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Introduction

Cultural and Political Imaginaries in Putin’s Russia

Niklas Bernsand and Barbara Törnquist-Plewa

 Introduction

ThisvolumeisapartofaseriesofbookspublishedwithsupportoftheCentre
forEuropeanStudiesatLundUniversitydealingwithcultural,socialandpo-
liticaldevelopmentsinEasternandCentralEuropeintheperiodafterthefall
ofthecommunistregimesin1989-1991.Whiletheprecedingbooksinthisse-
riesfocusedontheBalkans(ResicandTörnquist-Plewa2002),UkraineandBe-
larus(Törnquist-Plewa2006),andCentralEurope(Törnquist-PlewaandStala
2011),thisbookdealswithculturaldevelopmentsinRussiainthe2000s,ape-
riod politically demarcated by the coming to power of Vladimir Putin. The
book aims at identifying and analyzing developments in official symbolical,
culturalandsocialpoliciesaswellasthecontradictorytrajectoriesofimpor-
tant cultural, social and intellectual trends in Russian society after the year
2000.Indeed,severalchaptersinthebookproceedfromtheperceptioninRus-
siansocietyofafundamentaldifferencebetweentheseeminglylesspath-de-
pendent first post-Soviet decade of the 1990s and the period following the
gradualestablishmentofanauthoritarianregimeinthesubsequentdecades.
Obviously,aviewofthepresidentialshiftfromBorisYeltsintoVladimirPutin
atthestartofthenewmillenniumasasymbolicwatershedhasalsoservedas
arecurringrhetoricalfigureusedtopropupthelegitimacyoftheregime.In
thisregime-favoredview,the1990ssawthe(partial)dismantlingoftheempire,
deadly battles about dividing state property among shady constellations of
individualsandcorporations,andeverydayeconomichardshipsanddysfunc-
tionality,whilePutin’sRussiaofthe2000sofferedstabilityandthestrengthen-
ingofstateinstitutions,growingprosperity,asuccessfulfightwithseparatism,
theexpansionofstateborders,andthereturnofgreatpowerstatus.Sucha
glaringcontrastobviouslycaricaturesactualdevelopments,obscurestheper-
sonalcontinuitiesandpolicylegaciesbetweenthetworegimes,anddistorts
andembellishespoliciesconductedunderPutin.However, thisdepictionof
the1990sisfelttoberealenoughbymanyRussians,andcomparisonsofthe
twoperiodsconsistentlyformanycomeouttotheadvantageofthelatter.

Asthetitlesays,thisbookfocusesontheculturalandpoliticalimaginaries
ofRussiasince2000,offeringcasestudiesonthevicissitudesofculturalpoli-

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
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cies,politicalideologiesandimperialvisions,onmemorypoliticsonthegrass-
rootaswellasofficiallevels,andonthelinksbetweenpoliticalandnational
imaginariesandpopularcultureinfieldsasdiverseasfashiondesignandpro-
natalistadvertising.

 Keeping Them Out, Keeping Them Happy

Inawidespreadmodelofdemocratisation,theemergenceofaneconomically
strongandaffluentmiddle-classwilleventuallyresultindemandsforpolitical
and civic rights. Socio-economic emancipation and the acquirement of cul-
turalandeducationalcapitalofthismiddlesegmentisthusexpectedtoengen-
der a will for real political influence, respect for property rights, and better
qualityofgovernment.However,whenaffluencetrickleddownfastinRussia
duringthefirstpartofPutin’sruleinthewakeofthethenhighpricesonthe
energymarkets,otherexplanationsemergedforwhyincreased(relative)ma-
terialwell-beinginacountryplaguedbycorruptionandbadgovernancedid
notseemtoengenderawidelysupportedliberalorreformistopposition.Al-
thoughcoercionandrepressioninrelationtopoliticaloppositionwasandre-
mainspartoftheregime’stoolbox,acommonlineofreasoningpointedtoa
socialcontract(Greene2017),orasortoftacitsocialagreement,beingoffered
bytheregimetotheyoungerandmoreaffluenturbanlayers inRussia.This
tacitagreementarguablyexchangedpoliticalcomplicityornon-interference
ofurbanprofessionalsinpoliticallifeandtheworkingsofthegovernment(in-
cludingthemputtingablindeyetohowthefinancialcapitalofrulingpolitical,
bureaucraticandeconomiceliteswasandcontinuedtobeaccumulated)for
accesstothematerialandimmaterialbenefitsandpossibilitiesofglobalisa-
tion.Thisdidnotonlymeanthatmembersoftheemergingurbanclassesto
theextentoftheirfinancialpossibilitiescouldfreelytravelandhaveaccessto
thelatesttechnologicalinnovationsofglobalconsumeristculture.Theirself-
realisationandindividualdevelopmentintermsofeducation(includingfor-
eign)andcareeropportunities,ifnotpairedwiththewrongkindofpolitical
ambitions, were also encouraged. This meant that values associated with a
global “creative class”, such as individualism, creativity and sophistication
wereembracedandencouragedaslongastheyremainedexpressionsofindi-
vidualtrajectories(orofuseforthestate)anddidnotleadtotheemergenceof
politicaldemandsand“classconsciousness”.Inrelationtowidersegmentsof
thepopulation, itcouldbearguedthat theagreementrestsonmaterial im-
provements and on a symbolic rejection of the 1990s, a decade widely per-
ceivedasunpredictable,demoralizing,andlawless.



3Introduction

Itwouldseemademandingtasktoupholdsuchimplicitagreementsover
timeandinchangingdomesticandglobalpoliticalandeconomicconditions.
Thefinancialcrisisin2008,lowoilpricesaswellasthesanctionsimposedafter
Russia’sannexationofCrimeain2014madeitmoredifficultfortheregimeto
deliver its part of the deal, and in connection with the protests against the
flawedelectionsin2011theregimeindeedsteppedupcoercionasawaytodeal
withpoliticalchallenges.Kolesnikov(2017)hasarguedthatthepatrioticfervor
encouragedbystateandregime-controlledmediainconnectionwiththean-
nexationandthefirstphasesofthewarinUkrainecanbeseenasawayofof-
fering the citizens a partly remodeled agreement. In this version of the
agreement, besides the old promises, Russians would stay out of politics in
exchangeforenjoyingthegreatpowerstatusoftheircountry,whichisableto
expandandsettheagendainitsimmediatesurroundingsandconfrontsWest-
ernambitioninglobalpolitics.Someresearchers(e.g.Laruelle2017)arguethat
theimplicitsocialcontractstilllargelyholds,asthedistrustofelitesremains
high,politicsiscontinuouslywidelyconsideredtobeadirtyandunattractive
domain,andPutinstillenjoyswidesupportasasymbolicfigurebeyondpoli-
tics.Still,analyticslikeKolesnikov(2017),pointstocracksinthefaçadeassur-
veys indicate that citizens besides material benefits and great power status
nowdemandbettercontroloftaxremedies,whichperdefinitionwouldmean
aneventualbreakwiththeagreement.Theprotestsin2017againsttheMoscow
citygovernment’splanstoteardownhundredsoffive-storeyapartmenthous-
estoallownowhigh-profithigh-riseprojects,whileofferingtheirinhabitants
unclear and unsatisfactory compensation, hints to the potential fragility of
suchsocialconstructs.Networkingtoorganizeprotests,disaffectedmembers
oftheyoungerurbanmiddleclassherefindalliesamongteachers,officersand
retiredpeople, i.e. fromgenerally loyal sectorsof societywhere fewhadex-
pectedovertdiscontent(Baunov2017).Interestingly,someprotestersfeltasif
the1990shadreturned(ibid),whichcouldbeseenasperceptionofabreak
withthetacitsocialagreementfromthegovernment’sside.

 Activating Them And Curbing Their Enthusiasm

However,asLaruelleargues, theregimecannotworkonlywithstrategiesof
demobilization, e.g. through tacit social agreements – it could also benefit
fromactivelymobilisingsupport,forwhichideologicalcontentwouldbenec-
essary.Thenatureofsuchacontentistheobjectofcompetinganalysesand
constructs.InearlierphasesofthePutinregimeobservers(e.g.Aslund2012)
havetriedtodiscerntheshiftingbattlesforinfluencesbetweenmoreliberal
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andmoreauthoritariancampsassociatedwiththeKremlin.Asexpansionist
politics leading to the annexation of Crimea were accompanied with great
powerrhetoricsandsituationalallianceswithvariousnationalistgroups,and
RussiansupportforEuropeanpopulistright-wingpartiesincreasinglycaught
attention,voicesinWesternmediasometimesbegantoperceivethePutinre-
gimeinitselfasradicallyright-wing(e.g.Inozemtsev2017),designationswhich
wouldneedstrongqualifications.Forothers,liketheRussian-Britishjournalist
PeterPomerantsev,theregimeisrathera“postmoderndictatorship”,askillful
situationaladapterandcompilatorofcontradictorysocialandculturalandpo-
liticaltrendsandcurrents,themanipulationofwhichcanmakeit“feellikean
oligarchyinthemorningandademocracyintheafternoon,amonarchyfor
dinnerandatotalitarianstatebybedtime”(Pomerantsev2014,67).Thekeyas-
sumptionhereemphasisestheregime’swillingnesstoappropriate,imitateand
distortthecontentofalmostanythingthatmightcometoresemblerealpoli-
tics(withdistinctiveanduncontrolledactorshavingarealsocialbase),and
thus defuse the disruptive capacity of potentially threatening social move-
ments or platforms. This understanding works well with Andrew Wilson’s
(2005)earliertermvirtualpoliticsforthewaythepoliticalsceneinitselfhas
beenmanipulatedandsetupinsomePost-Sovietsocieties.

InLaruelle’s(2017)analysis,theregimepresentlyrathermaintainsan“ex-
plicitbutblurryconservatism”,aflexibleandadaptabledoctrinebuiltaround
a fewcommonbasic ideological tenetssuchasanti-Westernism,antiliberal-
ism,and“traditionalvalues”.Thisideologicalumbrellaunfoldsalargeimplicit
ideological diversity that allows Russians to be inspired from contradictory
andpotentiallyconflicting“red”and“white”ideologicalpackages,e.g.Soviet
andTsarist,Russianethno-centristandamulticulturalistcelebrationofcul-
turaldiversitywithintheempire.However,variousinstantiationsofrebranded
Sovietnostalgiaisthesinglemostimportantstrand.Blurryconservatismhas
beenselectedforthepresentsituationsinceitmeetstheleastactiveopposi-
tion,mainly froma limitednumberofurbanliberals(andcanfromtimeto
timeabsorb“liberal”technocratsintotheregime).Incomparison,anoutright
andconsistent,long-termembraceofaRussianethno-centricnationalistout-
lookwouldriskbeingmuchmoredivisive.

Againstthebackdropofsuchagambitof“blurryconservatism”theregime
has in the last few years increasingly sought cooperation with conservative
forcesandsocialmovementsincertainfields,suchastheculturalsector,and
inpoliciesencouragingchildbirth(seeJonson’sandRakhimova-Sommers’re-
spectivechapters),andalsowithcommercialactorssuchasinthefashionin-
dustry (see Kalinina’s chapter). The visibility of the Orthodox Church in
politicalandsymbolicstate-levelcontextshasalsobeenmoreclearlyempha-
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sized.Whetherthismakestheregimepoliticallyandideologicallyconserva-
tiveinameaningfulsenseisupfordebate.Aswasoutlinedinconnectionwith
thetacitsocialagreementwiththeyoungcreativeurbanclass,advancedtech-
nologyand,at leastsuperficially, theconnectedpackagesofrepresentations
andassociationsareaccepted,whilethereislittleinterestinpoliticalreforms,
moreeffectiveinstitutionsandpowersharing.Thetermconservativemodern-
ization (see e.g.Trenin 2010) that at earlier stages has been used for the re-
gime’spoliciesand ishistorically identifiedwithattempts in the lateTsarist
periodatreformsinordertopreservetheexistingpoliticalorder,seemsless
relevantatthismoment,asthemeaningofboththoseelementsforpresent
Russianpoliciesisunclear.Thekeygoalforwhichtacitsocialagreementsare
calibratedandselectivemobilizationcanbeinstrumentalised,isarguablythe
preservationoftheregimeitself.Atmostonemightperhapsdistinguishafew
almost pre-political convictions or reflexes in the Russian leadership – firm
centralcontrolinternally,thevisionofRussiaasagreatpowerdominatingthe
areaoftheformerSovietUnion,multipolarityattheglobalstageetc.

How,then,doesthisrelatetoideologicaldevelopmentsatthegrassrootlev-
el?Someofthechaptersinthisbook(Jonsononculturalpolitics,Morenkova
onthememoryofStalinism,Kalininaonfashiondesign),giveaclearindica-
tionthatgrassrootactivismandideologicaldevelopments invariousprofes-
sionalfieldsincontemporaryRussiaisanideologicallycomplexphenomenon
(seealsoChebankova2015).Thegrassrootslevelisnotnecessarilyasiteofre-
sistancegeneratingliberalsandhumanrightsactivistsbutcanbeactivatedin
favoroftheregime,aswellasopposingtheregimefromevenmoreilliberal
standpoints.

 Outline of the Volume

The chapters are organized according to the three different cultural-social
spacesinvestigated:culturalpoliciesandideologicalmovementsbehindthem,
mnemonicpoliticsandculture,andlastbutnotleastpopularcultureandits
embeddednessinpolitics.

ThefirstpartofthebooklooksatculturalpolicyinPutin’sRussiaandpoints
toitsconnectiontochangingconceptsofRussiannationalidentity,geopoliti-
cal imaginary and nationalist ideologies of different leanings.Thus, it starts
withthechapterbyLenaJonsonthatanalysesthechangeofculturalandpo-
liticalvalues inRussiaas reflected indramatic turn inRussianstate’spolicy
towards the cultural sector since 2012. Jonson discusses how this turn came
about by focusing on small intellectual communities that were crucial for
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formulatingideasandconceptsforcultural,socialandpoliticalchange.These
groups,whichJonsoncalls“criticalcommunities”includedbothliberalsand
conservatives.Bothcreatedduring the2000ssmallembryosof socialmove-
mentsthatconfrontedtheRussiansystem.Aftertheprotestmovement2012-
2013theliberalsweresignificantlyweakenedwhiletheconservativesgotthe
upper hand since their ideas were adopted by the Putin regime.This had a
profoundimpactontheculturalsector.

Jonson’saccountisfollowedbythechapterwrittenbyIgorTorbakov.Henu-
ancesfurtherthepictureofRussianliberalismandconservatismbydemon-
strating how the legacy of the ideological and intellectual construct called
Eurasianismisusedbothbyconservativeandliberalnationalistsincontempo-
raryRussia.WhiletheKremlinwiththehelpofsomeconservativesexploits
Eurasianismtolegitimisetheconceptof“RussianWorld”withaclearneo-im-
perialstrand,therearebothconservativesandliberalsthatdepleteittoargue
forabandoningtheimperialambitionsandcreateasmaller,butstrongerRus-
siannation.Thusthestruggleoverwhatshouldconstitutethemainpillarsin
theconstructionofRussianidentitycontinues.

OneoftheextremepoliticalgroupsinvolvedinthisstruggleisEduardLi-
monov’sNationalBolshevikParty(currentlypartoftheOtherRussiapartyco-
alition).AndreiRogatschevskilookscloselyatthisphenomenoninthethird
chapterofthebook.HescrutinizestheNBP’ssideology(especiallyethnicpol-
icy),itssymbolsandpracticesandaskshowclosethepartyistoaNeo-Nazi
movement.Rogatschevski’sconclusionisthatthepartyhasNazirootsanddis-
playsfeaturestypicalforFascists.Foralongtimesinceitscreationtheparty
was rather marginalised and at the beginning of 2000s was even in conflict
withtheKremlinduetoitsmilitancy.However,infaceofthewarinUkrainein
2014-2015 they sided with each other andThe Other Russia is a strong sup-
porterofseparatistsinEasternUkraine.

Thesecondpartofthevolumeisconcernedwithpoliticsofmemory.Col-
lectivememoryunderstoodasrepresentationsofthepastsharedwithinthe
groupandusedtosupportthegroup’sidentityandcohesionisatoolthatany
political power tries toexploit (aswidelyargued forexample byConnerton
(1998),Olick(2007),BernhardandKubik(2014).Russianpoliticalrulersareno
exceptioninthisregard.Atthesametime,theyfaceasocietywhichispain-
fullytorninitsrelationtotheSovietpasttryingtoreconcilethememoriesof
“thegloriouspast”oftheSovietempire,avictorintheSecondWorldWar,with
the tragic memories of Stalin’s mass killings and Communist repressions.
Threechaptersofthevolumedealwiththiscomplexsubject.Thefirstoneis
writtenbyOlgaMalinovaandgivesanoverviewoftheevolutionofthememo-
rypolicyofRussianFederationoverthelasttwentyfiveyears.Sheshowshow
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the construction of the official narrative of the past takes place in official
speeches,thesocalledMemoryLaws(i.e.legislationthatrestrictsparticular
ways of public representation of some historical events or processes) state
symbols,nationalholidays,officialandunofficialrituals,etc.Shearguesthatin
the1990stheofficialnarrativehadintegratedadiscourseabout“traumaand
crime”asapartoflegitimizationofthepost-Soviettransformation,butinthe
2000sthechoicewasgraduallymadeforanapologeticprinciplethatmarginal-
izes this topic. In the 2010s, however, one can notice attempts to create an
eclecticofficialnarrativewhichbrings,inherview,ambivalentresults.Onthe
one hand the apologetic conception of the national past is very strong and
evensecuritizedasa“weapon”againsttheallegedforeignanddomesticene-
mies.Ontheonehand,therearesomeopportunitiesopenedforactorsstrug-
glingfor“copingwiththedifficultpast”.

Agoodillustrationhowitisdonecanbefoundinthenextchapter,written
byTomasSniegonwhoanalyseshowGulagmemoryisframedinsomecrucial
sitesofmemoryofpoliticalrepressionsinRussia:theformerexecutionsitein
Butovo,oneofMoscow’ssuburbs;theStateMuseumofGulagHistoryinMos-
cow,andthemuseumandformerlaborcampPerm-36intheUralregion.Snie-
gon argues that in recent years a new common “patriotic” narrative of the
Gulagisdevelopingunderthecontrolofthestate.TheGulagisnotnecessarily
denied,butthememoryofcommunistterrorandcrimesisnotframedwithin
liberaldiscourse.Insteadthepublicatthesitesinquestionispresentedwith
narrativesinwhichthenewnationalistperceptionoftheGulagmemorycon-
vergeswiththereligious,OrthodoxandSoviet-nostalgicviewsofthepast.

Sniegon’scontributionisfollowedbyanother,case-basedstudywhichdeals
withmemoriesontheroleofStalininSecondWorldWarinPost-SovietRussia.
ThestudyconductedbyElenaMorenkovaPerriercomplementstheprevious
chaptersbyfocusingnotsomuchonpublicmemoryanditsrepresentationbut
moreonthereceptionof it.MorenkovaPerrier focusesongrass roots’ reac-
tionstocriticalmemoryofStalin, thesocalledtraumaandcrimediscourse
describedbyMalinovainthechapter4.Byexploringthenewmemory-related
practicesandactivismwithinRussiansocialmedia,Morenkovashowstheso-
ciallydivisiveeffectsofthisdiscourse,asitbothengenderssupportandtrig-
gers resistance. She examines debates and mobilisations, both online and
offline,generatedbytwocontroversialmemoryinitiativesin2010and2011at
thelocalandfederallevelconcerningthere-evaluationofStalin’sroleinthe
GreatPatrioticWar.Focusingonthetensionbetweentwointertwinedsymbols
–thecontroversial figureofStalinandthesacredsymboloftheVictoryshe
bringstolightthecomplexattitudetowardshistoricalStalinismwithincon-
temporaryRussiansociety.
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Thethirdandlastpartofthevolumepaysattentiontopopularcultureand
providesexamplesofhow itsdifferentexpressionsandmediaareusedasa
propagandatoolintheserviceofthestatepoliticsandideology.Italsobrings
totheforetheworkingsofwhatMichaelBillig(1995)calledbanalnationalism
–theseeminglynon-ideological,everydayrepresentationsofthenation.This
partbeginswithastudybyElenaRakhimova-SommerswhoanalysesRussian
pronatalist ideology as expressed in a state-sponsored “boost the birth rate”
campaign,whichwasaresponsetoasharpdemographicdeclineduringthe
severeeconomiccrisisofthepost-Sovietera.Rakhimova-Sommers’studyof-
fers“awindowintotheworkingsofanewpronatalistideologythatfocuseson
creatingassociationsbetweenfertilityandethnicandnationalhomogeneity”
(p.177inthisvolume).Thestudydemonstratesthatinthe2000s,theRussian
stateadoptedamoreactiveroleinthesphereofbio-politics,asmotherhood
hadbecomeincreasinglydefinedintermsofsocialsuccessandpatrioticduty.
Rakhimova-Sommers discusses the state’s interpretation of the “women’s
question,”thechangingdynamicsofthestate-mother-childrelationship,and
thenotionofthe“absentfather”inthisgenderedpost-Sovietspace.AsRakhi-
mova-Sommersexaminesaseriesofemblematicbillboardsandcommercials,
shetakesthereaderinsidethemechanicsoftheadvertisingindustry’smeth-
ods,whichaimtocapitalizeontheanxietiesofyoungwomen.

Thefollowingchapter,writtenbyEkaterinaKalinina,furtherdevelopsand
deepensthediscussiononhowtheRussianstateusesthevisualmeansofpop-
ularculturetoextenditspoweroverboththephysicalandpoliticalbodiesofa
population.Kalininashowshowfashionisemployedtoideologicallyindoctri-
nate masses. Targeting predominantly young people, the Kremlin designers
strivetointensifymythsaboutWorldWarII,celebratethecurrentrulersand
facilitatethemobilisationofthestateideology,inwhichtheauthorityofthe
presentdictatesacertainpresentationofthepast.Theauthordisclosesthat
thesepropagandisticmanipulationstakeplaceundercoverofironic,humor-
ous,“postmodern”designs,whichincreasestheireffectbydisarmingandcon-
fusingthepublic.

