stories, hoping to change
perceptions of sexualBviolence, with many arguing that society still finds the victim at fault.

“Anyone who says ‘women bring it onBthemselves by wearing short skirts’ should listen to
my story,” theBentrepreneur Alyona Vladimirskaya wrote on her Facebook page.

Vladimirskaya was seven months pregnant whenBa man assaulted her in the entrance hall of
her building. “I didn’t think thatB&I needed to be afraid of men in such a state,” she wrote.

The campaign was extremely important inBchanging Russian attitudes toward sexual
violence, says Maria Mokhova, directorBat Syostry (Sisters), a center that works with rape
victims. “We sometimes haveBa problem that people don’t believe us when we talk about the
extent of suchBviolence in Russia,” she says. “Anyone who read these stories could not fail
toBacknowledge, to visualize the problem.”

SchoolllNo. 57

Russian Facebook users witnessed anotherBoutpouring of intimate secrets in the summer.
This time, the confessions wereBfrom current and former students of the elite Moscow
School No.57, who wroteBthat they had been sexually abused by their history teacher.

The social media storm was prompted by a postBfrom Yekaterina Krongauz, a journalist at
the Meduza news outlet. “For moreBthan 16 years, we’ve known that the history teacher was
having affairs with hisBstudents,” she wrote Aug. 29. “He was quite a handsome man: smart,
ironic, charismatic.BIt was hard not to fall in love with him.”

Krongauz said that in these 16 years, sheHtried to break the story in the media twice, but
failed. An amateurBinvestigation conducted by former students of the school this year turned
outBto be more successful.

Olga Nikolayenko, a graduate of the school,EBspoke to almost a dozen people who claimed
they had intimate relationships withBthe teacher in question, Boris Meyerson. The stories
were hard to believe, sheBsays, yet it was even harder to believe that people would invent
them.

In late July, Nikolayenko went to the schoolBdirector Sergei Mendelevich with the allegations.
Initially, the director dismissedBthe allegations. Meyerson, who was in Israel at the time,
quietly resigned.B®That might have been that, but a month later, Krongauz’s Facebook post
unleashedBa new series of confessions. Parents, current and former students, and some



ofHthe teachers were outraged by what they read.

The prestigious school’s management admittedBto having serious problems, promised
reforms, and even formed a council ofBparents and former students to supervise the reforms.
A month later, a criminalBcase was launched against Meyerson.

Sociologist Ella Paneyakh believes that suchBEgrassroots activism in Russia will continue to
grow. “The more it grows theBmore grounds there will be for political activism again,” she
says. “WhenHEpeople participate in grassroots politics, they learn how it works and how
toRmake this activism more effective. Russian society is learning all these thingsBvery
quickly.”

Returninglithe Names

On Oct. 29, the eve of the Day of RemembranceBof Victims of Political Repression, some
2,000 Russians gathered across theBroad from the headquarters of the Russian secret service,
the successor to theBdreaded Soviet KGB. After patiently waiting in line for hours, the
individualsBread out the names of those executed in Moscow during the darkest days of
theESoviet Terror.

One by one, people read from the notes theyBhad been given: name, profession, date of
execution. They made improvisedBtributes. Sometimes, they added the names of their own
relatives who had beenBexecuted. In all, 3,000 names were read out over 12 hours — from 10
a.m. to 10H8p.m.

First organized in 2006 by the Memorial HumanBRights Group, “Returning the Names” has
turned into an annual event. The fullBlist of those officially executed in Moscow stretches to
40,000 names. AlmostBhalf of them have been read out in the ten years the event has been
held.

Every year, the ritual has attracted manyBMuscovites. But this year a record number turned
out — even when the event felllon a weekday, under freezing October rain.

Activists explain the increased turnout as aBresponse to moves within government to
“rewrite” history and glorify aspect ofEStalin’s rule. They point to the government’s
increased dependence onBvictorious narratives from the Great Patriotic War (WWII) and
Russia’s role inBhelping to defeat Nazi Germany.

Also lurking in the background was aBgovernment decision this year to declare Memorial a
“foreign agent.” This labelBsubjects the organization to increased bureaucratic scrutiny, and,
ironically,Bhas its linguistic roots in the Stalinist hunt for “foreign spies.”

“I think people were outraged and wanted toBsupport us,” says Memorial’s Alexei Makarov,
one of the organizers of theBevent. “But it is also a case of people taking part in a memorial
event becauseBthere is much less room for real political protest.”

Original url:
https://www.themoscowtimes.com/2016/12/26/we-the-people-the-green-shoots-of-russias-grassroots-
a56644