Thisimportantideaabouttheambiguousfunctionsofironyandhumor,not
leastasinstrumentsofpoliticalpowerisapointofdepartureofthenextchap-
ter,whichisaresultofcollaborativeworkbythreeresearchers:AlenaMinche-
nia, Barbara Törnquist-Plewa and Yuliya Yurchuk. The authors examine the
content of a selected number of Russian political jokes and humorous car-
toons,presentedinpopularRussianTV-programsanddealingwithBelarusian
andUkrainian leaders.Thescholars investigatehowRussian-Belarusianand
Russian-UkrainianrelationshipsandRussia’sself-perceptionfeatureinthese
representations.Theiranalysisshowsthatthecomicalrepresentationsserveto
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conservetheexistingethnicstereotypesofBelarusiansandUkrainiansandto
maintaintheRussianfeelingofsuperiorityover itsneighbours.Thiskindof
humour bolsters Russian nationalism and at the same time tries to conceal
Russia’s imperialist stance by presenting the Russian state as a benevolent
powerthatisreadytosupportandhelpitsneighbours.Theauthorsarguethat
Russianhumourinthiscontextcanbeseenastoolofhegemonyandexpres-
sionofthecoloniallegacy.

Thelastchapterofthevolume,writtenbyNataliaMajsova,deliversyetan-
otherexampleofhowpoliticalmessagescanbesmuggledinculturalexpres-
sions that on the surface have nothing to do with political power. Majsova
studiestheRussianphenomenonof “noocosmology”–aproject(orasetof
ideas),propagatedviainternetthatmimicsscientificdiscourseinformandat
the same time broadcasts a secular but quasi-religious worldview. Noocoso-
mologyusesSovietnostalgia,morepreciselysomepartsofthetraditionofso
thecalledcosmists(thefoundingfathersofthesuccessfulSovietspacepro-
gram) to preach a new, seemingly science-based metaphysics, It has some
similaritywithscientologyintheWest,butalsodisplayssomecommonfea-
tureswithpost-gravityartandastrosociology.Remarkably,noocosmologyap-
pointstheRussiansecurityservicestoplaytheroleofakindofpriesthoodin
thisnon-proclaimedreligion.Theyareendowedwithaspecial,educationalif
notmessianicmissionnotonlyinRussiabutintheglobalcommunityaswell
–assignedtobethemediatorsbetweenthehigherspirtsoftheuniversumand
humanbeings.ConsideringthattheactivitiesoftheWesternchurchesandsci-
entologyareprohibitedbylawinRussia,noocosmologycanbeseenasoneof
anumberofRussianequivalentsoftheWesternspiritualmovements,includ-
ingnewagephenomena.However, itscelebrationofRussiansecurity forces
impliesthattheprojectalsohasapoliticalagenda.Itcanbeseeninlightofits
usefulnessforthecurrentRussianrulersthatcanexploitpeoples’metaphysi-
callongingstoupholdtheirpower.

…
Theeditorsandtheauthorsofthisvolumewouldliketogratefullyacknowl-
edgethesupportofCentreforEuropeanStudiesatLundUniversitythatmade
thepublishingofthisbookpossible.OurthanksalsogotoMr.JustinSammon,
studentatMasterofArtsProgrammeinEuropeanStudiesinLund,whohelped
withthetechnicaleditingofthevolumeduringhisinternshipattheCentre.
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Chapter1

Russia: Culture, Cultural Policy, and the Swinging 
Pendulum of Politics

Lena Jonson

Putin’spoliticalagendaafterhereturnedasPresidentinMay2012reflecteda
drastic turn towards authoritarian conservatism. The turn was the result of
processesgoingon formostof the2000s,butas itbecameofficialpolicy in
2012,itremindedofapenduluminswingthathadreachedanextremeposi-
tion. It was a paradigm shift and a turn of 180 degrees away from Mikhail
Gorbachev´s and Boris Yeltsin´s efforts to reform, democratize and develop
Russia.Afirstquestionofthispaperishowthenewconservativeagendawas
reflectedintheculturalsphere,instateculturalpolicy.Asecondquestionis
whatmadethependulummaketheswingthatfartowardsauthoritariancon-
servatism.

Thetermculturemayhavetwomeanings:ontheonehanditdenotesthe
valuesspecificforacertainsocietyatacertaintime.Culturehasbeendefined
as“thelinkedstockofideasthatdefineasetofcommonsensebeliefsabout
whatisright,whatisnatural,whatworks”(Rochon1998,9).Inamorenarrow
senseitmaydenotethesectoroftheartsandintellectualthought.Adirectlink
existsbetweenthesetwomeaningsaspeopleoftheculturalspherearecrucial
forsociety’sproductionofideasandconceptswhetherformulatedalongpre-
dominantdiscoursesorposedasalternatives.Thisfunctionoftheintellectuals
hashistoricallybeenthestartingpointforalldiscussionsregardingtheirim-
portanceforsocialandpoliticalchange.1

Cultural change takes place in society as the conceptual categories with
whichrealityisdefinedarealtered(Rochon1998,15).Suchalterationsmaybe
theresultofcampaignsandmanipulationsfromaboveortheymayemanate
from below. When social, economic or political realities drastically change,
newwaysoflookingatlifeandnewconceptswithwhichtocomprehendreal-
ity,areneeded.Withoutconceptstoanalyzeaphenomenon,itisdifficultto
respondtoit.Whatconceptsandcategoriesareusedwilldeterminetheanaly-
sis,andthusalsothedirectionoftheresponse.Thisisthebasisofthedynam-
icsofpoliticalcontentioninsocietybetweenvariouspoliticalforces.Conten-

1 CompareAntonioGramski,Prison notebooks.

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
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tionmaytakeplacebetweenthepredominantdiscourseandthosequestioning
andchallengingit,butalsobetweenfactionswithintheseflanks.

Severalfactorsexplainwhyandhowaparadigmshifttakesplace.Onefac-
tor,mostoftenunderestimated, is theroleplayedbysmall intellectualcom-
munities in formulating new ideas and system of values that correspond to
andcapturepeople’ssentimentsoffear,hopeanddemands.Byproviding“ide-
ologicalglasses”,theyalsoindicaterecipesofwhathastobedone.

Theformulationofnewideasoccursinitiallywithinrelativelysmallcom-
munitiesofcriticalthinkers,writesTomasR.Rochon(1998,22).Theseintel-
lectualsdonotnecessarilybelongtoaformallyconstitutedorganization,but
areratherpartofaself-aware,mutuallyinteractinggroupthathecalls“critical
communities”.They are critical of the political establishment and challenge
ways of looking and interpreting. Such communities have only an indirect
influence,however.Theybecomepowerfulonlywhentheyarepickedupby
socialorpoliticalactors,whichintegratethemintosocialandpoliticalmove-
ments,carrytheirideastoawideraudience,provokeare-examinationofexist-
ingvalues,andtherebycreatesocialandpoliticalpressureontheauthorities
forchange.2Theirideascanalsobedirectlypickedupbythoseinpower,who
appropriate theconcepts for theirownpurposes therebyselectingconcepts
thatareinstrumentalinlegitimatizingpolicy.Thismeansthatwhatoncestart-
edasideasofacounter-establishmentcommunitymaybecometheforefront
ideasoftherulingregimeorofalobbygroupclosetotheregime.

AfirstpartofthispaperanalysesthedrasticturnofRussianstatecultural
policyafter2012.Asecondpartdiscusseshowthisturncameaboutbyfocusing
ontheroleofvarioussmallintellectualcommunitiesforthechangeofpolicy.

 A Conservative State Cultural Policy in the Making

Putinhadfora longtimerecognizedtheproblemof formulatinganational
conceptthatwouldunifythenationandlegitimatetheregime.3Inthisregard
hisspeechattheValdaiClubinSeptember2013didnotdiffer.Thereheempha-
sizedtheimportanceofidentityinthespiritual,culturalandnationalsenses,
andseriouslycalledforrestoringaculturalcodewithlinkstoRussiannational
traditionandhistory.Answeringthequestions“Whoarewe?”(Kto my?)and
“Whodowewanttobecome?”(Kem my khotim byt?),hegavethesignalforthe

2 Rochonwritingaboutdemocraticsocietieshavemainlythisoptioninmind.
3 AlreadyBorisYeltsinsetupacommissiontoworkoutaconceptofa“nationalidea”forRussia.

DuringPutinthistaskbecamemoreurgent.
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working out of a new state policy for the cultural sector (Rossiskaya gazeta
2013).Hiswordsturnedthepoliticalfocusdirectlytoculture.SincetheRussian
Constitutionexplicitlyforbidsanystateideology,Putin’scallwasformulated
asaquestionofidentityandasaneedforaRussian‘nationalidea’.Hisspeech
waswelcomedbyconservativegroupswhichregardeditafirststepforwardin
formulatingastateideology(Stepanov2013).4

HisfirstprioritywhenreinstatedaspresidentinMay2012hadbeentowipe
out the protest movement. The police clampdown at the Bolotnaya Square
demonstrationonthedaybeforehis inaugurationwasfollowedbywavesof
arrestsofdemonstrators,chargesofcausing‘massriots’andvariousformsof
harassmentsagainsttheleadersofprotest.Theseactsseriouslycolouredthe
atmosphereinsociety.Mediacampaignsforwardedthemessagethatprotests
werecreatedbyforeignsecretservicesandwereinitiatedbytheWestforthe
purposeofunderminingRussia.5LawshastilyintroducedintheDumaduring
thesummertargetedoppositionalactivities.6

Putin’snewpoliticalagendamadepatriotism,religionandmoral restora-
tionthepoliticalpriorities.InOctober2012aspecialsectionofthepresidential
administration dedicated to issues of patriotic education and strengthening
spiritual–normativevalueswassetup(Grani2012).Workstartedonintroduc-
ingpatriotismasasubjectinschools(Grani2014).7Previousplanstowritenew
history schoolbooks according to a patriotic understanding of history
developedfurther,andinFebruary2013heorderedacommissiontoworkout

4 “WehopetheValdaispeechbecomesthefirststepinformulatingastateideologywithout
whichnationalunityandagenuineRussianrevivalareimpossible.”

5 Thefilms‘Provokatory’I,IIandIIIbyArkadiiMamontovwerebroadcastonTV1on24April,
11Septemberand16October2012.‘AnatomiyaProtesta’IandII,weremadebyNTVandbroad-
caston15Marchand5October2012.SeealsoMel‘nikov(2012).

6 Itbecameillegaltoorganize,participateinorcallforparticipationindemonstrationsfor
whichtheauthoritieshadnotgivenpermission.Thepenaltiesforsuchactivitiesweresub-
stantiallyincreased(FederalnyizakonRFot8iyunya2012g,N65-F3g,Moskva.[Federallaw]).
Anewlawonslanderwasintroducedwithavaguedefinitionthatwouldlimittheopportuni-
tiesforjournalistsandtheoppositiontocriticizepublicleadersandcivilservants(Federalnyi
zakonot28iyulya2012g.No141-F3)).Foreignfinancialsupportfornon-commercialnon-
governmentalorganizationswasstigmatizedandeffectivelyobstructed,sincesuchNGOshad
toregisteras‘foreignagents’(RFFederalnyizakon.Ovneseniiizmeneniivotdelnyezakono-
datelnyeaktyRFvchastiregulirovaniyadeyatelnostinekommercheskikhorganizatsii,vypol-
nyayushchikhfunktsiiinostrannogoagenta(RFFederalnyizakonot2007.2012g.No121-F3.One
DumadelegatewhowasespeciallyactiveininitiatingnewdraftlawswasAlexanderSidyakin,
theauthorofthedraftsofthreelaws–onmeetings,onnon-commercialorganizationsas
‘foreignagents’andonresponsibilityforoffendingthefeelingsofbelievers.Sidyakinhasbeen
referredtoasa‘Zhirinovsky’ofUnitedRussia(NewTimes,2012).

7 InlateMarch2014specialschoollectureswereintroducedtoexplaintheeventsoftheCrimea
joiningRussia(Grani2014).
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aconceptforaseriesofschoolhistorybooks“withoutinternalcontradictions
andambiguousinterpretations”(Lenta 2013).8TheOrthodoxChurchwasgiven
acentralroleinformulatingandspreadingethical,moralandreligiousvalues.
TheChurchgotafootholdintheschoolsystemthroughcoursesonOrthodox
culturein2012forthefourthclass,andthechurchlatertriedtofurtherextend
itsinfluenceandpositionintheschools(Grani 2014).Anewlawaimedatpro-
tectingthehealthandmoralofchildrenoutlawedtextmaterialthatcouldbe
suspectedtobe“propagandafornon-traditionalsexualorientations”(Russian
Government2013).Adraftonprotectingthefeelingsofbelieversfromoffence
and defilation of religious sanctuaries had by the time it was signed by the
presidentinthesummerof2013broadenedthedefinitionofthecrimetoin-
clude“actsofclearlackofrespecttosocietycarriedoutwiththeurposeofof-
fendingthereligiousfeelingsofbelievers”(Federalnyi zakon2013).9

Thenewpoliticalagendawasbranded“conservative”andPutinnowdirect-
lyandstronglypositionedhispolicyuponconservatism(Nezavisimaya gazeta 
2013).Thenewatmosphereinsocietywasimmediatelyfeltintheculturalsec-
tor, first of all on the art scene, where in 2012 a wave of scandals appeared
aroundexhibitionsofcontemporaryart.ThemajorcontravenerswereMarat
Gelman,oneofRussia’smostfamousgallerists,andrepresentativesoftheOr-
thodoxChurch,variousrightistpatriotic–religiousorganizationssuchasNar-
odnyi sobor, and Cossack organizations. The latter called Gelman an active
blasphemer and a Russophobe and tried to prevent two exhibitions he had
curated(“Rodina”and“Icons”)fromtouringthecountry(Jonson2015a).

ThedistinctlyconservativeprofileofthenewMinisterofCultureVladimir
Medinskii,appointedinMay2012,waswellplacedinthenewpoliticalsitua-
tion.KnownasanhistorianandtheauthorofaseriesofbooksentitledMyths 
about Russia,hisviewswerewellknown.Onecritic,AleksandrMorozov(2013),
characterizedthemasRussian“Weimarresentment”,thatis,feelingsofnation-
alindignationoverthelostpositionofaoncegreatpower.

Medinskiiimmediatelytriedtomakeanimprintonpolicy.Incontrasttohis
predecessors, who had left the cultural sphere to fend for itself, Medinskii
wantedtoactivelyinterveneinculturallife.Heembarkedonareorganization
of cultural institutions. Referring to economic efficiency and strict manage-
ment, he started to merge, reorganize or close institutions and replaced re-
specteddirectorswithyoung,loyalmanagers.Theresultwassometimesthat
thewholestaffresigned,asinthecaseoftheMuseumofCinema.10Hecon-

8 ThenPresidentDmitriiMedvedevhadinitiatedsuchworkalreadyin2009.
9 ForadiscussionoftheimplicationsofthenewlawseeMel‘nikovandOrlova(2013).
10 AboutthisconflictseeNicodemus(2014).
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sciouslyusedtheallocationofresourcesasacarrotorasticktohaveinstitu-
tionsfollowstatepolicy.CriticsclearlysawaneffortbyMedinskiitoredesign
culturallifeaccordingtothenewconservativeparadigm.

Medinskiiearlydemonstratedaninterestinhands-ondecision-makingand
thefilmsectorbecamethefirstfieldinwhichhedirectlyintervened.Hiscom-
bination of appointing loyal people, steering the flow of monetary support,
andusingexpertcouncilswasperceivedasamodel forhowhewas togain
controloverotherculturalsectorsaswell(Borisova2012).Declaringapriority
forpatrioticfilms,hetookcontroloftheFilmFundforStateSupporttoFilm
Production.AfirstconflicttookplaceoverthefilmMilyi Khans, dorogoi Petr 
(DearHans,DearPeter)byAleksanderMindadze.Ittoldaboutthefriendship
andcompetitionbetweenaRussianandaGermanengineerduringasensitive
periodofSoviet–Russiancooperationintheendof1930simmediatelybefore
thewar.Theministrysentthefilmtoamilitary–historicalcouncilwhoseex-
pertsturneditdown,arguingthatsuchcooperationinwhichHansandPetr
participatedcouldhardlyhavetakenplacethatlatebeforethewar.Criticsof
this decision concluded: “This case…shows that portraying historical events
canbedoneonlythewaythestateremembersthem.Otherwise,inthename
oftheministry,thestatewillcreateasmanyexpertcouncilsasnecessaryin
ordertohaveitsway.”Mindadzegavein,changedthetimeperiodofhisfilm
andsecuredfinancingfromtheministry(KarevandAlekseiKrizhevskii2013).11

Theverythoughtthattheministrywouldbeallowedtointerveneincultural
productionfoundlittlesupportwithintheartscommunity.Manyfearedafu-
ture direct state involvement in which the state commissions, for example,
film productions. Naum Kleiman (2014), the former director of the Cinema
Museum(Muzeikino),warnedagainstsuchcommissioning.Hesaid, “Nota
single ministry, not the wisest minister, not a single civil servant even if he
passedthreeacademies,candowhat theartistsdo:catchthemovementof
hearts, understand the despair and the hopes of society and find the corre-
spondingvividsystem,whichat leastabitreorganizes, improves,andraises
societytoanewlevel.”

Contemporaryartearlybecameatargetofconservativecriticismasevident
fromtheverdictsofguiltyinthelegalprocessesagainsttheorganizersofthe
artexhibitionsBeware! Religionof2003(verdictreachedin2005)andForbid-
den Artof2007(verdictreachedin2010)(Jonson2015a).Medinskiiseemedto
especiallytargetcontemporaryartforitscriticaledge.Hereduceditsimpor-

11 SeealsotheinterviewwithMedinskii ’Ministrkul’turyRFVladimirMedinskii(Kul’tura
2013).
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tancebyusingtheterm“contemporary”foralllivingartists.12IntheMinistry’s
reportofactivitiesduring2013,prioritywasgiventoacademicandtraditional
folkart.13AlthoughtheministrycontinuedtofinancealionpartoftheMos-
cowbiennaleofcontemporaryartandMedinskiiopeneditin2013,hiswords
aboutthemajorprojectofthebiennaleweregivengreatmediaattention:“I
keptthinking:Whydoesn’tanyoneshout‘thekingisnaked!’?”Heaskedrhe-
torically,“Whydowe,underthelabelofcontemporaryart,havetoseesome-
thingabstract–cubic,clumsy,intheformofapileofbricks?And,moreover,it
ispaidforbypublicmoney!Nottomentionthatthisisincomprehensibleto
theabsolutemajorityoftheinhabitantsofRussia”(Iablokov2013).

ThereactionthereforebecamestrongwheninDecember2014Medinskii’s
deputy,VladimirAristarkhov,announcedthattheministryplannedtosponsor
artthathasa“positiveimpactonpeople”(Lapina2014).Hiswordsseemeda
clearindicationofwheretheministrywasheadinginrelationtocontempo-
raryart(Nezavisimaya gazeta 2014).Laterthatmonththeministry’ssectionfor
fineartthathadfocussedoncontemporaryart,mergedwiththesectionfor
folkartintheMinistryofCulture.Theartcommunityregardedthisasignof
theministry’snegativeattitudetowardscontemporaryartandofachangein
stateculturalpolicy.14

Inspring2014adraftforguidelinesforanewstateculturalpolicywerepub-
lishedandinDecemberthatyearsignedasapresidentialdecree“Foundations
for a New State Cultural Policy” (Russian Government 2014). The draft was
workedoutbyagroupinthepresidentialadministration(undertheheadof
thepresidentialadministrationSergeiIvanovandVladimirTolstoi,presiden-
tialadviseranddirectorof theYasnayaPolyanaMuseum),waspublished in
MayinRossiiskaya gazeta (2014).Itwasacleanedupandmodifiedversionofa
workingpaperbytheMinistryofCulturepublishedinAprilbyIzvestiya (2014),
whichhadmetstrongreaction.15Inspiteofthemoreneutralwordingandfor-
mulationsofboththeMaydocumentandthefinaloneofthepresidentialde-
cree,themajorthoughtsoftheworkingpaperremained.Inordertounderstand

12 Seetheformulationfromtheministry’sreport(2013a,132):“Apromisingdirectionofthe
developmentofcontemporaryartinRussiaisthetraditionalfolkculture”.

13 See the criticism in ‘Minkult otorvalsya ot zhizni’, Nezavisimaya gazeta September 18,
2014.ForthereportseeMinisterstvokul’turyRossiiskoiFederatsii(2013a,120-133).

14 SeethecriticismbyLeonidBazhanovoftheNCCAin“Minkul’turylikvidirovalootdel,ot-
vechavshiizasovremennoeiskusstvo”, IzvestiyaDecember30,2014.

15 Twenty-threemembersoftheRussianAcademyofSciencesimmediatelyreactedfirstof
alltothemainpropositionthat“RussiaisnotEurope”.TheyarguedinColta(2014)thatthe
documentwasbasedontheideaofacompulsoryideologywhichwasindirectviolation
oftheRussianConstitution’sarticle13,whichprohibitedanystateideology.“Akademiki
RANraskritikovali‘Osnovygosudarstvennoikul‘turnoipolitiki’”.
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theversionsignedbythepresident, it isthereforeusefultoalsoanalyzethe
previousdocuments.

 First,thedocumentlegitimatedtheideaofaRussian“Sonderweg”.Russia
was described as a unique civilization beyond the categories of “West” and
“East”butunitingthesetwoworlds.ThiswasanindirectwayofdeclaringRus-
sia different from Europe. The controversial formulation of the April docu-
mentthat“RussiaisnotEurope”wasabandonedinlaterversions,buttheidea
remainedthatRussiaisbasedonaspecificsystemofspiritualvalues,referred
toasa“cultural-civilizationalcode”.Rejectingthe“liberal-Westernpostulate”
ofUniversalistvalues,thiscodeembraceswhatisconsideredtobetraditional
Russianvalues,i.e.national,patrioticandreligiousones.Thesevaluesarechar-
acterizedas“conservative”androotedinOrthodoxChristianity.Whilerestat-
ingthekeyroleofOrthodoxy,thefinalversionofthedocumentmentionedthe
contributoryroleofotherreligionsandnon-RussianethnicgroupsonRussian
territory.

Although the major task of state cultural policy was said to preserve the
identityoftheRussiancivilizationanditsspecificvalues,aninterestingabout-
facetookplaceinthepresentationofRussia’srelationshipwiththeEuropean
tradition. Putin’s notion that many Western countries had abandoned their
rootsintheChristianvaluesofWesterncivilizationopenedthewayforRussia
to be portrayed as the true defender of traditional European values. Conse-
quently,inaninterviewinSeptember2014MedinskiicalledPutina“Russian
European” defending traditional European values: “Many of our emperors
wereauthenticEuropeans”,henoted,“andnowadays,afteraninterruptionofa
century,aRussianEuropeanagainstandsastheheadofRussia”(Kommersant
2014). The Putin regime had obviously discovered the potential for partner-
shipswithauthoritariannationalistmovementsandpartiesofthe“newright”
ontheEuropeanpoliticalscene.

 Second, the document reflected an instrumentalist view of culture and a
belief in its educational function.The purpose of state cultural policy is “to
steadilyformanationalmentality”,itwassaid,sincethewaytounifythena-
tionisthroughstrengtheningtheRussianvaluesystemandformingthemoral
orientationoftheindividual(RussianGovernment2014).Third,thestatewas
givenanactiverole in theculturalsphere.Theministry, in thenameof the
state,wasdescribedasnolongertobe“justapatron”ofculturalactivitiesbut
aninvestor.Inthelattercapacitythestatewastobecometheregulatorofthe
systemofcultural institutions.AlthoughthebluntformulationsoftheApril
workingpaperwereremovedlike“noteverythingthatpresentsitselfas‘con-
temporaryart’canexpecttoreceivestatesupport”,and“abehaviorthatisun-
acceptablefromtheperspectiveofthetraditionalRussiansystemofvalues”
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canneverbelegitimatizedbyanyreferencestothefreedomofcreativity,this
approachremained.Earlyformulationsthathadindicatedacensorshipfunc-
tionlikecallstocautiouslyscrutinizeculturalproductsinorder“nottoaccept
the capitulation of Russian values to values alien to Russia” were omitted.
Fourth,thedocumentsreflectedamanagerialapproachtoculture.Culturewas
notassignedavalueinitselfbutregardedasaninvestmentinthedevelopment
ofthecountryinasimilarwayasotherstateinvestments.Thiswasalsomodi-
fiedinthefinalversion.

WhenPresidentPutinon24December2014signedthedecreethemodified
formulations made it seem like a compromise document. Nevertheless, the
majorthoughtsremainedfromthefirstworkingpaper.Thisbecameobvious
whenaftertheRussianCrimeanannexationthepoliticalatmosphereinsoci-
etytookafurtherstepalongtheauthoritarian-conservativeparadigm.

Thescandalsaroundseveraltheatreproductionsduringspring2015clearly
reflectedthatabattlewasgoingonaroundculturebutalsothatthehuntfor
the“internalenemy”and“fifthcolon”wastakingonspeed.Thebuzzwordsof
the day were “offending the feelings of religious believers “and of “violating
traditionalRussianvalues”(interpretedaspatriotism,orthodoxy,anti-liberal-
ism, traditional familyvaluesandstrongsupport forPutinas leader).These
buzzwords had already been used in scandals in the arts sphere during the
previousyears.Thespring2015scandalaroundtheproductionofWagner’sop-
era “Tannhauser” at the NovosibirskTheatre for Opera and Ballet well illus-
tratestheintensityoftheconflict,itsabsurdities,andthemuchmoreactive
andinterventionistpolicyoftheMinisterofCulturewhonowdirectlyinter-
venedandfiredthetheatremanager(Jonson2015b).

Inthistensepoliticalatmosphereculturalproductionsthatdidnotcorre-
spondtoofficialpolicycameunderattack.Thegoalofthenewstatepolicywas
spelledoutbyValentinaMatvienko,ChairmanoftheFederalCouncil,whoin
2013statedthatRussiasincelongwasinneedofnewculturalstandards.She
wasreportedtohavesaidthat“duringthelastdecades,wehavewitnesseda
directinterventionbycurrentsandtrendswhicharecompletelyalientoour
uniquewayoflifeandculture”(FederationCouncil2013).

Thus,readingtheguidelinesonstateculturalpolicysignedbyPutininDe-
cember2014inthecontextofthepoliticaldebateatthattime,thedocument
comesoutasaclearlyauthoritarian-conservativepolicydocument.
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 Swings of the Pendulum and the Role of Critical Communities

Howcomethatthisspecificversionofconservatismbecameofficialpolicy?
Towardstheendofthe1990sreformsinRussiahadcometoastandstill,cor-
ruptionwasrapidlygrowingwhilearoughformofcapitalismhadresultedin
enormoussocialgaps.TheYeltsinregimewasneverabletofullycarryoutthe
economicandconstitutionalreformsnecessaryforsecuringademocraticde-
velopment.InstitutionalstructuresandauthoritarianideasofthepreviousSo-
viet systemwould thereforesoonreappearalthoughthis timewithout their
previous ideological content. Society seemed in a state of fluidity where no
rulesofthegameexisted,nothingwasforrealandeverythingcouldbebought
formoney.Thefluidityandcynicismofthepost-communisteraareillustrated
in,forexample,thenovelsGeneration P byViktorPelevin(1999)andAround 
Zero(2009)byVladislavSurkov,thegreycardinalofthePutinregimeformost
ofthedecade.

Putin,aservantofthestate’ssecretpolice,reactedaccordingtothelogicof
theauthoritariansystemeverytimehefeltthesystemtobeunderthreat.He
respondedtocriseslikethe2004BeslanterroristattackintheNorthCaucasus
andthe2004UkrainianOrangeRevolution,bycentralizingtheadministrative
systemandstrengtheningcontrolfromabove.Bytheendofhissecondman-
date period (2004-2008) he had cut channels from below to influence and
modernizethesystem.

Putinpreparedthegroundbyhisauthoritarianpolicyandthefactthathe
wipedouttheliberalsfromthepublicdebate.Hisresponsestriggeredthere-
vival of authoritarian ideational structures. After the Beslan incident, Putin
(2004)describedRussiaasacountryunderattackandatwar.TheUkrainian
revolutionmadehimfearthatsomethingsimilarwouldbeenactedinRussia,
andheintensifiedhissearchforthe‘nationalidea’thatcouldunifythecountry
andlegitimatizetheauthoritarianRussianregime.

ThedeputyheadofthepresidentialadministrationVladislavSurkovformu-
latedtheconceptof‘sovereigndemocracy’in2005,i.e.Russiaasa‘democracy’
builton theRussianpolitical traditionsofauthoritarianrule,a strongstate,
society as one entity, and a strong leader (Surkov 2006, 2007). ‘Sovereignty’
couldherebeinterpretedbothastheRussianstatebeingsovereigninrelation
tootherstatesbutalsoasapoliticalsysteminwhichthewillofthepeoplehad
transferredpowertotheleader,whosawtotheinterestsofthestateasawhole.

Moreover, Surkov reintroduced the enemy concept into the public dis-
course.Emphasizingtheunityofthestateandthenationwhencommenting
ontheBeslanattack,hespokeof theenemyfromwithinwhoacts together
with the external enemy in order to undermine Russia. He emphasized the
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urgencyofthesituationbystressingthat“theenemyisatthedoor”andthat
“thefrontrunsthrougheverycity,everystreetandeveryhouse”andcalledfor
“vigilance,solidarity,teamspirit,andunitedeffortsbycitizensandthestate”
(Surkov2004).Whenusingtheterm“fifthcolumn”hepointedtothecriticsof
thePutinregime.16Surkov,askilfulorganizerandmanipulator,wasnooriginal
thinker.17 But he was innovative as he found inspiration from both Russian
political philosophy and European interwar conservative theorists. Carl
SchmittseemedtohaveinspiredSurkov’senemyconcept,hisuseoftheterm
sovereigntyfordefiningthenewRussianpoliticalcredoandfordefiningRus-
sian authoritarianism as its unique political tradition. By the time Surkov
pickedupbySchmitt’sideas,theywerealreadypartofaRussianradical-con-
servativethinking.

ThePatriarchateoftheOrthodoxChurchstronglycontributedtoforwarda
conservative paradigm. In dialogue with radical conservative thinkers the
Church formulated a a coherent political-ideological platform for a Russian
identitypolicy,asetofmoral–ethic–politicalguidelines,adefinitionofRussi-
annessbuiltontheOrthodoxbelief,supportofpatriotismandthestrongstate.
Itsagendaofclosecooperationbetweenchurchandstate(symphony)wasa
logicalconsequence(Bodin2009).Thus,authoritarian-conservative thinkers
foundsupport fortheir ideas intheChurch.Theincreasinginfluenceofthe
Churchoverstateandsocietyduringthefirst tenyearsof the2000swasre-
flectedbytheverdictofguiltyinthetwolegalcasesagainstorganizersofthe
artexhibitions‘Beware!Religion’and‘ForbiddenArt’.Thus,anOrthodoxinter-
pretationnowdominatedtheinterpretationsofjudgesofthesecularstateof
whatkindofartispermittedinthepublicspace.Thepatriotic–Orthodoxac-
tivistswhohadtakentheorganizerstocourtfeltthewindintheirsails.

By the time the 2008 international financial crisis hit Russia, the Russian
governmenthadnoclearstrategicdirection.Therewasnoclearideaofhowto
developthecountryandnometa-narrativethatcouldshowtheway.18Thegov-
ernmentseemedtooscillatebetweenadesireforreformandarejectionofre-
form. In September 2009 then President Dmitrii Medvedev called for
modernizationandreforminhisarticle“Go,Russia!”andcriticizedcorruption

16 He named them “limony” (from the surname of the National Bolshevik leader Eduard
Limonov)and“iabloki”(aftertheliberalpartyIablokounderGrigoriiIavlinskii).Limony
andiablokiareRussianwordsforlemonsandapples.

17 Surkovcreatednewpoliticalactorslikethepro-PutinyouthorganizationNashiandeven
new political parties. Compare Pomerantsev (2014), “The Hidden Author of Putinism.”
The Atlantic,November7,2014.

18 Comparehowthislackofmeta-narrativeswasmirroredinRussianfictionofthattime.
(Ågren2014).
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and weak democratic and legal institutions (Russian Government website
2009).BythetimeofhisspeechtoparliamentinNovember2009,hisproject
seemedalreadyburied(Bilevskayaetal.2009).Thecrisisandthelackofacon-
sistentpolicy response to it triggeredprocesses in society.Medvedev´scriti-
cism had made it legitimate to discuss these issues publicly. His words had
givenrisetohopesandexpectationsthatanalternativepolicymightbepossi-
ble, and society woke up from its state of political lethargy and demanded
democraticchange.Buthiswordsandtheeventsthatfollowedalsotriggered
theConservatives.

 The Liberal Reaction

Although liberal, leftist and anarchist opponents of the regime gathered in
joint political manifestations in December 2006, such manifestations re-
mainedmarginalwithonlya limitednumberofparticipants.Afterthe2007
electionsnoliberalpartieswererepresentedinparliament.Politicalorganiza-
tions with democratic and liberal agendas were small and exerted no influ-
ence.Instead,itwaspeoplefromtheculturesectorwho,towardstheendofthe
firstdecadeofthe2000s,reactedagainsttheongoingauthoritariandevelop-
mentandcametoplaytheroleofcriticalcommunitiesforwardingdemocratic
ideas.Withincontemporaryart,literature,theatreandmusic,democraticcrit-
icalideastookastronghold.Visualartinparticularplayedanimportantrole.
This can be partly explained by the expansion of galleries and art centres,
mainly financed by the private sector, which contributed to making the art
scenea‘freespace’,moreindependentandfreethananyotherfieldofculture
(Jonson2015a).19Thecommunityofcontemporaryarthadreactedstronglyto
thetrialagainstthe2007“ForbiddenArt”exhibitionandtheverdictofguiltyin
2010.

Between2009and2011acriticalintellectualmobilizationtookplace.With
betteraccesstoinformationandpossibilitiestotravel,peoplefromthesecir-
clescouldmoreeasilydrawtheirconclusionsinfavourofanalternative,dem-
ocraticandliberal-orientedpolicy.Theartsreflectedasearchforvaluesother
thantheconservative,patrioticandreligiousonesoftheofficialdiscourse.In-
dividualsstoodupasamongthefirsttobreakthewallofsilenceandpublicly
announcedthattheydisagreedwithwheresocietywasheading(Jonson2015a).
Inaway, theirbehaviourbecameexamplesofciviccourageandanechoof
AlexanderSolzhenitsyn’scallfromthe1970s“Don’tlivebylie”(Zhit ne po lzhi).

19 Thefollowingbuildsonthestudy:Jonson(2015a).
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Acounter-culturedevelopedfromwithinthesubculturesofthearts(Jonson
2015a).

Social–politicalgrassrootsmovements startedappearing, such as theone
against the building of a motorway through the Khimki natural park in the
outskirtsofMoscow.TheKhimkimovementhadthesupportofpeoplefrom
theculturalsector.

MovesbyPutintriggeredtherapidgrowthofdiscontentandcriticism.The
announcementinSeptember2011thathewastostandforpresidentandMed-
vedevwouldwithdrawraisedastrongnegativereaction.Opinionpollsinthe
springof2011hadshownalong-termtrendoffallingsupportforbothPutin
andMedvedev,nowthesupport fell further.Bytheautumn,whenthecam-
paignfortheDecemberelectionstoparliamentstarted,criticalvoicesagainst
theregimefilledtheInternet.

TheoutcomeoftheparliamentaryelectionsofearlyDecemberresultedin
protests against the manipulations and administrative interventions in the
electionprocess.Inthisrespecttheelectiondidnotdiffermuchfromprevious
electionsbutnowtherewasacriticalmasswillingtovoiceitsprotest.Thepro-
test demonstrations of December 2011 and early 2012 that gathered around
100,000peoplewereaeuphoricwaveofhopethatpoliticalchangewaspossi-
ble.Thedemonstratorshonestlybelievedthattheycouldinfluencethepoliti-
cal leadership to instigate reforms.When in December Medvedev promised
smallerpoliticalreformsoftheelectionsystem,thisseemedtoopenawindow
ofopportunity.IntheMarch2012presidentialelectionanindependentliberal
candidateparticipatedforthefirsttime–theoligarchMikhailProkhorov.He
received8percentofthevotesinthecountryasawholeandmorethan20per
centinconstituenciesinMoscow.EventheartperformancebyPussyRiotin
theMoscowCathedralofChristtheSaviourinFebruary2012maybeviewedas
areflectionofthebeliefthatpeople’sprotestscanmakeadifference.Never-
theless,thisveryactwasfullyexploitedbytheconservativesintheoffensive
thatfollowed.

Allparticipantsofthemassdemonstrationsof2011and2012werenotlib-
eral.TheywereamixofLiberals,LeftistsandNationalists.Yet,atthecoreof
theirdemandswasthequestfordemocraticrightsandfreedoms.Inthatsense
theirswasaliberalreaction.

 The Conservative Reaction

AconservativereactionwithinPutin’sUnitedRussiaPartywasevidentalready
whenMedvedevannouncedthemodernizationcampaign.‘Conservatism’was
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writtenintothepartyprograminNovember2009.Atthepartycongressthe
samemonth,BorisGryzlov,thepartyleadernexttoPutin,claimedthat‘con-
servatism’, meaning stability, development, spirituality and patriotism, fully
corresponded to the modernization that Medvedev had called for (Izvestiya 
2009).ThecallformodernizationmighthavebeenareflexbytheRussiantop
leadership fearing the consequences of the international financial crisis in
early2009.TheconservativeamendmenttotheUnitedRussiaPartyprogram
seemstohavebeenacounter-movebypeoplewhowantedtocontaintherad-
icalthoughtevokedbyMedvedev.

Gryzlovinterpretedconservatismintermsofpreservingthestatusquoand
preventingdrasticandrapidsocialandpoliticalchange.However,asPutin’s
andMedvedev’ssupportwas fallingandcriticismagainst themintensifying,
theregimeneededamore‘dynamic’conservativeapproach.Amilitantauthor-
itarianconservatismhadalreadybeenformulatedwithinsmall‘criticalcom-
munities’ofvariousshadesofradicalandauthoritarianconservativethought.
Theirvoiceswouldnowbecomelistenedto.

Alreadyinthe1990sSergeiKara-Murzahadformulatedtheideasofacoun-
ter-offensiveagainsttheliberalparadigmoftheYeltsinregime.HisbookMa-
nipulation of the Mind(Manipulatsiyasoznaniem)waspublishedin2000and
was laterreprintedandavailableelectronicallyontheInternet(Kara-Murza
2005,56-57). Itwasusedinuniversitycoursesandwaswidelydisseminated.
Kara-Murzawasoftheopinionthatculturewasofkeysectorasabattlefieldof
values. He believed that people of liberal ideas without both values and re-
spect for authority and sacred symbols, had come to dominate the cultural
sphere,andtherebyalsohadthechannelstomanipulatepeople’sminds.He
blamedthemforthebreakdownoftheSovietUnionandtracedtheideasof
perestroikabacktothe1960sandtherevoltatthattimebytheeliteoftheintel-
ligentsiaofthehumanitiesagainsttheSovietstate.Withindirectreferenceto
thenovelsbytheStrugatskiibrothers,whereprogressiveenvoysfromPlanet
Earthweresenttochangebackwardplanets,Kara-Murzacomparedtheliber-
als with such “progressors”. He saw their activities as if small but well-orga-
nized army of aliens (the intelligentsia) stood against a large, peaceful
populationwhowereentirelyunpreparedforsuchconfrontation.

Referring toAntonioGramsci,Kara-Murzaclaimedthat the intelligentsia
alwayshasakeyroleinformulatingandspreadinganideologyandthusinset-
ting up and breaking down the hegemony of one class over another (Kara-
Murza 2005, 552).20 In Russian society a split now runs, he said, along core

20 ItisironicthatKara-MurzareferredtoGramsciwhoisusuallyusedinemancipatoryand
leftistdiscources.
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valuesandnormsandthereforetwooppositesystemsofvaluesandnormshad
arisen.Favouringthe“Sovietproject”,hefoundliberalismandWestismtobe
alientoRussianthoughtandwasagainsteverythingthatheidentifiedwiththe
heritageoftheEnlightenmentofthe18thcentury.Hetherebyprovidedacom-
monplatformforvariousconservativeideasandhisbookwasacallforacoun-
ter-offensive.ItisnotsurprisingthathisnamewasreferredtointheApril2014
documentoftheMinistryofCulture.

ClosetotheideasofKara-MurzawerethoseofAlexanderProkhanov,writer
andchiefeditorofthestronglypatrioticpaperDen’(TheDay)ofapro-Soviet
conservativeblend.Thepaperhadstartedin1990andlatertookthenameZa-
vtra(Tomorrow).Whentowardstheendofthefirstdecadeofthe2000scon-
servativevoiceswereoftenheardonTVandradio,Prokhanovwasfrequently
invited.ClosetohisideaswerethosevoicedbythecommunistnationalistSer-
gei Kurganyan and his Kurganyan Center, set up in 1990 and that gradually
grew intoanetworkofdiscussionclubsaroundthecountry.21Thesepeople
belongedtoapro-SovietconservatismalthoughwithouttheCommunistide-
ology.

Aseconddirectionofauthoritarianconservatismwasreflectedinthe800-
pagevolumeRusskaya doktrina(RussianDoctrine)(2005).Thisvolumewasan
effort to formulate a Russian idea defined as “dynamic conservatism” and
basedonOrthodoxy,firstofall.TheeditorswereA.B.Kobyakov,V.V.Averyanov
andVladimir Kucherenko of the Center for Dynamic Conservatism, but the
initiatoroftheprojecthadbeentheyoungnationalistEgorKholmogorov.The
intentionwasto“consolidateanewgenerationofconservativeintellectualsin
Russia of various ideational nuances and directions” (Organisation website
2009).EmphasizingRussian“traditionalvalues”basedontheRussianOrtho-
doxChurchastheplatformforrestructuringRussia,themanifestowasamili-
tantcallfordirectpoliticalaction.

Presented in its firstversion in2005, themain thesesof theprojectwere
described by Kholmogorov as: a vision of the future of Russia; Russia as a
unique civilization and a sacral nation based on its Orthodox belief and its
grandhistory;theroleofcultureforthecontrolofideas;autocracy(samoder-
zhavie)asasystemofconcentratedstatepower;anationaleconomybasedon
nationalinterestsinsteadofglobalization;Russiandemographicnationalism
[inthesenseofcaringaboutthegrowthoftheethnicRussianpopulation];22
andtheideaofRussiaasacivilizationoftheNorth(Tyurenkov2008).

21 HismovementSut vremeniwassetupin2011.
22 ForitsconcreteexpressionsseethechapterbyRakhimova-Sommersinthisvolume.
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Thechurchplayedakeyroleinspreadingtheseideas.InSeptember2007
Kirill organized, when still the Metropolit of Smolensk and Kaliningrad, a
roundtable discussion on Russkaya doktrina at the Orthodox International
RussianPopularAssembly(Kobyakovetal.2008).Hetherebymovedthisvol-
umefromdiscussionsamongsmallgroupsofnationaliststobroadcirclesof
theChurch,andgaveithisblessing.Asaresultitwasdiscussedwidelyatuni-
versitiesandinthemedia.Criticscalledit“amanifestoofanewRussiancon-
servatism”(Krug2009)andthejournalOgonyokcompareditto“themanifesto
ofMussolini”(Soldatov2007).AfterKirillin2009becamethePatriarchofthe
RussianOrthodoxChurchtheideasoftheRusskayadoktrinawereputforward
in the anti-liberal and conservative political platform of the church. These
ideasalsogaveinspirationtovariousextremepoliticalgroups.Amongthem
wasNarodnyisobor,whoseleaderOlegKassinhadbeenthelefthandofthe
RussianfascistleaderBarkashovoftheRussianNationalUnityupuntil2001
whenthetwosplit.

AthirddirectionofmilitantconservatismwaspresentedbyAlexanderDu-
gin’sideasof“Eurasianism”.HisloftytheoriespredictedRussiatobethefuture
greatempireofthecontinentalEurasianlandmassinpermanentconflictwith
theAtlanticpowersledbytheUSA(Dugin2000).Hisimperialversionofstate
nationalismalsohadmuchtoofferasanalternativetoaRussianethnic-based
nationalism.

Dugin was the creator of the movements Euraziya (2000), the Eurasian
Movement(2003)andtheEurasianYouthUnion(2005).After2005hispolitical
andacademiccareertookoff:hebecameanadvisertotheDuma,cooperated
withministersandthepresidentialadministration,andfrequentlypublished
commentsinthemedia.In2008hewasinvitedtocreatetheInstituteofCon-
servativeStudiesattheDepartmentofSociologyofMoscowStateUniversity
(MGU),wherehebecameaProfessorandsetuphiseducationalprogramme
(Dugin website). Becoming the head of the section of sociology of interna-
tional relations at the department in 2010 (until June 2014), his chances to
spreadhismessageincreasedtremendously(Duginwebsite).

However,Duginmayhavebeenmoreimportantasatranslatorandintro-
ducer in theearly 1990sofEuropean interwar theoristsandphilosophersof
authoritarian conservative thought, i.e. European theorists of the so-called
conservative revolution. Among them are Julius Evola, Ernst Jünger, Oswald
Spengler and Carl Schmitt. As the ideological inspirator of the conservative
Undergroundoftheearly1990sliketheNationalBolshevikParty,23Duginso-
cializedwithpeoplefromculturalcirclesandspreadtheseideas.Theintensive

23 FormoreaboutthisformationseethechapterbyRogatchevskiinthisvolume.
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nihilistanarchismofEvolamadeastrongimpactamongartistsandpunkmu-
siciansofStPetersburgparticipatingintheactivitiesoftheNationalBolshevik
Party during those years. The National Bolsheviks continued a conservative
revolutionary heritage but in a mainly anarchist form. In 1998 Dugin broke
awayfromLimonovandfromtheNationalBolsheviks.

Carl Schmitt’s ideas resonated in Russia in large part owing to Dugin’s
coursesattheMGUonthepoliticalphilosophyofSchmittattheMGU,where
numerousacademicessaysonSchmittwereproduced.Thecoldrealistic–prag-
maticconceptsandanalysesbySchmittasacriticoftheconstitutionaldemo-
cratic but weak Weimar republic of Germany in the 1920s provided the
analyticaltoolsforananalysisofRussianpost-communistsocietyandforfor-
mulating a strategy for a Russian conservative revolution. Over the period
2000-2014,10ofSchmitt’sworkswerepublishedinRussian.Theseideaswere
linkedtothoseof thecontemporaryEuropean“newright”.AlaindeBenoist
publishedhisbookCarl Schmitt Today(KarlSchmittsegodnya)inRussianwith
aspecialintroduction,“CarlSchmittforRussia”(deBenuaandShmitt2014).

Inhisessayfrom1991“CarlSchmitt:FiveLessonsforRussia”Duginempha-
sizedtheideaofthenationasauniqueentitybasedonitsinternalspiritual
andvolitionallawsofdevelopment.Thestatewaslookeduponastherepre-
sentativeofthewillofthepeopleandthepopularwillasaunifiedentity.In
linewithSchmitthefoundeverything‘political’toberelatedtothestateand
stateinterestswereregardedtobesupremeandtopenetrateallissuesinsoci-
ety.LikeSchmittDuginwasagainsta‘universalism’withregardtotheideathat
allindividualshaveequalrightsandvalueandthatmankindhascommonin-
terests.ThecornerstoneinSchmitt’sthinking–theemphasison“sovereignty”
inthesenseofthestate´sinterestsbeingsupremebothwithinthecountryand
internationally and his sharp distinction between the enemy (both internal
andexternal)andthe friendof thestate–areemphasizedbyDugin(1992).
Thus,fromhereSurkovseemstohavefoundinspirationforhisformulationsof
“sovereigndemocracy”and“theenemyfromwithin”.Theideationalheritage
fromradicalconservativethoughtoftheEuropean1920scanbefoundtoday
amongtheUnitedRussiaPartyandtheDumaasexemplifiedbyEvgeniiFedo-
rov,amemberof theUnitedRussiaPartyandaDumadelegate,who in the
early2010screatedtheso-calledRussianLiberationMovement(NOD).Fedo-
rovrepresentsafourthandradicalconservativedirection,whichcanbestbe
describedasakindofpragmaticfascism,yetwithouttheloftytheoriesofDu-
gin’sEurasianism.

Thus, although there was a multitude of various conservative ideas and
directionsinRussiainthe2000s,theyallsharedideasofanti-liberalism,‘anti-
Westism’,patriotism,beliefinthemightystate,thestrongleader,theauthori-
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tarianandhierarchicalsociety,moralrestoration,thecentralroleofreligion,
andtheSonderwegasthenationalpathbasedontheuniquenessofthenation.
AndtheyallwereconvincedthattimewasnowonthesideoftheConserva-
tives.

Militant conservative ideas were institutionalized during the late 2000s
whenthink-tanks,discussionclubsandanalyticalinstituteswerecreatedout
ofpreviouslessformalclubsandcentres.ThesepeoplestoodbyPutinwhenin
thespringof2011opinionsurveysrevealedadrasticandlong-termfallinsup-
portforhim,theysupportedhiminthecreationoftheconservativepro-Putin
All-RussianPeople’sFrontinMay2011.Theystoodbyhimwhen,inhismost
vulnerablemomentafterthemassprotestsinDecember2011,heneededman-
ifestations of support. They organized pro-Putin mass meetings in Moscow
thathelpedcreatetheimageofhisgrandcomeback.24

Inspiteofalldifferencesthesegroupsofmilitantconservatism,theyhavea
lotincommon.Inanefforttocreateacommonplatformfordiscussionsbe-
tweenConservativesofvariousbrandsandstaterepresentativestheIzborskii
clubofexpertswascreatedinSeptember2012.25Theintentionbehindtheclub
wastocreateanalternativetotheValdaiClub,whichtheyfoundtoo“liberal”.

Thus, already during the 1990s conservative ideas of a revolutionary kind
wereformulatedbysmallcommunitiesof intellectualscriticaloftheYeltsin
regime. These communities consolidated during the 2000s and their ideas
spread.Theydidnotmanagetobuildorlinktosocialmovements.Theirmain
contributionwasinsteadtheintellectualworkofformulatingamoreoutspo-
ken nationalist and conservative ideology, defining concepts and inspiring

24 Thepro-Putinmass-rallieswereorganizedbytheAnti-OrangeCommittee(Anti-oranzhe-
voikomitet)whichwasledbyacoalitionofvariousconservativeforcesincludingSergei
Kurginyan, Aleksander Prokhanov, Aleksander Dugin, Vadim Kvyatkovskii head of the
patrioticmovementGeorgevtsii,VyacheslavSivkoheadofthefundinnameofGeneral
KocheshkovinsupportofheroesoftheSovietUnionandRussia,NikolaiStarikovheadof
the movement TradeUnion of Russian Citizens, and the journalists Mikhail Leontiev,
MaksimShevchenkoandMarinaYudenich.Theirwebsite<http://anti-orange.ru>nolon-
ger exists. However, their internal meeting of 22 February 2012 was filmed and can be
foundat<https://www.youtube.com/watch?time_continue=2074&v=LIjgCMPYr2Y>.

25 CreatedinSeptember2012theIzborskiiclubhadamongitspermanentmemberschief
editorofZavtraAlexanderProkhanov,theheadoftheInstituteofDynamicConservatism
V.V.Averjanov,thepresidentialadviserandco-founderoftheRodinapartySergeiGlaziev,
theleaderoftheEurasianmovementAlexanderDugin,theTVjournalistMikhailLeon-
tiev,theheadoftheRussianNationalLiberationMovementandDumadelegateforUnit-
edRussiaAndreiFursov,andArkhimandritTikhon(Shevkunov)theheadoftheSretenskii
monastery.PostoyannyechlenyIzborskogokluba.Mostinterestingisthatinthisfirstcon-
ference to discuss the ideological platform of the pro-Putin All-Russian People’s Front
alsoparticipatedthenewministerofcultureVladimirMedinskii.
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visionaryandstrategicthinking.TheygavefoodforthoughttothePutinre-
gimeandoffereditusefulconcepts.Theyalsocontributedpractical,directand
organizationalworkinsupportforhimatacrucialmoment.

WhenPutinreturnedaspresidentinMay2012,hispoliticalagendawasin-
fluencedbythesenewallies.Withtheseideaspartlyreminiscentofideasthat
haddominatedEuropeinthe1920sand1930s,Medinskiiwascorrectwhenhe
wrotePutinintoEuropeanhistoryasaEuropeanRussian.Putinfollowedthe
darkauthoritariantraditionofEuropeanideas.

 Political Change and the Role of Critical Communities

Putin’sagendaof2012wasnotstatus-quo-oriented.Insteaditwasoffensivein
thesensethatitwasintendedforinsertingconservativevaluesandmarginal-
izingremnantsofliberalthought.Itwasformedundertheimpactofrevolu-
tionary conservative ideas. Against this background, culture became a key
sectorforimplementingchange.

IndiscussingthefactorsbehindPutin’sconservativeturn,thischapterfo-
cussedontheroleplayedbysmall,criticalcommunitiesforformulatingnew
ideasandconcepts.Boththeconservativeandliberalintellectualcommuni-
ties were reactions to the development of the post-Soviet political system.
Noneofthemwereabletocreatesocialmovements.Theconservative-revolu-
tionarycommunities,althoughunabletobuildsocialmovements,weresuc-
cessfulingraduallyconsolidatingtheirposition.Intheendtheywerethemost
successfulastheirideaswereadoptedbythePutinregime.

PutinactedaccordingtothelogicandmechanismsoftheauthoritarianSo-
vietsystem,whichinstitutionalandideationalstructureswereneverfullyde-
constructedafter1991.Yet,hischoiceofthebrandofauthoritarianconservatism
withits ideational linkstoa interwarEuropeanpoliticalheritageandtothe
contemporary European ‘new right’, can only be explained by the influence
fromideasoftheradicalconservativecommunities.Theirideaswereinstru-
mentaltotheregime.

Theprotestmovementof2011-2012,whichemanatedfromcriticalcommu-
nities,firstofallfromwithintheculturalsphere,broughtalargeemancipatory
potentialbasedonvaluesofcivicrights,theruleoflaw,andthefreedomand
rightsoftheindividual.Astheseideasweretransferredintoembryonicsocial–
political movements, they were articulated as liberal, liberal–conservative,
leftist,anarchist,andnationalistpoliticalviews.Withoutacommonpolitical
agendabeyondthedemandsforfreeelectionsandthereleaseofpoliticalpris-
oners,thesemassprotestsbecamefirstofallamanifestationofavaluesystem
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inconflictwiththatofthePutinregime.Itwasneitherapoliticalopposition
norapropersocialmovement.

Aftertheprotestmovementwasrepressedin2012-2013,liberalcriticalcom-
munitieswithintheculturalspheresurvived,althoughtheywerediminished
insizeasconformismspreadinsociety.Acriticaleyeandaninterestinsocial
issuesthathadbeenanimportanttrendinRussiantheatre,filmandartduring
theearly2010sremained.However,nowamorewarylookatthepossiblecon-
sequenceswasneeded.

TheRussianannexationoftheCrimeainthespringof2014furtherconsoli-
dated the official conservative agenda and also resulted in a polarization of
societythatsplitfamiliesandfriends.SupportforPutinwassecuredbywhat
Russian sociologist Lev Gudkov (2014) called “a conservative consolidation
aroundpower”.PublicopinionpollsshowedanincreaseinsupportforPutinto
morethan80percent.Thatmuchsupport,Gudkovexplained,ispossibleonly
whenthereisafeelingthattheveryexistenceandsurvivalofthenationand
thestateareunderthreat.Thisfeelinghadspreadasaresultofthedailycan-
nonadeofstatepropagandahammeringinthemessagethroughTV,themedia
onwhichmostpeoplerelyfortheirinformationandnewsreporting.Theat-
mospherewaslikeanemergencysituationinwhich,accordingtoauthoritari-
an conservative thought, the role of the leader must increase and his rights
extendedtodecisionsthatmayviolatethenormsoftheregularsituation.Pu-
tin’shandlingof thecrisis inUkraine in2014and2015seemedto followthe
prescriptionsoftheradicalconservativecommunitiesofwhatneedtobedone
inasituationthattheydefinedasanexistentialthreattoRussia,aquestionof
“lifeordeath”.

Againstthisbackgroundthe2014proposalofstateculturalpolicyseemedto
bealogicalpartofthenewconservativeparadigm.Thisdoesnotmeanthat
theleadersoftheseconservativecommunitieswereofferedgoodpositionsin
thenewgovernment.Yet,theybecamepartofthepoliticalestablishmentand
theirideaswerenowàlamode.

Lookingbackit isobviousthattheconservativeintellectualcommunities
weremoresuccessfulthantheliberalones.Noneofthemwereabletocreate
sustainablesocialmovements,buttheideasoftheconservativecommunities
werepickedupbytheregimeatamovementofdesperatesearchofnewideas
tomaintainpowerandcontroloversociety.Someofthemarenowaddingtoa
developmentthattakesRussianpolicyfurtherandfurtherintoaconservative
extreme.

However,thoseresponsibleforthenewstatepolicyhadprobablynotcount-
edonthecontinuedresistancefrompeopleoftheculturalsphere.Moreover,
theyseemtohaveignoredthefactthatculturallifeinRussiaispartlyprivately
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financedandthuspresentlyisbeyondthecapacityoftheministrytocontrol.
Toimplementanewstateculturalpolicyaccordingtoanagendaofauthoritar-
ianconservatismmaythereforeturnouttobemoredifficultthanexpectedin
spiteofthelatestConservativeswingofthependulum.

 References

Ågren,Mattias.2014.“Phantoms of a Future Past. A Study of Contemporary Russian Anti-
Utopian Novels.”PhDthesisinSlavicLanguages.StockholmUniversity.

Bazhanov,Leonid.2014.“Minkul’turylikvidirovalootdel,otvechavshiizasovremennoe
iskusstvo.” Izvestiya30December,2014.AccessedFebruary3,2018.<http://izvestia.
ru/news/581421>.

Bilevskaya,E.,Samarina,A.,M.Sergeev,ABlinov,andV.Soloviov.2009.“Prezidentskii
instruktazh dlya elit vsekh urovnei.” Nezavisimaya gazeta November 13 2009. Ac-
cessed February 3, 2018. <http://www.ng.ru/politics/2009-11-13/1_modernizaciya.
html>.

Bodin,Per-Arne.2009. Language, Canonization and Holy Foolishness: Studies in Postso-
viet Russian Culture and the Orthodox Tradition.Stockholm:StockholmUniversity.

Borisova,Darya.2012.“Myvamzakazhem:‘Minkul‘tnamerenopredelyat‘tematikufi-
nansiruemykhfil‘mov.’”Nezavisimaya Gazeta,September18,2012.AccessedFebru-
ary2,2018.<http://www.ng.ru/cinematograph/2012-09-18/100_medinskiy.html>.

CentreforDynamicConservatism.2009.“Ob Institute dinamicheskogo konservatizma.”
AccessedFebruary3,2018.<http://www.dynacon.ru/opr/idk.php>.

Colta. 2014.“AkademikiRANraskritikovali ‘Osnovygosudarstvennoikul’turnoipoliti-
ki.’”Colta,April16,2014.AccessedFebruary4,2018.<http://izvestia.ru/news/569016>.

deBenua,AlenandKarlShmitt.2014.Segodnya.Moskva:ION.
Dugin,AleksanderGelevich.1992/2001.“KarlShmitt:5urokovdlyaRossii”.Accessed7

March 2018. <http://my.arcto.ru/public/rv/13.shtml>. (Originally published in the
journalNash sovremennikin1992).

Dugin, Aleksander Gelevich. 2000. Osnovy geopolitiki. Geopoliticheskoe budushchee 
Rossii.Moskva:Arktogeya.

Dugin, Aleksandr Gelevich, ”Biografiya i osnovnye trudy”, Accessed 7 March 2018
<http://dugin.ru/biography>.

Dugin,AlexanderGelevich.n.d.Personalwebsite.<http://dugin.ru/biography>.
dynacon.ru.n.d.“LITSAPROEKTA.”AccessedFebruary4,2018.dynacon.ru/lpr/izborsk.

php.
Federation Council,2014,”SpikerSF:ObshchestvennyidialogvramkakhGodakul’tury

pomozhet ukrepit’ edinoe dukhovnoe prostranstvo”. 9 October 2013, Accessed 7
March2017,<http://www.council.gov.ru/events/news/35789/>.



33Culture,CulturalPolicy,AndTheSwingingPendulumOfPolitics

Gashkov,Igor.2014.“RPTskhochetvospityvat’shkol’nikov.”Nezavisimaya gazeta (web-
site),September4,2014.AccessedFebruary1,2018.<http://www.ng.ru/faith/2014-
09-04/1_rpc.html>.

Government of the Russian Federation website. 2013. Zasedanie Soveta po kulture i 
iskusstvu, October, 2013. Accessed January 30, 2018. <http://news.kremlin.ru/tran
scripts/19353>.

GovernmentoftheRussianFederation.2013.Vneseny izmeneniya v zakon o zashchite 
detei ot informatsii, prichinyayushchei vred ikh zdorovyu i razvitiyu.Moscow:Federal
GovernmentWebsite.June30,2013.AccessedFebruary1,2018.<http://kremlin.ru/
acts/18423>.

GovernmentoftheRussianFederation.2014.Osnovy gosudarstvennoi kul’turnoi politi-
ki. Utverzhdeny ukazom prezidenta RF.Moscow:FederalGovernmentWebsite.De-
cember24,2014.AccessedFebruary3,2018.<http://kremlin.ru/acts/18423>.

GovernmentoftheRussianFederation.2014.Osnovy gosudarstvennoi kul’turnoi politi-
ki. Utverzhdeny ukazom prezidenta RF.Moscow:FederalGovernmentWebsite.De-
cember24,2014.AccessedFebruary3,2018.<http://kremlin.ru/acts/18423>.

Grani. 2012. “V administratsii prezidenta sozdano ‘patrioticheskoe’upravlenie”October
20,2012.Accessed7March2018.<https://graniru.org/Politics/Russia/President/m.
207616.html>.

Grani. 2014a.“VGosdumepodgotovilizakonoproektyopatrioticheskomvospitaniiv
shkolakh.” Grani, August 19, 2014. Accessed 2 February, 2018. <http://grani.ru/Poli
tics/Russia/Parliament/Duma/m.232186.html>.

Grani. 2014b. “RPTs: Osnovy pravoslavnoi kul’tury nado prepodovat’ so 2-go po 10-I
klass.”Grani September8,2014.AccessedFebruary2,2018.<http://grani.ru/society/
Religion/m.232777.html>.

Gudkov,Lev.2014.“Putinskiiretsidivtotalitarizma”,Pro et Contra(May-August).
Iablokov, Aleksei. 2013. “V 2014 godu gosudarstvo vserioz vozmetsya za kul’turu.”

Vedomosti(onlineedition,October11,2013.AccessedFebruary3,2018.<http://www.
vedomosti.ru/lifestyle/news/17373481/v-2014-godu-gosudarstvo-vserez-vozmetsya-
za-kulturu?full#cut>.

Izvestiya. 2009. “Sokhranit’ i priumnozhit’: konzervatizm i modernizatsiya.” Izvestiya 
(online)December1,2009.AccessedFebruary3,2018.<https://iz.ru/news/355987>.

Izvestiya.2014.“Minkul’turyizlozhilo‘Osnovygosudarstvennoikul’turnoipolitiki.’”Iz-
vestia (onlineedition),April10,2014.AccessedFebruary4,2018.<http://izvestia.ru/
news/569016>.

Jonson,Lena.2015a.Art and Protest in Putin’s Russia.LondonandNewYork:Routledge.
Jonson, Lena. 2015b. “Russia: Cultural Freedom Under Threat.” Artsfreedom, May 11,

2015. <https://freemuse.org/news/russia-cultural-freedom-under-threat-2/>. Ac-
cessedFebruary28,2018.

Jonson,LenaandErofeev,Andrei,eds.2018.Russia - Art Resistance and the Conserva-
tive-Authoritarian Zeitgeist.London&NewYork.



34 Jonson

Kara-Murza, Sergei. 2005. Manipulatsiya soznaniem. Moskva: MediaKniga. Accessed
February 3, 2018. <http://bookz.ru/authors/sergei-kara-murza/karamurza/1-kara
murza.html>.

Karev, Igor and Aleksei Krizhevskii. 2013. “Permyu menshe. Samye rezonansnye
kul’turnye sobytiya 2013 goda.” Gazeta, 27 December 2013. Accessed February 28,
2018.<https://www.gazeta.ru/culture/2013/12/26/a_5821217.shtml>.

Kleiman,Naum.2014.“’Nuzhenligoszakazvkino?Ostrannenyiotdolzhnostidirektor
MuzeyaKinoNaumKleiman–otom,kaksozdat’natsional’nyikinematograf, io
tupomavtoritarnomupravleniikul’turoi.” InterviewedbyYuliyaRyzhenko, Colta, 
June 10, 2014. Accessed February 2, 2018. <http://www.colta.ru/articles/specials/
3507>.

Kobyakov,A.B.,V.V.Averyanov,andVladimirKucherenko,eds.2008. Russkaya doktrina.
Moskva: Yauza-Press. Accessed Februrary 3, 2018. <http://bdn-steiner.ru/forums/
index.php/topic,445.0.html>.

Krug, Pavel. 2009. “Komu lyazhet na stol ‘Russkaya doktrina’?” Nezavisimaya gazeta, 
September5,2009.AccessedFebruary3,2018.Repostedon<http://www.rusdoctri
na.ru/page95798.html>.

Lapina,Alina.2014.“Khudozhnikambudutvydavat’den’gizatalantikrasivyeraboty.”
The Art News Paper Russia, no. 29 December/January. Accessed February 3, 2018.
<http://www.theartnewspaper.ru/posts/1055/>.

Lenta. 2013.“Putinvystupilzaunifikatsiyuuchebnikovistorii.”LentaFebruary19,2013.
Accessed7March2018.<https://lenta.ru/news/2013/02/19/history/>.

Mamontov, Arkadii. 2012. “Provokatory I.” Broadcast April 24, 2012 on TVI. Accessed
February1,2018. Video,1:09:47.AccessedFebruary28,2018.<https://www.youtube.
com/watch?v=gJY631vsou4&feature=youtu.be>.

Mamontov,Arkadii.2012.“ProvokatoryII.”BroadcastSeptember11,2012onTVI. Video,
1:20:15. Accessed February 28, 2018. <https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=T8uRG
koqRJw>.

Mamontov,Arkadii.2012.“ProvokatoryIII.”Broadcast16October2012onTVI.Video,
1.15.09. Accessed 28 February 2018. <https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vwk-v5j-
wRk>.

Medinskii,Vladimir.2013.“MinistrkulturyRFVladimirMedinskii:”Bezideologiiche-
lovek stanovitsya zhivotnym!” (Interview) Kul’tura, September 4, 2013. Accessed
February28,2018.Reposted<http://www.orthedu.ru/news/7885-ministr-kultury-rf-
vladimir-medinskij-bez-ideologii-chelovek-stanovitsya-zhivotnym.html>.

Medinskii, Vladimir. 2014. “Zadacha kul’turnoi politiki – vyrastit’ pokolenie pobe-
ditelei.’”InterviewedinKommersant (onlineedition),September18,2014.Accessed
February4,2018.<http://www.kommersant.ru/doc/2569559>.

Medvedev,Dmitrii.2009.“Go,Russia!”Moscow:FederalGovernmentWebsite.Septem-
ber10,2009.AccessedFebruary3,2018.<http://eng.kremlin.ru/news/298>.



35Culture,CulturalPolicy,AndTheSwingingPendulumOfPolitics

Mel’nikov, Andrei, 2012, “Nochnoi koshmar ot Arkadiya Mamontova”, Nezavisimaya 
gazeta, 13 September, <http://www.ng.ru/politics/2012-09-13/2_mamontov.html>.
AccessedFebruary28,2018.

Mel’nikov, Andrei and Orlova, Lidiya, 2013, “Pomni o ‘dvushchechke’”, Nezavisimaya 
gazeta,19June,<http://www.ng.ru/ng_religii/2013-06-19/1_feelings.html>.Accessed
February28,2018.

Ministerstvokul’turyRossiiskoiFederatsii.2013.“Gosudarstvennyidokladosostoyanii
kul’turyvRossiiskoiFederatsiiv2013godu.”RussianGovernment(websitepdf).n.d.
Accessed February 3, 2018. <http://mkrf.ru/upload/mkrf/mkdocs2014/doklad_
block.pdf>.

Morozov,Aleksandr.2012.“Medinskiivinterere.Pozitivnost’fashizma.”Open Space,23
May, 2012. Accessed February 1, 2018. <http://os.colta.ru/society/russia/details/
37261/>.

New Times, 2012, “Kto ya takoi, chtoby Putina obsuzhdat’?”, 26 November. Accessed
February28,2018,<http://www.newtimes.ru/articles/detail/60282>.

Nezavisimaya gazeta. 2013.“Minkul’totorvalsyaotzhizni.”September18,2014.Nezavi-
simaya gazeta (onlineedition).AccessedFebruary3,2018.<http://www.ng.ru/edi
torial/2014-09-18/2_red.html>.

Nezavisimaya gazeta. 2013.“Prezidentvzyalkursnakonservatizm.”Nezavisimaya gaze-
ta (website),30December30,2013.AccessedFebruary1,2018.<http://www.ng.ru/
politics/2013-12-30/3_conservative.html>.

Nezavisimaya gazeta. 2014.“Minkul’turyvyiavlyaet‘novyetendentsiigospolitikivsfere
sovremennogoiskusstva.’”Nezavisimaya gazeta (onlineedition),December11,2014.
Accessed February 3, 2018. <http://www.ng.ru/columnist/2014-12-11/8_minkult.
html>.

Nicodemus,Katja.2014.“SkandalinMoskau.DasrussischeFilmmuseumwirdsystem-
atischzerstört!”Zeit Online, November15,2014.AccessedFebruary2,2018.<http://
www.zeit.de/2014/45/filmmuseum-moskau-larissa-solonicina>.

NTV.2012.“AnatomiyaProtestaI.”BroadcastMarch15,2012.Accessed1February1,2018. 
Video,00:36:30.<http://www.ntv.ru/video/peredacha/296996/>.

NTV. 2012. “Anatomiya Protesta II.” Broadcast October 5, 2012. Accessed February 1,
2018.Video,00:48:23.<http://www.ntv.ru/video/354142/>.

Pelevin,Viktor.1999.Pokolenie ”P.”Moskva:Vagrius.
Pomerantsev,Peter.2014.“TheHiddenAuthorofPutinism.”The Atlantic (onlinenews-

paper),November7,2014.AccessedFebruary3,2018.<http://www.theatlantic.com/
international/archive/2014/11/hidden-author-putinism-russia-vladislav-surkov/
382489/?singlle_page=true>.

Putin,Vladimir.2004.“ObrashcheniePrezidentaRossiiVladimiraPutina4sentyabrya
2004goda.”AccessedFebruary28,2018.<http://www.kremlin.ru/events/president/
transcripts/22589>.



36 Jonson

RF Federal’nyi zakon ot 20 iyulya 2012g. No 121-F3. O vnesenii izmenenii v otdel’nye 
zakonodatel’nye akty RF v chasti regulirovaniya deyatel’nosti nekommercheskikh or-
ganizatsii, vypolnyayushchikh funktsii inostrannogo agenta.AccessedFebruary28,
2018.<http://www.kremlin.ru/acts/bank/35748>.

RF Federal’nyi zakon ot 8 iyunya 2012g, N 65-F3. O vnesenii izmenenii v Kodeks RF ob ad-
ministrativnykh pravonarushcheniyakh i Federal’nyi zakon “O sobraniyakh, mitin-
gakh i demonstratsiyakh, shestviyakh i piketirovaniyakh.AccessedFebruary28,2018.
http://www.kremlin.ru/acts/bank/35458>.

RF Federal’nyi zakon ot 28 iyulya 2012g. No 141-F3. O vnesenii izmeneniya v Ugolovnyi 
kodeks RF I otdel’nye zakonodatel’nye akty RF.(Kleveta).AccessedFebruary28,2018.
<http://ivo.garant.ru/#/document/70207752:0>.

RF Federal’nyi zakon ot 29 iyunya 2013g. N 136-F3. O vneseni iizmenenii v statyu 148 ugo-
lovnogo kodeksa RF i otdel’nye zakonodatel’nye akty RF v tselyakh protivodeistviya os-
korbleniyu religioznykh ubezhdenii i chuvstv grazhdan.AccessedFebruary28,2018.
<http://www.consultant.ru/cons/cgi/online.cgi?req=doc&base=LAW&n=148270&fl
d=134&dst=1000000001,0&rnd=0.750571268871135#0006579163232337648>.

Rossiiskaya gazeta. 2013. “VystuplenieVladimira Putina na zasedanii kluba “Valdai.”’
September19,2013.AccessedJanuary30,2018.<http://www.rg.ru/2013/09/19/steno-
gramma-site.html>.

Rossiiskaya gazeta. 2014. “Osnovy gosudarstvennoi kul’turnoi politiki.” Rossiiskaya 
gazeta (online edition), May 16, 2014. Accessed February 3, 2014. <http://www.rg.
ru/2014/05/15/osnovi-dok.html>.

Soldatov, Aleksander. 2007. “Atomnoe pravoslavie.” Ogonyok, no. 37 (September).
AccessedFebruary3,2018.<http://www.rusdoctrina.ru/page95795.html>

Stepanov,Anatolii.2013.“Valdaiskayarech’Putina.” Russkaya narodnaya liniya. Infor-
matsionno-analiticheskaya sluzhba. 20 September 2013. <http://ruskline.ru/news_
rl/2013/09/20/valdajskaya_rech_putina>.

Surkov, Vladislav. 2006. “Natsiionalizatsya budushchego.” In Teksty 97 – 07. Moskva:
Izdatelstvo“Evropa.”

Surkov,Vladislav.2007.“Russkayapoliticheskayakul’tura.Vzglyadizutopii(lectureat
theRussianAcademyofSciencesJune8,2007).”InTeksty 97 – 07.Moskva:Izdatelstvo
“Evropa.”

Surkov,Vladislav.2009.Okolonolya [gangsta fiction].Moskva:RusskiiPioner.Spetsialnyi
vypusk.

Surkov, Vladislav. 2004. “Zamestitel’ glavy administratsii Prezidenta RF Vladislav
Surkov: Putin ukreplyaet gosudarstvo, a ne sebya.” Komsomol’skaya Pravda, 
September 28, 2004. Accessed February 3, 2018. <http://www.kp.ru/daily/23370/
32473>.

Tyurenkov, Mikhail. 2008. “Russkaya doktrina ‘Non Stop’.” Pravaya.ru. Accessed
February3,2018.<http://pravaya.ru/idea/169/5895>.



37‘middleContinent’Or‘islandRussia’

_full_alt_author_running_head(neemstramienB2voorditchapterennul0inhierna):0
_full_alt_articletitle_running_head(oude_articletitle_deel,vulhiernain):‘MiddleContinent’or‘IslandRussia’
_full_article_language:enindien anders: engelse articletitle:0

© IgorTorbakov,2019 | doi:10.1163/9789004366671_004
ThisisanopenaccesschapterdistributedunderthetermsoftheprevailingCC-BY-NC-NDLicense.

Chapter2

‘Middle Continent’ or ‘Island Russia’: Eurasianist 
Legacy and Vadim Tsymburskii’s Revisionist 
Geopolitics

Igor Torbakov

Russia’s reactiontoUkraine’spoliticalupheavaland inparticular itsCrimea
gambithaveraisedanewthequestionaboutRussiannationalidentityandthe
goalsofthecountry’sforeignpolicy.Moscow’sbrutalviolationofUkraine’ster-
ritorialintegrityanditsdefiantrhetoricwithreferencestotheambiguousno-
tion of Russkii Mir (Russian World) – a geopolitical vision that ostensibly
compelstheKremlinleadershiptoactasprotectorofall“RussiansandRus-
sian-speakers”irrespectiveofwheretheylive,thusplacingastrongeremphasis
onethnicratherthancivicunderstandingofRussianness–appeartomarka
clear break with the policies pursued over the previous 20 odd years, when
Russia’sconductseemedtobebasedontwomainpillars:upholdinginterna-
tionallawinitsforeignpolicyandseekingtobuildacivicnationofrossiianein
itsdomesticpolitics.Butifthisradicalshiftdidindeedtakeplace,whatisit
thatRussiaisnowstrivingtoachieve?Whatisitsultimatestrategicobjective?
Dowenowhaveabettersenseofwhatisthenatureofthesupposedly“new
(ethnic-based)Russianidentity”andhowthelatterwillhelpshapethecoun-
try’sinternationalbehavior?1

ItwouldappearthatVladimirPutinsoughttoshedsomelightontheseis-
suesinhisspeechattheJuly1,2014gatheringofRussianambassadorsinMos-
cow(Putin2014).Yetthisattempttoclarifythesituationshouldberegardedas
afailure.WhatPutin’sremarksactuallyrevealedisthatbothRussianidentity
and the country’s foreign policy are in flux.The only thing that was crystal
clearwasthatRussia’sresentmentagainsttheWestreachedanewhigh,but
other than that Putin’s address did not contain any signs of a coherent and
comprehensiveforeignpolicystrategy.Neitherdiditmakeclear,whatisRus-
sia’splaceincontemporaryworld.Likewise,thequestionofwhatMoscowis
up to in its Eurasian neighborhood remains moot. On the one hand, Putin

1 ForanargumentadvancingthethesisthatrecenttransformationofRussiannationalidentity
hasindeedledtotheemergenceofthenewforeignpolicydoctrine,seeZevelev(2014);Garton
Ash(2014).

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/


38 Torbakov

seemed to put a premium on realizing the project of ethnic solidarity with
Russkii Mir;yetontheother,hewasequallyenthusiasticaboutpursuingthe
ambitiousprojectofEurasianintegration.

However,pursuingbothprojectssimultaneouslyseemsimpracticalastheir
objectivesarehardlycompatible (Trudoliubov2014).2At theheartofpolicy
contradictions is the way the governing elites conceive of Russia’s national
identity.Adominantstrandintheirself-understandingisthevisionofthem-
selvesasbeingsimultaneouslytheheirsoftheRussianEmpireandoftheSo-
viet Union – an outlook that, as one commentator noted, correctly, is itself
rather contradictory (Pastukhov 2014). The wariness of the West, pining for
“historic Russia,” which is perceived as an “organic and unique civilization,”
and derzhavnichestvo/velikoderzhavnost’ (extreme statism combined with
great-power status)3 are those features of the Kremlin leadership’s political
mindsetthatseemtohaveanaffinitywithsomeideologicalconstructsofclas-
sicalEurasianism.Indeed,Eurasianismappearstobealltherageincontempo-
raryRussia (Clover2016). “Today,”onecommentatornotes, “duringVladimir
Putin’sfourthterm,itisoneofthebestknownandmostfrequentlymentioned
politicalmovementsofthe[interwar]period”(Pryannikov2014).Eurasianism,
however,appearstobeconceptuallyinadequatetohelpRussia’srulingelitesto
deal with the growing public stirring based on the ethnic understanding of
Russianness(Kolstø2016a):evergreaternumberofRussianswanttoliveina
culturallyhomogeneous“Russiannationalstate”andareloathtoactasdonors
for a quasi-imperial multiethnic “Eurasian” entity.4 To respond to the chal-
lengepresentedbyethnicnationalism,theKremlinideologueshavecomeup
withaneclecticvisionofRussiannational identity thatcombines, iname-
chanicalandadhocmanner,someEurasianisttropes(theimageofRussiaas

2 SomeanalystscontendthattheRussianleadershiphasalreadymadeitschoiceinfavorofone
project–thatofthe“gatheringofRussianethniclands.”AsTatianaZhurzhenkoargues,“the
annexationofCrimeaandthethreattouseallmeansnecessary,includingmilitaryinterven-
tion,toprotecttherightsofRussiansandRussianspeakersinUkraine,indicatedthatthe
Kremlin prioritizes the violent ‘gathering of ethnic lands’ over interstate integration”
(Zhurzhenko2014).

3 Arecentpolicypaperstatedbluntly:“Let’sfaceit…Wesimplyliketoplayanimportantrole
intheworld.Weshouldnotcoylyrepudiatevelikoderzhavnost’.Itdoesexist;over300yearsof
imperialhistoryithasbecomedeeplyimbeddedinthenationalvaluesystem”(Likhacheva&
Makarov2014,30).

4 AccordingtotheDecember2013surveyoftheLevadaCenter,awell-respectedindependent
pollster,66%ofrespondentssupporttheslogan“RussiafortheRussians,”71%agreewiththe
nationalistcall“StopfeedingtheCaucasus,”and78%wanttougherregulationofmigration
(Dergachev2014).
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gosudarstvo-tsivilizatsiia)(Tsygankov2016)andtheelementsofethnonation-
alistthinking(aclaimthatRussiansarethe“state-bearingpeople”).5

But what is behind the recurrence of Eurasianist imagery and are there
moreinnovativewaysofengagingEurasianistintellectuallegacy?Thispaperis
goingtodiscussonesuchattemptattakinganewlookatthebodyofwork
producedbytheémigréEurasianistthinkerswhichresultedinanincisiveand
boldlyoriginalcritiqueofclassicalEurasianism.Keepingmyfocusonthenex-
usofidentity,geopoliticsandforeignpolicy,Iintendtodothreethings:toin-
vestigatehownationalidentity,geopoliticalimageryandinternationalconduct
areconnected;toexplorethereasonsforthepersistenceofthe“Eurasianvi-
sions”inpresent-dayRussia;andtoreflectonhowtheEurasianistmodesof
thinkingandtheorizingspacelefttheirmarkonthegeopoliticalconstructsof
someofthemostsophisticatedintellectualopponentsofEvraziistvo(inpar-
ticular,byexaminingthegeopoliticalviewsofVadimTsymburskii),whileplac-
ingthisdiscussionwithinabroadercontextofthedebatesonRussiannational
interest.6

HereIfollowintothefootstepsofthecontemporaryscholarshipinthefield
ofspatialhistorythatseekto“interrogateacrucialcharacteristicofnational
identity–geographicalterritoryanditssymbolicmeaning.”EdithClowesex-
plainsinherrecentbookwhyitisworthwhiletocarryoutsuchinterrogation.
“Thegeographicalmetaphorsdominantincurrentdiscourseaboutidentity,”
shepointsout,“conveythesensethatwhoaRussianisdependsonhowone
defineswhereRussiais”(Clowes2011).7

Mymainargumentsareasfollows.Whileresurrectingtheideaof“Russia-
Eurasia” (as it was conceptualized by the classical Eurasianists in the 1920s)
provedquitehandyinpost-SovietRussia intheimmediateaftermathofthe
Soviet Union’s disintegration, this “Eurasian” orientation appears to be en-
counteringgrowingopposition–particularlyonthepartofRussian(ethnic)
nationalists.Thereisatensionbetweenthe“imperial”connotationoftheno-
tionof“Eurasia”–clearlyvisibleinVladimirPutin’spetprojectoftheEurasian
Union – and the clamoring for the establishment of Russian national state.
ThistensionisreflectedintheapparentdisconnectbetweenRussia’sforeign
policy and its domestic politics. The Kremlin’s strategic goal of Eurasian

5 SucheclecticismwasonfulldisplayinVladimirPutin’sprogrammaticarticle“Russia:the
nationalquestion”(Putin,2012).

6 ForathoughtfuldiscussionofthenotionofnationalinterestinRussianhistoricalcontext,
see(Mezhuyev,2015;Pavlovskii2015;Filippov2015;Lukyanov2015;Saradzhyan2015;Yakovenko
2008;Pastukhov2000;Mezhuyev1999).

7 Foracogentanalysisof thereasons for thegrowingappreciationof the importanceof
(Russian)geographicalspace,seeBassinetal.(2010).
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integrationaimedatevercloserassociationwiththeex-Sovietcountriesand
seekingtoupholdfreemovementofgoods,capitalandpeopleacrossthevast
Eurasianexpanseseemsoutofsynchwiththerisingdomesticconcernsover
themassiveinfluxof“culturallyalien”migrantsandresultantxenophobicsen-
timents.TheambitiousvisionofRussia-ledEurasiathatconstitutesoneofthe
world’s main poles of power and is able to successfully compete with other
poles(suchastheEuropeanUnion,theUnitedStatesandChina)andthevo-
ciferousclaimstoshutdownRussia’sborderswithmostofitsEurasianneigh-
bors and toughen the country’s immigration laws clearly work at cross
purposes.The bold image of Russia as integrator and leader of the “Middle
Continent”appearstobeincreasinglychallengedbythemoreisolationistim-
ageof“IslandRussia.”

 Debating Russian Identity

SpeakingtoDavidRemnickinthespringof1996,GeorgiiSatarov,aYeltsinad-
visorwhowouldsoonbechargedwiththetaskofelaboratingaRussianna-
tionalidea,madearevealingremark:

Whentotalitarianismwasbeingdestroyed,theideaofideologywasbeing
destroyed,too.Theideawasformedthatanationalideawasabadthing.
Butthebabywasthrownoutwiththebathwater.OurKremlinpollsshow
thatpeoplemissthis(Remnick1996).

Morethanfifteenyearslater,SergeiKaraganov,inanarticleentitled“WhyDo
WeNeedNationalIdentity,”basicallyechoedSatarov’soldconcerns:

Peoplewereboredtodeathbytheverynotionofideologyafter70years
ofcommunism.Wehopedsocietywouldproduceanewidentityandide-
ologyonitsown.Butthiswaswishfulthinking.WepartedwiththeSoviet
identity,andthememoryoftheGreatPatrioticWarremainedouronly
nationalidea.Nothingnewwascreated…westilldon’tknowwhathis-
toryweshouldassociateourselveswith,whetherweareanindependent
but peripheral part of Europe, and whether we want to become this…
Evenmoreurgentisthequestionofwhowewanttobeandwherewe
(the majority of the Russian elite and the general public) want to go
(Karaganov2013).

AndrecentlyoneMoscowliberalmediaoutletsummeditallupasfollows:
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Thepainful transition fromthedefunctSovietempire toward thenew
independentRussiahaslastedforalongquartercentury.Sofar,however,
thesearchforanationalidentityappearstobeatanimpasse(Otredakt-
sii2013b).8

Now,howdoestheconfusionoveridentityrelatetoRussia’sinternationalbe-
havior?

IRscholarsandpoliticalanalystshavelongdisagreedastowhatarethekey
driversofRussianforeignpolicy,whatisthelatter’srelationshiptonational-
ism,andwhatroleideationalfactorsplayinshapingtheRussianconduct.The
representativesofliberalismwouldpointtothecrucialimportanceofRussia’s
domesticpoliticalphilosophyatanygiventime–whatever itsconcretehis-
toricalcontent.Fortheirpart,the“realists”wouldcounterbycontendingthat,
historically, Russia has almost always been a pragmatic international actor,
whoseconductwaslargelydrivenbytraditionalconcerns–aboveall,themat-
tersofsecurityandmaterialinterest–whileremainingmostlyunaffectedby
ideology or nationalist sentiment. Seeking to reconcile these opposite ap-
proaches,thethirdschool–the constructivists–suggeststhatratherthansee-
ing the internal and external factors as being antithetical they should be
understoodasbeing“dialecticalandmediatedsubjectivelyviathepolicypro-
cess.” Indeed, theyask,whatdoes thenotionof “national interests”actually
mean?The latter, being externally projected, “are themselves always subjec-
tivelydefined through theprismofdomesticnationalism–a statecanonly
agreeonsuchinterestsifnationalidentityitselfisdefined”(March2011,190).

Thethingis,though,thatmorethan25yearsafterthecollapseoftheSoviet
Unionthepost-SovietRussia’sidentityisnotclearlydefined.9Itwouldappear
thatRussia’squestforgreatpowerstatusanddeep-seatedanti-Westernsenti-
mentstemmingfrom“afeelingofobida(injury)atperceivedhumiliationby
theWest”(Sherr2009,205)thatallegedlydeniesRussiathecovetedrecogni-
tionofequalstatusactasthesubstitutesofaclear-cutself-understandingand
the(emotional)basisforpolicyformulation.Andthisbringsmetotheclassi-
calEurasianismanditsresurrectioninthe1990s.

8 ForacomprehensivesurveyoftheRussianthinkers’perspectivesonthe“RussianIdea,”see
Natsional’naia ideia(2012).

9 AscontemporaryRussiananalystsnote,“Russiahasfounditselfinaratherdifficultsituation:
since1917,aSovietidentitywasimposedonthecountry,whileapre-Sovietidentitywassys-
tematicallydestroyed.NowthelastremnantsofSovietidentityaredyingout,butapre-Soviet
identitywasnotbroughtback.Infact,itcouldnotbebroughtbackinitsentirety”(Likhacheva
&Makarov,2014,26;Kortunov,2009,5-15).
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 Visions of “Eurasia”

SearchingforthereasonsofEurasianism’sseeminglysuddenreemergencefol-
lowing several decades of complete oblivion seems to be a no brainer. One
cannotfailtonoticestructuralsimilaritiesbetweenthetwoRussian“catastro-
phes”–onein1917andtheotherin1991.Attheturnofthe21stcentury,asin
theearly20thcentury,theideologicallydisorientedmasspublicslivedthrough
thecollapseoftheimperialstateandRussia’slossofitsgreatpowerstatus.In
a situation of the radically redrawn borders Eurasianism with its creative
“imaginedgeography”appearedjustwhatthedoctorordered.10Yetprobably
nolessimportantwasthepsychologicalandemotionalatmospherethatthese
geopoliticalcataclysmsproducedintheirwake.“Afterall,”notesRogerGriffin
writingaboutthefirstofthesecataclysmsthateruptedinthelate1910s,“this
wasaperiodwhennotjustthepoliticalandeconomic,butthepsychological
andspiritualfoundationsofmodernlifewereregularlyshakenbyseismicaf-
tershocksfollowingthecollectivetraumaoftheFirstWorldWar”(Griffin2011,
21).Remarkably,theEurasianists’oldercontemporariesNikolaiBerdyaevand
VasilyZen’kovsky(bothfellowémigrés)placedaspecialemphasisontheEur-
asianist “catastrophic worldview” and the movement’s psychological under-
pinning.“Eurasianismisfirstofallanemotional,notanintellectualmovement,”
Berdyaevcontended.“Itsemotionisareactionofcreativenationalandreli-
gious instincts to the catastrophe we endured” (Berdyaev 1925, 134). For his
part,Zen’kovskyassertedthat“Not ideology,butpsychology, isessentialand
influential in Eurasianism” (Zen’kovsky 1953, 106). Georgii Florovskii, one of
Eurasianism’s founding fathersandoneof the firstcriticsof themovement,
alsocontendedthatEurasianisttheorizingwaslargelydrivenbystrongemo-
tions.“InEurasianpatriotism,”hewrote,“onecanhearonlythevoiceofblood
andthevoiceofpassion,wildandintoxicating”(Florovskii1928,312).Psychol-
ogyandemotionshaveundoubtedlyplayednosmallroleinshapingthemind-
set of post-Soviet Russians, many of whom could not fail to immediately
recognize the Eurasianists of the 1920s as their spiritual soul brothers.Thus
there seems to be an interesting parallel between the Eurasianists’ acute

10 ItwouldseemthataninterestingparallelcanbedrawnbetweentheresurrectionofEur-
asianisminthe1990sRussiaandthefascinationwithgeopoliticsinthe1920sGermany.
“The catastrophic trauma of the world war and the wrenching transformations it pro-
ducedinGermansocietyandGermany’sinternationalposition,”onescholarargues,“fed
anewfascinationwiththeroleofgeographyinprecipitatingthetragedy”(Murphy1997,
1). For a broader comparison between Weimar Germany and “Weimar Russia,” see
(Starovoitova1993;Yanov1995;Hanson&Kopstein1997;Shenfield1998;Kopstein&Han-
son1998;Luks2008).
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dislike–ifnotoutrighthatred–oftheWestandthepresent-dayRussianelites’
deepressentimenttowardstheleadingWesternpowers,inparticulartheUnit-
edStates(Medvedev2014).11

However,oneshouldnotunderestimatethecomplexityandrichnessofthe
Eurasianistideas.Thereareseveralimportantdimensionsorfacetsoftheclas-
sicalEurasianism:geographical/geopolitical(“Eurasia”conceivedasaself-con-
tained“MiddleContinent,”auniquecivilization,andthe“worldontoitself”);
historical(“Russia-Eurasia”asastateentitybornoutoftheslowunravelingof
the“MongolCommonwealth”);imperial(“Eurasia”asasyntheticcultureand
politycreatedbythebrotherlyEurasianpeoples);national(“Eurasia”asanatu-
ralmestorazvitie[developmentalspace]oftheRussianpeopleandthearenaof
thefuturetriumphofOrthodoxy);andpolitical(Eurasia”asanilliberalpolity
ruledbyapowerfulideawiththegoverningeliteregardingthemselvesasits
custodians(“ideocracy”)).

Thus,Eurasianismcanbevariouslypresentedasaspecific type of Russian 
nationalism(theonly“true”nationalismasopposedtothemultitudeoffalse
ones);aconservative ideology(thatwouldcritiqueEuropeanliberalvalues);or
asamodernist /anti-colonial movement(thatresurrectedthediscourseof19th
century Romanticism and adapted it to contemporary conditions) (Glebov
2010;Laruelle2008;Shlapentokh2007b;Wiederkehr2007;Vinkovetsky2000).

Togetabetterhandleonthecomplexity(andambiguity!)oftheEurasianist
“system,” its emergence and evolution should be contextualized (Torbakov
2015a;Luks2009;Bassin2003).TheclassicalEurasianismhasemergedwithina
specifichistoricalcontext:themovementwasmostlyshapedbytheupheavals
of the1917Revolution,theunravelingofRussia’smultiethnicempireandits
eventualreassembling–inaradicallydifferentguise–bythevictoriousBol-
sheviks.Thus,Russianimperialentanglements,therelationshipbetweenna-
tionalism/nationalisms and the reality of empire were at the heart of the
Eurasianist discourse. Its linchpin has been a powerful image of “Russia-
Eurasia”: by advancing this image, the Eurasianists attempted to merge
empireandnation,tocraft–throughanotionof“Pan-Eurasiannationalism”
–anoverarching“Eurasian” identity,wherebyitssubjectwillbedilutedina

11 Notably,SergeiKaraganovhailedtheseizureofCrimeanotleastbecausewiththismove
“Russiahasputalimittoanearlyquartercentury-longcreepingmilitaryaswellaspoliti-
calandeconomicexpansion[bytheWest]intothespheresofitsvitallyimportantinter-
ests–infact,theVersaillespolicy“inavelvetglove”–thatspawnedhumiliationandthe
desireforrevengeamongthesubstantialpartofthecountry’selitesandmasspublics.”
TheannexationofCrimea(orinKaraganov’swording,its“unificationwithRussia”)“pro-
videdaserioustreatmentagainst[Russia’s]WeimarsyndromecausedbyWesternpolicy.”
(Karaganov,2014).
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supranational construct. It was a desperate and intellectually audacious at-
tempt,assomestudentsoftheclassicalEurasianismnicelyputit,“tosavethe
empirethroughitsnegation”(Riasanovsky1967;Glebov2003).

Yetthispowerfulimagecontainedaparadoxoracrucialcontradictionthat
Eurasianismwasneverabletoresolve.Thisparadoxwasnoticedandcritically
analyzedalreadyinthe1920sbytwoperceptiveobservers(andone-timeEur-
asianists)PetrBitsilliandGeorgiiFlorovskii(Bitsilli1927;Florovskii1928).In
fact,theimageof“Russia-Eurasia”containednotonebuttwonationalandpo-
liticalprojects,seeminglyworkingatcrosspurposes.(Thesewere“twofacets”
ofEurasianism,accordingtoBitsilli,“viableeachinitsownway”andaimedat
the“idealofOrthodoxRus’”andattheconceptofthe“federationofterritories
andpeoples,”respectively.)

Indeed,onewasthevisionof“Eurasia”asamultiethniccommunity,asyn-
theticculturecreatedbytheEurasianpeoplesunitedbycommonspace(the
system of interwoven mestorazvitiya [spaces of development]12) and their
common destiny.The other vision, however, was quite different. All leading
EurasianistsweredeeplyreligiouspeopleandviewedOrthodoxyasthecentral
factorofRussianculturallifeandasthecrucialspiritualresourceforRussia’s
moralrebirthintheaftermathoftherevolutionaryturmoil.Forthem,Ortho-
doxywaswhatcreatedRussia’sethnic/civilizationaldistinctivenessinthefirst
placeandgaveRussianssuperiormoralauthority.Basedonthisperspective,
“Russia-Eurasia”acquiredanewmeaning:asan“individuation”ofRussianOr-
thodoxythatwouldultimatelynurturethecultureoftheentireEurasianconti-
nent.Tomakesuchafancifulprospectlookviable,theEurasianistscameup
withaflimsyconceptof“potentialOrthodoxy”wherebythediversepeoplesof
Eurasia(whetherpagan,Buddhistor Islamic)arecastas “potentiallyOrtho-
dox.”

Thus,wehave,ontheonehand,aseeminglypragmaticprojectofthena-
tional-federalorganizationoftheEurasianspace(withitsspecificideocratic
axisofPan-Eurasiannationalism)and,ontheother,aclearmanifestationof
Orthodoxuniversalism(based,naturally,onadifferenttypeofideocracy).The
twocouldnot,anddidnot,meshwell. (Notably,FlorovskiiandBitsillieach
havechosenoneimageof“Russia-Eurasia”andrejectedtheother.Predictably,
FlorovskiioptedforHolyRus’,whileBitsillifortheEurasianfederalistvision.)

Indeed,recentscholarshiponEurasianismdemonstratedthat,alltheirflirt-
ingwith“multiculturalism”notwithstanding,theEurasianistsultimatelyfailed
tosupplantRussiannationalismwithamoreinclusivenationalidentity(Gle-
bov2008).Attheendoftheday,alltheirattemptstorethinknationalidentity

12 Foragoodanalysisoftheconceptofmestorazvitie,seeBassin(2010).
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aimedatovercomingethnicexclusivityhaveyieldedtotheirstrongestdesire:
topreserveatallcosts“historicRussia”–theRussianempire–evenifunder
thedifferentname.

 The Eurasianist Imagery and the Dilemmas of Russian Foreign 
Policy

TheSovietUnion’scollapse–amassivegeopoliticalcataclysmthatled,among
otherthings,tothelossofempire,ideologicalvacuum,andanacuteidentity
crisis–gaveEurasianismanewleaseonlifeinpost-SovietRussia.Eversince
theearly1990stheregoesonalivelydebateontowhatextenttheassumptions,
argumentsandimagesthatarepartofEurasianistdiscourseshapecontempo-
raryRussia’sself-understandingandplayaroleinforeignpolicyformulation.
Someanalystscontendthatforpresent-dayRussiaEurasianismisastrategic
deadend,andthatwearecurrentlywitnessing“theendofEurasia” (Trenin
2002). Others argue the opposite, maintaining that Eurasianism represents
post-SovietRussia’sprincipalideologyandtheintellectualwellspringofitsfor-
eign policy strategy (Lane 2014; Barbashin & Thoburn 2014; Chaudet et al.
2009).ButthediscussionofwhetherPutinisorisnotadiehardEurasianist(he
isdefinitelynot13)islargelybesidethepoint.WhatreallymattersisthatEur-
asianismhasintroducedanewparadigmandanewvocabularywhichenables
newpossibilitiesfor(re)imagininghistoryandgeographicalspace.Byvirtueof
beingsufficientlyvagueandimpressionistic,Eurasianistdoctrineisveryflexi-
ble,conceptuallyaswellasdiscursively.Itispreciselytheintellectualrichness
andconceptualambiguitiesinherentintheEurasianistcanonthatencourage
policymakerstodrawuponitintheprocessofcraftingandimplementingRus-
sia’s strategy. “Eurasia” is being used, as Graham Smith put it, as “a protean
mask”forlegitimatingvariousstancesonforeignpolicy(Smith1999).

CastingRussiaasanon-Westerngreatpower,supportingthenotionof“mul-
tipolarity,” rejecting the Western hegemonic discourse of “universal values,”
upholding the “civilizational” approach and championing the vision of the
worldasoneconsistingof “civilizationalblocs”(Tsygankov2017)–which in-
cludesPutin’svisionofanemergingEurasianUnion(Lukin2014b)–arejust

13 ItgraduallydawnedevenonAleksandrDugin,oneofthemostardentsupportersofRus-
sianpresident’srecentpolicies,thatPutin’sapproachtonationalismisessentiallyavery
pragmaticandinstrumentalistone.“Before,wecouldhaveanillusionthatPutinhimself
isaEurasianpatriot,adefenderofOrthodoxidentity,”Duginsaid.“Hishesitationnow[to
invadeUkraine]isasignthathehasfollowedthislinebysomepragmaticcalculations,by
somerealisticunderstandingofthepolitics”(Sonne2014).
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casesinpoint.Russia’srecentprogrammaticdocumentsprovideagoodsnap-
shotofthegoverningelite’sstrategicthinking.Itisthefirmconvictionofthe
Russianleadershipthatthemainessenceofthecurrentperiodofglobalhis-
toryliesinthe“consistentdevelopmentofmultipolarity.”Themainbuilding
blocksofwhatRussianstrategistscallthe“newinternationalarchitecture”are
regionalintegrationassociations.Itisnoteworthythatthe“regionalisttrend”is
givenaclearcivilizationalconnotation(Lukin2014a).Itisassertedthatunder
thecurrentconditionsthesignificanceof“civilizationalidentity”isbeingen-
hanced–afactorthatinitsturnpromptstheworld’sleadingpowerstoform
“variouscivilizationalblocs”(MIDRF2013;Lavrov2013).

Russia’stoppoliticianshavelongarguedforcloserintegrationbetweenRus-
siaandseveralotherpost-Sovietcountries–aprocessthatshouldultimately
leadtotheformationofthe“EurasianUnion.”FromMoscow’sstandpoint,the
visionoftheemergingEurasianUnionisstrategicallyveryimportant.Accord-
ing to the Kremlin’s geopolitical outlook, Russia can successfully compete
globallywiththeUnitedStates,ChinaortheEuropeanUniononlyifitactsas
a leaderof theregionalbloc.BybringingRussiaand itsex-Sovietneighbors
into a closely integrated community of states, Russian strategists contend,
wouldallowthisEurasianassociationtobecomeoneofthemajorcentersof
powerthatwouldparticipateonparwithothersuchcentersinglobalandre-
gionalgovernance.14

Russia’sentireUkrainedebacleisthedirectresultoftheKremlinbeinghell
bentonbringingKyivintotheEurasianfoldandonpreventingtheWestfrom
gettinga“strategicbridgehead”ontheterritoryofRusskii Mir. “Somesortof
[Western-sponsored]geopoliticalprojectwasformedthatstartedonMaidan,”
Russian foreignMinisterSergeiLavrovasserted. “This is reallyageopolitical
projectwiththeintentoftakingovertheUkrainiangeopoliticalspace,anddo-
ingsoattheexpenseofRussia’sinterests,attheexpenseoftheRussianand
Russian-speaking population of Ukraine itself” (Lavrov 2014). In Moscow,
UkrainehaslongbeenseenasalynchpinofPutin’spetprojectoftheEurasian
Union.Indeed,historically–inRussia’s1910sdebatesonempireandnation,in
theimmediateaftermathofthe1917upheavalandagainfollowingthe1991So-
vietdisintegration,aswellasintoday’sdiscussionoftheEurasianintegration
–UkrainehasbeenperceivedbyRussia’srulersasanabsolutelypivotalstate.
Without40millionplusUkrainianswhowouldassociatethemselveswithRus-
sia-Eurasia (or, in Putin’s preferred term, Russian “state-civilization”) there
couldbeno“Eurasia”asageopoliticalreality(acrucial“Euro”elementwillbe

14 ForarepresentativecollectionofRussianperspectivesonEurasianintegration,seeLiik
(2014).
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missing)andnoStaatsvolk–theGreaterRussiannationcomprisingalsothe
otherEasternSlavs(UkrainiansandBelorusians)–toeffectivelyrulethesevast
expanses.Note that inallhis recentspeechesPutinreiteratedthatRussians
andUkrainiansareonepeople–thebackboneofthebroader“RussianWorld.”15
Thelatternotionwasspecificallydesignedtosupplementtheconceptofthe
“EurasianUnion,”withtheemotiveimageryofRusskii Mirseeminglyamplify-
inganethno-culturaldimensionofMoscow’sgeostrategicblueprint(Laruelle
2015).Here,however,wehaveyetanotherexampleoftheKremlintrademark
ideologicalambivalence.Russianleadershiptendstoplaythenationalistcard
very cautiously and with only one goal in mind: to perpetuate their stay in
power.ThusRussia-sponsoredRusskii Mir,assomeastuteanalystsargue,isnot
somuchatransnational“communityofethnicRussiansorsocietiescommit-
tedtoRussianculture”as,indeed,aspecific“civilization”–an“unwesterniz-
able” and “unmodernizable” one that is based on distinctly “un-Western”
principles: “disdain for liberal democracy, suppression of human rights, and
underminingtheruleoflaw”(Shekhovtsov2014;Inozemtsev2014).Whoever
sharessuchaphilosophicaloutlookbelongstoRusskii Mirandisalsoapro-
spectivememberofthe“EurasianUnion”asthisassociationrepresents,inthe
wordsofonepro-Kremlinideologue,anexplicitly“non-Westernmodel.”“The
cultureandvaluesofmanyformerSovietrepublics,”AleksandrLukinasserts,
“reallydodifferfromwhatprevailsintheWest,”(Lukin,2014b)whosedomi-
nant“ideologyofsecularliberalism…willmeetwithincreasingresistanceand
aversion”(Lukin2014a).

YettheKremlin-leddrivetowardsEurasianintegrationiscounterbalanced
bythetrendtowardsdisengagementthatreflectstheprofoundshiftinRussian
publicattitudes.InthemindsofthegrowingnumbersofRussians,millionsof
labormigrants (mostly fromtheCaucasusandCentralAsia)working in the
largeRussiancitiescametobeincreasinglyassociatedwithdrugsmuggling,
othertypesofcriminaloffense,andviolence.Migrationisacomplexphenom-
enonacrosstheboard,anditplaysaparticularlycontroversialroleintherela-
tions between Russia and ex-Soviet nations. On the one hand, migration
providesoneofthestrongestlinksconnectingtheRussiansocietywiththose
in post-Soviet Eurasia. But on the other hand, it acts as a major irritant,

15 TheideathatUkraineisabsolutelycentraltoRussia’sself-understandingiswide-spread
amongRussianpolicyelites.“Strictlyspeaking,theverynotion‘Russia’isnotapplicable
tothenewstateformation[theRussianFederation]sinceRussiaemergedasaresultof
theunificationofallformerlyRussianlands.WithoutUkraineandBelarus,Russiaceases
tobeRussiainthestrictsenseofthisword,”arguedSergeiKortunov.Thus,heconcluded,
“theideaofRussiannessisforevertiedupwiththeKievanrootsandKievansourcesof
Russiannationalstatehood”(Kortunov2009,273).
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fostering alienation and enmity between different ethnic communities and
givingaboosttoRussiannationalistsentimentandxenophobia.16Itisnote-
worthy,however,thatthesocialforcesengagedinthecritiqueofmigrationare
muchbroaderthanthepocketsofRussianskinheads.Infact,thediscussionof
themigration’simpactonRussiansocietyisincreasinglybecominganimpor-
tantelementofthediscoursesofRussianforeignpolicyandofRussianiden-
tity.

DomesticcriticsoftheKremlinstrategypointoutitscompensatory,“quasi-
imperial” function. Instead of resolutely rethinking Russia as a nation-state
andsortingoutthecountry’s“true”nationalinterest,Moscowcontinuestobe
miredintheambiguousphaseof“postimperium”–stilldesperatetoassertits
regionalprivilegeandattaingreatpowerstatus.Yetthe“Eurasianintegration”
thatresultsin“swamping”RussiawithmillionsoflaborersfromCentralAsia
and the Caucasus is precisely what prevents Russia from transcending the
“post-imperial”stageandfinallyforminganon-imperialidentity,criticsofthe
Kremlinpoliciescontend.Whileradicaldemographicchangesthatthemas-
sivemigration isbringing in itswakemakethe taskofbuilding theRussian
nation ever more difficult, the “Eurasian” geopolitical orientation distracts
Russiafromwhatsomecriticsconsiderasthecountry’s“truehistoricaltask”–
buildingRussiancivilization.Thus,oneRussiananalystnotes,“domesticcon-
siderationsdictatetheneedtocontrol,contain,erectprotectivebarriersand
detachfromtheregion,withwhichRussiansocietynolongerfeelsacultural
continuity”(Matveeva2012).

 Vadim Tsymburskii’s Geopolitics

Remarkably,suchanisolationistperspective–or,asonecommentatorputit,a
“RussiaFirst”approach(Matveeva2012)–couldwellbetheresultofaquite
differentreadingoftheEurasianistcanon.Abodyofworkproducedbythelate
RussiangeopoliticianVadimTsymburskii(1957-2009)isaninterestingexam-
pleinthisregard.17WhilePutinhasfamouslycharacterizedtheSovietUnion’s
collapse as “the greatest geopolitical catastrophe” of our epoch, for Tsym-

16 Sociologicalsurveysregisterthesteadygrowthof thenumberofRussianswhobelieve
thatthe“settlinginRussiaoftherepresentativesofothernationalities”constitutesthe
mainthreatforthecountry(Otredaktsii2013a).ArecentpollbytheLevadaCenterfound
that84%ofrespondentssupporttheintroductionofavisaregimeforcitizensfromCen-
tralAsiaandtheSouthCaucasus(Otredaktsii2013c).

17 For a good general overview of Tsymburskii’s (geo)political thinking, see Mezhuyev
(2012);Mezhuyev(2017);Tsygankov(2015);Khatuntsev(2015).
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burskii,thesameeventwasablessingindisguise.“Russiaentersaverypromis-
ingepoch”–suchwasasentencethatconcludedwhathasprovedtobehis
mostcelebratedpiece–the1993essayIsland Russia(Tsymburskii2007a,27).
Alreadyintheearly1990s,duringthefirstyearsofpost-SovietRussia’s“infan-
cy,”hesaidelsewhere,“IacutelyrealizedthatthisshrunkenRussiaismycoun-
tryinwhichIwanttolive”(Tsymburskii2009,102).

TsymburskiihadaverycomplexintellectualrelationshipwithEurasianism
(Vakhitov2015):therehavebeenbothasharpcritiqueandmultipleborrow-
ings.UnlikeAleksandrDugin,whoappearedtohaveupheldone“facet”ofthe
classicalEurasiansim–themetaphysicalone–andwhocontinuesmusingon
the sacred “Heartland Russia” and the “Orthodox Empire,”18Tsymburskii of-
feredamuchmoreinnovativereinterpretationofEurasianism.19Twodevelop-
ments – the disintegration of the Soviet empire and Russia’s embracing of
modernity inthecourseofthe20thcentury(evenif inanalternativeform)
thatalsoincludedsecularization–haveopenedupthewayforgettingridof
Eurasianism’s most outdated aspects and for suggesting what Tsymburskii
calleda“seculargeopoliticalproject.”

Inanutshell,thisprojectlooksasfollows.TheSovietUnion’sunravelingre-
vealed a “core Russia” whose geographical contours strikingly coincide with
thoseof17thcenturyMuscovyafteritabsorbedSiberia–themovethatTsym-
burskiideemedabsolutelycentralforRussia’sidentityformation.Itisnotfor-
tuitous that the 16th-17th centuries also saw the emergence of Russia as a
distinctcivilization–theriseofthe“uniquehumankindonitsownsoil.”(As
Tsymburskii asserted, this distinct Russian civilization arose when the Rus-
sianscametounderstandthat“Wearetheuniquehumankind,andtheyarea
sourceofallourproblems.”)

RussiaisnotEurasia.ButEurasiadoesexist:itcomprisesalongarcoftheso
called“stream-territories”stretchingfromtheBalticsintheWesttoManchuria
intheEastandincludingtheNewEasternEuropeofBelarus,UkraineandMol-
dova; South Caucasus, and Central Asia. These “stream-territories” separate
Russiafromtheothermajor“civilizationalplatforms”–European(Romano-
German)intheWest,Islamic(Arab-Persian)intheSouth,andSinic(Chinese)
intheSouth-East. It isthisarcoftheGreatPeriphery(orGreatLimitrophe)
containing,inTsymburskii’swords,“thepeoples[squeezed]betweenciviliza-
tions” – i.e. those who failed to form distinct civilizations of their own

18 On Dugin’s geopolitics, see (Umland 2012; Shekhovtsov & Umland 2009; Shlapentokh
2007a;Ingram2001).ForananalysisthatcounterposesDugin’sandTsymburskii’sgeopo-
liticalconcepts,seeMorozova(2009).

19 ForTsymburskii’scritiqueofDugin’sgeopoliticaltheorizing,seeTsymburskii(2007e).
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(Tsymburskii2007b)–thatconstitutestheEurasiaoftoday.Conceptualizedin
this way, Russia comes out not as a “Continent-Ocean” of the classical Eur-
asianism,butratherasthe“IslandRussia”surroundedbythelongbandofthe
GreatPeriphery.

Tsymburskiideployedthismodelandhis “Island”metaphor forrevisiting
Russia’simperialhistoryofthe18th–20thcenturieswhosecentralcontent,he
argued,wasawholeseriesof“kidnappingofEurope.”Attheverybeginningof
its imperial period in theearly 18thcenturyRussia committed amortal sin,
havingimagineditselfaspartofEurope.Thisunfortunateimaginingledtoits
entanglementinthepoliticsofthecoreEuropeanpeoples(Romano-Germans)
–mainlythroughitsprojectingpowerontotheEuropeancivilizationalplat-
formandtakingpartinEuropeangeopoliticalcontests.Tobeabletoproject
power ithadtoabsorbandincorporatethe“streamterritories”separating it
fromEurope.Thisdevelopment,initsturn,ledtothegradualdilutingofRus-
sia’sowncivilizationalfoundationasitopeneditsdoorstothemassofpeople
who“were[culturally]alienandwhohadnoclueaboutRussia’scivilizational
interestsandprinciples.”WiththeSovietUnion’sbreakup,theensuingdistanc-
ingfromEuropeandthereemergenceoftheGreatPeripheryshieldingRussia
from all sides, the “exuberant pseudomorphosis of its imperial age” – here
TsymburskiiborrowsOswaldSpengler’sterm–hasfinallyended,andRussia
cannowsafelyrepairtoitsIsland.“Russiaisleavingthe‘stream-territories’and
returningto‘itsownturf,’to‘itsIsland,’whilerestoringmaximaldistancefrom
theotherEuro-Asianethno-civilizationalplatforms”(Tsymburskii2007a,22).

Havingdefinedwhat Russiaisthroughdeterminingwhere itis,Tsymburskii
spelled out his understanding of Russian national interest and unveiled his
strategicblueprintforRussia’sdomesticpoliticsandforeignpolicy.Internally,
heargued,Russiafacesatwo-prongedtask:finalizingRussia’smodernization
(buildinga“solidurbanculture”),andrevitalizingRussia’scoreareas,aboveall
Siberia.Thistaskcouldbeachievedthrough:1)thestrengtheningofinternal
market,2)thetechnologicalrenovationspurredbyspiritualrevival,and3)the
strictcontrolthepeoplewouldexerciseovertheelites–the“moralenserfment
oftheelites,”asheputit.

Externally, Russia should: 1) eschew any global commitments, try to stay
awayfromtheclashbetweentheWestandtheRest,andtakecareonlyofthose
whovoluntarilyassociatewithit;2)supportU.S.-dominated“one-and-a-half-
polarworld,”whileseekingtofrustrateanyattemptstoestablishafull-blown
PaxAmericana;and3)controltheGreatPeripheryaroundRussia,preventing
anyothermajorpowerfromestablishingitsstrategicdominancethere.

WhiletherearecleardivergencesbetweenTsymburskii’sideasandtheclas-
sicalEurasianists’outlook,therearealsosignificantsimilarities:
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• Fascination with Russia’s 16th-17th-centuries Muscovite period. (Tsym-
burskiirepeatedlycalledmonkFilofei–theauthorofthefamousletterad-
dressedtotheGreatPrinceVasilyIIIthathadcharacterizedMoscowasthe
“ThirdRome”–“mydearFilofei”and“myhero.”)

• Civilizational approach, the understanding of “Island Russia” as a largely
self-containedworld,aswellastheacuteanti-Europeanism.

• SimilartoEurasianists,Tsymburskiihasadvancedhisown“Exodustothe
East”–stressingtheoutmostimportanceofRussia’s“ownOrient”–Siberia
andtheFarEast.(Infact,herepeatedlysuggestedmovingRussia’scapitalto
NovosibirskinWesternSiberia(Tsymburskii2007c).

• NotunlikeclassicalEurasianists,Tsymburskiiwasnotonlyconcernedwith
Russia’s“ownOrient”whichhastobeintegratedintoimperial/federalspace,
butalsowithRussia’s“internalWest”–thewesternizedintelligentsia,who
hasyettoundergoakindof“mentalrevolution”eventuallycompellingitto
renounceperniciousWesternism.20

Basically,Tsymburskii’srelationshipwithEurasianismcanbesummedupas
follows: the historical process has irrevocably resolved those paradoxes and
dilemmasintheEurasianist“system”thatEurasianiststhemselvesfailedtorec-
oncile.Theempireisnomore,theviciouscycleofRussia’sserial“kidnapping
ofEurope”appearedtohaverunitscourse,andRussiaisnowfirmlyensconced
onitsIslandthusreclaimingitstruegeopoliticalnichethatittookupbackin
the17thcentury–atthemomentitfirstrealizedthatitconstitutedadistinct
civilization.SothetaskistoapproachtheEurasianistideascreatively,discard
whatisclearlypassé,anddrawinsteadonthenewvocabularyopeningupnew
waysforimaginingspacethattheclassicalEurasianismintroduced.Andthat
ispreciselywhatTsymburskiidid.

20 AsRussianradicalnationalistsseeit,theproblemofRussia’s“internalWest”hasbecome
moreacutefollowingtheUkrainecrisisandgrowingtensionsbetweenMoscowandthe
Western world. Some nationalist writers demand immediate and “serious rotation of
politicalelites,”referringtowhattheycall“internalDonbas”–acommunityof“trueRus-
sianpatriots”whohelped the insurgents ineasternUkraine toestablisha secessionist
enclave–astheagentofpositivechange.“ThenextgenerationofRussiancitizenswillbe
livinginasituationofpermanentconfrontationbetween‘internalDonbas’and‘internal
West,’”contendsthenationalistcommentatorYegorKholmogorov(Kholmogorov2014).
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 Conclusion

Inconclusion,severalremarksontherelationshipbetweenTsymburskii’sgeo-
politicalideasandtheevolutionofRussiannationalismwillbeinorder.Tsym-
burskii was eagerly taken on board by the so called “new wave” of Russian
nationalists(inparticular,bythegroupthatstyleditselfastheYoungConser-
vatives ledbyMikhailRemizovandBorisMezhuyev in themid-2000s)with
whomherubbedshouldersuntilhisuntimelydeathin2009.Hisgeopolitical
thinkinghashadasignificantinfluenceontheirdiscourseofRussiannational-
ism(Torbakov2015b).

AstheYoungConservatives’ leadingideologuesseeit,contemporaryRus-
siannationalismfindsitselfinadifficultsituation:ithastowagewaron“two
fronts”–againsttheadvancing“empire”oftheglobalworldorderandagainst
thephantomofRussia’sdefunctempire(Remizov2012).Thethingisthatthe
antinomyof“nationalideavs.empire”(asbasicallyconstitutingtwodifferent
principlesoflegitimatingpower)haslongdefinedtheverycontentofRussian
historical consciousness and until very recently appeared irreconcilable. It
seemed intractable not only as a subject of controversy within the Russian
conservativenobilitywhowerekeenonpreservingboththeempireandthe
socialhierarchyoftheRussianStändegesellschaft,butalsoasaninternaldi-
lemmaofearlymodernRussiannationalism itself.AllRussiandiscourseon
nationalism from the Decembrists to Petr Struve to Alexander Solzhenitsyn
testifiedtothis(Wortman2001;Wortman2013).

Yethistory itself resolved thisdilemmaforRussiannationalists.First, the
empirehasdisintegrated.Second,Russiasimplylacksresourcesforthelegiti-
mationof imperial/supranationalpower–asbothdynasticand“ideocratic”
principlesaremissing.Finally,followingtheSovietUnion’simplosion,Russia
hasbeenprofoundlyreconfiguredgeographically:havingsheditsimperialdo-
minions,RussiahasshrunkdowntowhatTsymburskiicalled“itspre-imperial
culturalandgeographicalcorewithsolidandabsoluteRussian[ethnic]major-
ity”(Tsymburskii2007a).

Thesedevelopmentshaveradicallychangedthecorrelationbetween“na-
tional”and“imperial”projectsinRussianhistory.Inthepast,arguesMikhail
Remizov,Russiannationalismhasservedasakindof“reservehistoricalproj-
ect”forRussiaandRussianpeople:itcoylymanifesteditselfatsometurning
pointsofthecountry’shistorybutwasinnopositiontoseriouslychallengethe
imperialmainstream.Butnowthere isno imperialproject thatcouldbean
alternativetothenationalproject.Whatremainedareonlytheimperialphan-
tompains(Remizov2012).
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LikeTsymburskii,theYoungConservativesbelievethatthemainobstacle
thatpreventsRussiannationalismfrombecomingtriumphant is the lackof
national-minded elites who would uphold common good and true national
interest(EstliuRossiinatsionalnaiaelita2010).Atbest,present-dayRussiais
runbyatinyclique,which,drivenbytheinstinctofself-preservation,under-
standthattoperpetuatetheirelitestatustheyhave,ataminimum,to“pre-
servethestatewithinitscurrentborders.”Butasforthe“bigideas,”thereare
none.Itisnotsurprising,however.Tsymburskiihimselfoncelabeledthecur-
rentpoliticalregimeasthe“GreatRussiaUtilizationInc.”21Yetthenewelites
thatwouldsupplanttoday’s“anti-national”rulinggrouparelikelytoemergein
theprocessofpoliticalstrugglebetweenRussiannationalistsofvariouspoliti-
calleanings.“Nationalism,”StanislavBelkovskiinotes,“isthegreatesthidden
andsuppressedenergyinRussia”(QuotedinGalimova2014).Nationalistpara-
digm, some of Russia’s most astute analysts contend, has become the main
framework within which the country’s political development will be taking
place.Fromnowon,politicalbattleswillbefoughtnotbetweenliberalsand
derzhavnikibutbetweennationalist liberalsandnationalist derzhavniki,be-
tweenRussianright-wingnationalistsandleft-wingnationalists(Pain2013).

Whateverthedifferencesbetweenthesetwocamps,bothsharearatherdim
viewof“Eurasianintegration.”True,theongoingUkrainecrisisandMoscow’s
aggressiveresponsetoitproducedmultipleandcontradictoryreactionsonthe
partofRussia’snationalistmilieu(Kolstø2016b).Somesegmentsofethnicand
civicnationalistsappeartobegreatlyimpressedbythemanifestationof“peo-
ple’s power” in Ukraine and seek to distance themselves from the Kremlin’s
viciousanti-Ukrainianpropagandacampaignanditsrecklessmilitaryadven-
tures.Whilesupportingtheneedtosafeguardpoliticalandculturalrightsfor
theRussiansinUkraine,someRussiannationalistsnotePutin’shypocrisy:the
Kremlinleader’ssuddenconcernwiththeissueofself-determinationofthe
Russian-speakers in Ukraine seems to contradict his intent to suppress any
genuinepoliticalcompetitionwithinRussiaitself.Atthesametime,thean-
nexationofCrimeawasenthusiasticallysupportedbyboth“imperialists”and
thebulkofethnonationalists–albeitfordifferentreasons:whiletheformer
seethemoveasasteptowardstherebuildingoftheempire,thelatterbackit
asanexampleofthesuccessfulRussianethnicirredentism.22However,most

21 “What kind of political regime do we have?What are its main characteristics?”Tsym-
burskiiasked.Hesuggestedthatitresembledaclosedjoin-stockcompany.“Theadminis-
trativebodiesofthisclosedjoin-stockcompanyarebusyutilizingimperialassetswithin
thebordersoftheRussianFederation”(Tsymburskii2002).

22 AlthoughtheseizureofCrimeadidcauseasteepspike innationalist sentiment,most
analystsargue that “patrioticeuphoria”willnot last long.According toBelkovsky, “the
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Russianethnicandcivicnationalistsseemtoagreethattotrytopreventfur-
thersocialdegradationofCentralAsiansocietiesissenseless,toseekalliance
withthemagainstthebackdropofthedeepeningofnegativesocialtrendsin
thosecountriesiscounter-productive,andthattopursueintegrationandform
associationwithwhatareinessence“nationalizingstates”pushingagainstall
thingsRussianissimplyimmoral(Inozemtsev2013).Suchastanceprescribing
restraint and disengagement appears to be in full agreement with an early
warningutteredbyTsymburskiimorethantwodecadesago.“Ofallpossible
temptations that Russia may face today,” he wrote presciently in 1994, “the
mostdangerousones,Ibelieve,aretheluresofthe“ThirdRome”idea,23ofthe
“gathering of the [Russian] lands,” and of the “integration of [post] Soviet
space”(Tsymburskii2007d,33).

AlthoughTsymburskiiwasnotaliberalthinker,hisgeopoliticshelpedshape
theviewsalsoofsomeofRussia’sprominentliberal-mindedanalystssuchas
DmitriTrenin.InhisPostimperium,TrenincharacterizedTsymburskiias“one
ofthemostoriginalanddeepcontemporaryRussianthinkers”andappeared
toagreewithhimthatRussiaisindeedakindof“islandintheEurasianocean.”
HealsosharesTsymburskii’s ideathat theterritorialcontractionof “historic
Russia”couldbeagoodthingafterallasitwouldstimulateanalternativetothe
country’s traditional imperial path of development. The emergence of the
post-imperialratherthantheneo-imperialRussia–aRussia“whichtheworld
has never seen before,” notesTrenin, – would mark a radical change in the
country’s conduct: it would stop expanding outwards and start focusing its
gazeinwards(Trenin2012,67;Trenin2011).AsRussiaisfacingisolationdueto
growingtensionswiththeWest,thisinward-lookingtrendislikelytostrength-
enandcanevenprovetobeablessingindisguise.“Russiamayusethegrowing
isolationfromtheWestasastimulustoaddressitsglaringweaknesses,starting
witheducation,scienceandtechnology,”Treninargues.“Ifitmanagestosur-
vivetheisolation,standitsgroundandimproveitsways,itwillgainenough
self-confidencetobackupitsgreat-powerambitions”(Trenin2014b).

BeingsharplycriticaloftheKremlinconceptofthe“RussianWorld”–an
ideologicalconstructwithanobviousneo-imperialstrand–liberalnational-
istssuggestanewbold“Russian”policythatappearstobeintunewithTsym-
burskii’sthinking.Russianinterestswillbemuchbetterserved,theyargue,if

Crimeaneventschanneledit[nationalistenergy]intothepro-Kremlindirection,butthis
cannotcontinueadinfinitum”(QuotedinGalimova2014).

23 While Tsymburskii very much sympathized with monk Filofei’s 17th-century vision of
RussiaastheThirdRome,whichwasessentiallydefensiveandisolationist–anOrthodox
IslandintheSeaofapostasy–hewasverycriticalof19th-centuryinterpretationsofthis
ideathatwerelargelymessianicandexpansionist.
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insteadoftryingto“integrate”formerSovietborderlandsorseekingtoestab-
lishcontroloverthemthroughmaintaining“managedinstability”ontheirter-
ritory,Moscowwillcraftasmartrepatriationpolicy.Massresettlementfrom
ex-SovietrepublicsintoRussiaofRussians,Russian-speakersandwhoeveras-
sociate themselves with Russian culture, the argument goes, will be hugely
beneficialbotheconomicallyandpolitically.Nationaleconomywillreceivea
badly needed dynamicandhigh-skilledworkforce,while simultaneouslydi-
minishingitsrelianceonthemillionsofsemi-literateCentralAsianmigrants
whoaredeemedbymanyRussianstobeculturallyalien.Sotheguidingprin-
cipleoftheliberal-nationalistversionofRusskii Miristhis:“ratherthangather-
ingfurtherlands,Moscowneedstogatherpeople”(Trenin2014a;Inozemtsev
2014).

Onbalance,forthemajorityofRussianstoday,“IslandRussia”appearstobe
amoreappealingimageaswellasamoreeffectivegeopoliticalmetaphorthan
thatof“MiddleContinent-Eurasia.”24Yettheveryproductionofthesediverse
imagesseemsto involveanintenseengagementwiththeEurasianistcanon.
Thisshouldcomeasnosurprise:likethe1920sémigréintellectuals,contempo-
raryRussianthinkersareconfrontedwiththesameformidabletask–howto
forgeaRussianidentitythatwouldbebothculturallyinclusiveandnon-impe-
rial.Ultimately,Russia’sinternationalconductwillbeinfluencedbyhowthis
dilemmaiseventuallyresolved.
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Chapter3

Eduard Limonov’s National Bolshevik Party and the 
Nazi Legacy: Titular Nations vs Ethnic Minorities

Andrei Rogatchevski

 Background

The National Bolshevik Party (Natsional-bol’shevistskaia partiia, or NBP),
foundedbythewritersAleksandrDuginandEduardLimonovas‘themostleft-
wing among the right-wing parties and the most right-wing among the left-
wingparties’(Limonov1996a),1isoneofthemostinteresting(althoughhighly
controversial)phenomena inRussia’s recentpoliticalhistory.TheNBPburst
ontotheRussianpoliticalsceneintheearly1990swithself-styled‘legislative
initiatives’,suchasestablishinganinstituteofRussiansheriffs(empoweredto
shootfirst,withoutwarning,andtodelivertheculpritdeadoralive)andbroad-
casting executions of Russian criminals on television.2 The party members
threwtomatoesattheNATOSecretaryGeneralin2002(inprotestagainstthe
NATOexpansion),andmayonnaiseattheChairmanofRussia’sCentralElec-
toralCommissionin2003(toattractpublicattentiontotheissueofunfairgen-
eral elections).They also attacked and unlawfully occupied the premises of
variousRussianministriesandmajorcompaniesin2004-06,asasignofop-
positiontotheirunpopularpolicies.Thisledtoharassmentbythepoliceand
securityservices,anumberofhigh-profilecourttrials,andultimatelythepar-
ty’sbanin2007,atapointwhenitreportedlyhadsome57000members,many
of them very young, in more than 50 regional party branches in Russia and
abroad(includingBelarus,theCzechRepublicandCanada).YetLimonovand
manyofhisassociateshaveremainedactiveinpolitics.NowthatLimonovites
aresuccessfullyformingtheso-calledInterBrigadestosupplymilitaryandhu-
manitarianaidtothebreakawayrepublicsinEasternUkraine,3itisperhapsan

1 Translationsaremine,unlessindicatedotherwise.
2 Foradetailedaccountof theNBP’sactivitieson thevergeof thenewmillennium,see

Rogatchevski(2007).
3 BetweenMay2014andApril2015,over1,500peoplejoinedtherepublics’armedforceswith

theInterBrigades’assistance.TheBrigades’titleisobviouslymeanttosuggestparallelswith
theSpanishCivilWar.Formoredetails,see<https://vk.com/interbrigada>(accessedApril29,
2017).

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/


64 Rogatchevski

opportunetimetoengageinanin-depthstudyofvariousaspectsoftheNBP’s
activities,asitsinfluenceontheRussian(andRussia’sneighbours’)affairsis
likelytogrow.

 Is the NBP a Neo-Nazi Party?

Thesedays,theNBP(orratheritssuccessor,theOtherRussia<DrugaiaRossi-
ia>party4)oftenpositionsitselfasanorganizationthatputshumanrightsand
careforthesociallyandeconomicallydisadvantagedsegmentsofthepopula-
tionattheverycoreofitspoliticalplatform.Ontheotherhand,themediaof-
ten portray the NBP as a party of nationalist extremists who would stop at
nothingtopromotetheirraciallydiscriminatoryagenda.Eversinceitsincep-
tion,theNBPhasbeenlinkedtoanideologyforgedandpromotedbytheNa-
tionalSocialistGermanWorkersParty(NSDAP)in1919-45.IstheNBPreallya
newfaceofRussianFascism?5

TherearesimilaritiesbetweentheNSDAP’sandtheNBP’s(early)partyinsig-
nia(cf.theirpartyflags:),

4 Fortheparty´swebsite,see<http://www.drugros.ru/>(accessedApril29,2017).
5 Hereafter,tofollowacommonRussianpracticeofsubstitutingfashizmasagenerictermfor

Nazism,bothtermswillbeusedsynonymously.
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anthems(atleastoneofseveralNBPanthemswasreportedlyinpartinspired
bytheHorstWesselLied,seeLimonov1998,450)andvocabulary(e.g.theuse
ofParteigenosseandGauleiter,whenaddressingfellowNBPmembersandre-
gionalpartyleaders).6Thesesimilaritiesarenotcoincidental.TheNBPleaders
consciouslyandconstantlyinvokedNazism,because,accordingtoLimonov’s
1996article:

whattheinsensitiveRussiancitizens,whoreactonlytoextremelybrutal,
horrifiyingandshockingevents,reallywantisthearrivalofFascists.Fas-
cistsarefearsome,able-bodiedandyoung.Theywouldsolvealltheprob-
lems.RussianPhilistines(obyvateli),whovoteagainstFascistsoutoffear,
dream of them at night and want them to come at long last and sort
thingsout.ThePhilistineswanttobearisenfromslumberbylivelyheroic
musicandbrightflags.TheydreamoftheirsonsjoiningtheFascistmove-
ment, and of their daughters marrying the movement’s members. […]
Fascismisneededbyeveryoneandsuitseveryone.Russiaiswaitingforit
withfearandtrepidation,justlikeabrokenhouseholdisexpectingthe
oneandonly,powerfulandbeautifulifsomewhatdangerous,husband-
to-be.Hewilldestroytheenemyandrestorethehouseholdwithhisfresh
pairofhands,whilesingingfeistysongs.Andthehouseholdwillbefullof
children,strengthandhappiness[onceagain].Nootherhusband-to-be
willbeabletosucceedinthisenterprise(Limonov1996b).

Inthiscontext,itishardlysurprisingthatDugin’s1996poem‘AnUnexpected
Avatar’linkstheworld’sfuturewiththeresurrectionofHimmler(Иззамшелой
могилывосстанетсияющийГиммлер/ИтуманомглазницобойметАбсо-
лютныйРассвет(Shternberg1996),7whilethefirstpartyprogrammeencour-
agedNBPmemberstoaspiretobecomesomeonelikeGoebbelsandGoering,
amongothers(seepoint24ofProgrammaNBP-1994).

Andyet,withDugin’sdeparturefromtheNBPin1998;Limonov’sarrestand
afour-yearcustodialsentencein2001(formoreonthis,seebelow);andtherise
oftheinfluencewithinthepartyofthejournalistandbusinessmanVladimir
Linderman(aformerheadoftheNBP’sLatvianbranch,forcedtorelocateto
Moscow in 2002-08), the neo-Nazi overtones of the NBP discourse have

6 Foralongerlistofparallels(someofthemexaggerated),seeIakemenko(2006).
7 Translation:“Himmler’sshinybodywillarisefromamossygrave/andhismistyeyesockets

willfollowtheEternalDawn”.Inhisyouth,Duginreportedlywasamemberoftheclandestine
esoteric“BlackOrderoftheSS”,withtheself-styledReichsführerEvgeniiGolovin(1938-2010),
aphilosopher,asitsheadandfounder(seeKaledin2003;andUmland2007).
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graduallydissipated(LindermanisaJewof left-wingpersuasions).8Byearly
2006,eventhelookoftheNBPflaghadbeenaltered,partlytomakeitmore
difficulttoassociateitwiththeNazione:9

TheNBP’ssecondprogramme(knownasthe‘minimumprogramme’),putto-
getherbyLindermaninordertosecuretheparty’sregistrationasanall-Russia
organization(whichhadbeenrepeatedlydeniedtoitbytheMinistryofJus-
tice,althoughatthatpointtheNBPstillretaineditsstatusasaninter-regional
organization,grantedin1997),canbedefinedasnon-controversialandmoder-
atelyliberal,as,unliketheNBP’sfirstprogramme(dominatedbyDugin’spet
concepts), it contains virtually nothing about economic protectionism and
imperial-styleexpansionism,andisfreeofanti-globalistrhetoric.Moreover,its
firstitem(‘letthecivicsocietyinRussiadevelopfreely;thestate’sinterference
inthepublicandprivatelifeofitscitizensshouldbelimited’,seeProgramma-
minimum NBP, 2004) directly contradicts the fourth item in the old pro-
gramme,whichsays:‘whentheNBPcomestopower,<…>thenation’srights
willtakeprecedenceovertherightsofanindividual’(ProgrammaNBP-1994).
Nevertheless,thenewprogrammewasapprovedattheFifthpartycongressin
November2004(Limonov,releasedonparoleinJune2003,nowapparentlya
reformedman,lentLindermanhisfullsupport).However,thisdidnothelpthe
NBPwiththeregistration(moreover,evenitsinter-regionalstatuswasrevoked
bytheSupremeCourton15November2005)–butledinsteadtotheschismof
March2006,whenanumberofactivists,unhappyaboutLinderman’sde-radi-
calizationofthepartyagenda,eitherleftorwereexpelledfromthepartyranks.
Oneofthoseexpelledexplainedtheevolutionofthepartythus:

8 NazismwasnottheonlysourcethattheNBPborrowedfrom.TheNBP’sethoshasbeenper-
ceptivelydescribedasthatofgeneralextremism:‘onehastobeanextremisttojoin,but<…>
itdoesnotmatterwhatkindofextremistoneis.Anarchists,fascists,Stalinists,Christianand
Islamicreligiousextremistsareallwelcome’(Shenfield2001,209).

9 SeeVladimirLinderman’se-mailtoAndreiRogatchevskiofJanuary12,2011.
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Fromtheoutset,theNBPwasestablishedasanultra-rightistparty.The
theoreticianandphilosopherDuginshapeditaccordingtoapastmodel,
to repeat the NSDAP history. […] During Limonov’s imprisonment, it
transpiredthattheonlydefenseagainsthisabusebythespecialforces
camefromthebourgeoisliberals.Appreciativeoftheirhelpandsupport,
Limonovstartsleaningtowardsthemafterhisrelease.Paradoxically,the
NBP’sideologymakesashifttowardsleft-wingliberalism.Gradually,the
right-wing and even socialist slogans become overshadowed by some-
thing resembling a revolutionary democratic ideology, reflected in a
struggle against the authoritarian regime of Lieutenant Colonel Putin
underthebannersofbasicdemocracyandhumanrights(Zhurkinn.d.).

InJuly2006,theNBPevenformedanalliancewithmainstreamliberalmove-
mentsinoppositiontotheKremlin,suchastheformerWorldChesschampion
GarryKasparov’sUnitedCivilFront(Ob”edinennyigrazhdanskiifront,orOGF)
and the ex-Prime Minister Mikhail Kasianov’s Russian People’s Democratic
Union (Rossiiskii narodno-demokraticheskii soiuz, or RNDS). Raimonds
Krumgolds,amemberoftheNBP’sLatvianbranch,madethefollowingcom-
mentintheLatvianpresswithregardtothealliance:

Itisnotideologicalbuttactical,dictatedbyourcurrentcommongoalto
doawaywiththeoligarchicregimeoftheRF,whichhasadoptedpatriotic
rhetoricwithoutchangingitsnaturethatisoppositetotheinterestsof
thepeople(antinarodnaia).Toachievethis,wehavedeemeditpossible
tojoinatemporaryalliancewiththemostdecentrepresentativesoflib-
eralism,whodidnotbetraytheirbeliefsinPutin’sepoch.Timewilltell
howlongtheallianceisfor(Veretennikov2008).10

 Ethnic Russians in the Near Abroad

AgainstthebackgroundoftheNBP’sremarkableprogression‘inreversetoits
initialviews’(Zhurkinn.d.),itisnoteworthythatoneparticularpoint,repeat-
edly made in the first party programme, was reiterated in the second pro-
grammetoo,although inamoremoderate form. IncompliancewithErnest

10 Symptomatically,KasianovhadlefttheallianceinJuly2007,i.e.evenbeforeKrumgold’s
words were published. However, he did so not because he was provoked by the NBP’s
radicalism,butbecausehiswishtobenominatedastheopposition’ssinglepresidential
candidatedidnotmaterialize(seeTirmaste2007).
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Gellner’s definition of nationalism as ‘primarily a political principle, which
holds that the political and the national unit should be congruent’ (Gellner
1983,1)–frustratedbythedisintegrationoftheUSSRandclearlyseekingsolace
inthefoundingprinciplesoftheThirdReich(which, inter alia,requiredthe
returnofGerman-speakingAustria‘tothegreatGermanmothercountry’,be-
cause ‘one blood demands one Reich’ (Hitler 2005, 3) – the first NBP pro-
grammethreatenedto:

revisetheRussianborders.AlltheRussianswillbeunitedinonestate.
Theterritoriesofthesplinter[formerSoviet]“republics”,whereRussian
populationexceeds50%(suchastheCrimea,NorthernKazakhstan,the
Narvaregion,etc.)willbesubsumedbyRussiaafterlocalreferendums,
supportedbyRussia.Theseparatistaspirationsofethnicminoritieswill
beruthlesslysuppressed(ProgrammaNBP-1994).

AccordingtoaFebruary1995all-Russiapoll,conductedbythePublicOpinion
Foundation,inthemid-1990ssimilarviewsweresharedby33%ofrespondents
(seeKliamkinandLapkin1995).ItishardlysurprisingthattheNBPmembers
regularlyengagedinactionspromotingtheirsympathywiththeethnicRus-
sians in the so-called Near Abroad (blizhnee zarubezh’e), most notably in
Ukraine,LatviaandKazakhstan(shortlybefore thecollapseof theUSSR, in
Ukraine the Russian minority comprised about a fifth of the population; in
Latvia,aboutathird;andinKazakhstan–with39,7%oftheKazakhs,37,8%of
theRussiansand22,5%ofotherethnicgroups,suchasUkrainiansandGer-
mans–thetitularnationitselfwasintheminority).

Thus,on6September1994,Limonovattendedpro-Russianseparatistrallies
in the Crimean cities of Sevastopol’ and Simferopol’ and was expelled from
Ukraine several days later. In March 1996, Deputy Procurator General of
Ukraine,Ol’haKolin’ko,institutedproceedingsagainstLimonovforinstigating
attempts todamage the territorialunityofUkraine. Inaccordance with the
NBP’spolicyonthe ‘NearAbroad’,LimonovhaddeclaredthattheUkrainian
cityofSevastopol’wasRussianpropertythathadbeencapturedbyahostile
stateandshouldbedefendedbyforceofarms,ifnecessary;hewasliabletobe
prosecuted if he entered Ukraine, where his parents resided (see Limonov
1995; Odin Limonov 1996; Grim po-limonovski 1997; and Limonov 1998, 163-
64).

InLatvia,inAugust1998,theretiredpolicemanVasiliiKononov(1923-2011),
aLatviancitizen,wasarrestedandchargedwithwarcrimes(amemberofthe
underground resistance, in 1944 he had organized a killing of nine Latvians
whoweresuspectedofcollaboratingwith theNazis).The localNBPcell (in
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existencesincespring1998;atthispoint ledbyKonstantinMikhailiuk,with
VladimirLindermanamongitsmostimportantmembers)tookupKononov’s
caseaspartof theNBPpolicyofprotectingthe interestsofethnicRussians
abroad.InRiga,wallsweredaubedwithslogansinKononov’sdefence,andral-
lieschampioninghiscausewereorganized.11

On17November2000(theLatvianIndependenceDay),threeNBPactivists
–SergeiSolovei,MaksimZhurkinandDmitriiGafarov–climbedtotheobser-
vationflooroftheStPeterCathedralinRiga,barricadedthemselvesthereand
threatenedtoblowthemselvesup,togetherwiththeCathedral,unlessRussian
SecondWorldWarveteranswerereleasedfromLatvianjails,LatvianRussians
wereguaranteedequalrightswithethnicLatviansandLatviarefusedtojoin
NATO.12TheysurrenderedtotheauthoritiesafteratalktotheRussianambas-
sador inLatvia,MrUdal’tsov.Theywerechargedwith illegalcrossingof the
Russian-Latvianborderandterrorism(althoughtwohandgrenadesthatthe
threeyoungmenhadonthemselvesturnedouttobewooden).On30April
2001,SoloveiandZhurkinweresentencedtofifteenyearsinjail,whileGafarov
gotafive-yearsentenceasaminor.13

11 Eventually,themainstreamRussianmediaandhigh-rankpoliticiansintercededtoo.In
January2000,KononovwassentencedtosixyearsinjailbyadistrictcourtinRiga,buton
25April2000,underaconsiderablepressure fromtheRussianFederation, theLatvian
SupremeCourtoverturnedthisdecisionandreleasedKononovafteratwenty-monthim-
prisonment.Shortlyaftertherelease,PresidentPutinissuedadecreemakingKononova
Russian citizen. For an update on the subsequent twists and turns in this lengthy and
convolutedlegalsaga(whichsawKononov’scaserepeatedlyexaminedbytheEuropean
CourtofHumanRights),seee.g.Bartul(2010).

12 ThisactioncopiedanearlyoneinUkraine,whenon24August1999(theUkrainianInde-
pendenceDay)sixteenNBPmembers(the futureNBPcaretaker leaderAnatoliiTishin
amongthem)chainedthemselvesfortwohourstotherailingsofthetoweroftheSailors‘
ClubinSevastopol‘inordertoattractattentiontotheproblemoftheCrimeanpeninsula,
which,accordingtotheNBP,UkraineshouldreturntoRussia.Latertheywerearrested
andchargedwithattempt todamage the territorialunityofUkraine (article62of the
UkrainianCriminalCode,withapossibleimprisonmentforuptotenyears).InJanuary
2000,followingthepleasofseveralStateDumadeputies,TishinandotherNBPmembers
oftheSevastopol’fameweredeportedtoRussia,aftertheirchargeshavebeenamended
toarticle187(part5)oftheUkrainianCriminalCode(thecaptureofstateorpublicbuild-
ings,punishablebycorrectivelabourforatermofuptotwoyears,orbydeprivationof
libertyforatermofuptofiveyears).OnceinMoscow,TishinandCo.weresetfree.

13 The verdict’s disproportionate harshness was accompanied by public protests, such as
throwingeggsattheLatvianMinisterforAgricultureAtisSlakterisduringtheopeningof
theMadeinLatviaexhibitioninMoscow.Onappeal,inNovember2001Gafarov,Zhurkin
and Solovei’s actions were re-qualified as hooliganism, and their sentences were com-
muted to one, five and six years respectively. Gafarov was released shortly afterwards,
whileZhurkinandSoloveigotoutonparolein2003(afteratransfertoRussia).
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AsforKazakhstan,attheendofApril1997LimonovandsevenNBPactivists
wenttheretotakepartinaCossackassembly,whichwasexpectedtoraisethe
issueofmakingautonomoustheKokchetavregionofKazakhstan(wherethe
RussiansoutnumbertheKazakhpopulation).Onarrivaltheyfoundoutthat
theAssemblyhadbeencancelledand theKokchetav regionhadbeenabol-
ished.In2000-01, theNBPalmostalonepubliclychampionedthecauseofa
groupoffourteenpeople(ledbyViktorKazimirchuk,aformeremployeeofthe
RussianBookChamber),whowerearrestedandimprisonedinNovember1999
foranallegedattempttoestablishRussianautonomyinNorthernKazakhstan
by force of arms (the so-called Ust’-Kamenogorsk case, reportedly based on
forced confessions; see Kazimirchuk et al. 2000; Molotova 2001; Airapetova
2000;andStarostin2006).InApril2001,Limonovhimself,aswellasseveralof
hisNBPassociates,weredetainedintheAltairegion,neartheKazakhstanbor-
der,inajointoperationoftheFSBandtheKNB(Kazakhstan’sNationalSecu-
rity Committee), under suspicion of planning an armed invasion into the
Russian-speakingregionsofKazakhstan.Intheend,Limonovspenttwoyears
incustodyonthespuriouschargesofgunrunning.Hisaffairiswidelybelieved
tobeanFSBfabrication.14Inarelateddevelopment,VladimirLinderman,who
gaveapartiallyexoneratingtestimonyasadefencewitnessatLimonov’strial
in2002(Nekhoroshev2004),hadtospendthenextsixyearsontheruninMos-
cowunder the falsechargesofharbouringexplosives inhis flat inRigaand
planningtoassassinatetheLatvianPresidentVairaVike-Freiberga(seeFarber
2008aand2008b;SavinaandMikhailova2008).

Undeterredbytheheavy-handednessoftheFSUsecurityforces,in2004the
NBPleadershipreconfirmeditscommitmenttothecauseoftheRussianmi-
nority in the Near Abroad in item 8 of its second party programme, which
reads: ‘usingallacceptable(dopustimye)methods,concentrateondefending
therightsoftheRussianandRussian-speakingpopulationinthoseFSUcoun-
tries (such as Latvia, Estonia and Turkmenistan) where these rights are in-
fringedupon’(Programma-minimumNBP).

Practicalmeasurestohighlightthisagendacontinued,especiallywithre-
gard to Kazakhstan and Latvia.Thus, in January 2005, the NBP publicly de-
nounced the Russo-Kazakh agreement about the border between the two
states,signedinMoscowbyPresidentsPutinandNazarbaev.TheNBPdisputed
the designation of Uralsk, Aktiubinsk, Kustanai, Petropavlovsk, Pavlodar,
Semipalatinsk,Ust-KamenogorskandotherterritoriesasKazakh,andblamed

14 See,forexample,Bondarenko(2001);andDzhemal’(2003).Foracomprehensiveaccount
ofthecampaigntosetLimonovfree,seePatrickGofmanprésente(2003).
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PresidentPutinforbetrayingRussia’snationalinterests15(about300haofRus-
sianlandhadreportedlybeenconcededintheprocessofborderdelimitation,
seeGafarly2005).InAugust2005,whenpicketingaVestersupermarketinKa-
liningrad,membersofthelocalNBPbranchthrewaLatviannationalflaginto
mudandstompeditaspartoftheircalltoboycottfoodstuffsfromLatvia,Es-
tonia,Georgia,UkraineandothercountriesdeemedhostiletoRussia.Latvia
demandedacriminalinvestigation,whichwasdulyinstigatedbuteventually
producedmereaccusationsofanunsanctionedrally(eventhoughonlythree
activiststookpartinthepicketing,seeOrekhov2005).

AsforUkraine,theNBPinRussia(butnotinUkrainewheretherearesev-
eralautonomousNBPbranches,too)virtuallystopped,forawhile,beingvocal
initscriticismoftheUkrainianpowerstructures.TheNBP’sbreakawayfaction,
theNationalBolshevikFront,whichhademergedafterthe2006schism,did
stageaprotestaction,togetherwiththeDugin-ledUnionoftheEurasianYouth
(Evraziiskiisoiuzmolodezhi,orESM),16inlateNovember2006neartheUkrai-
nianembassy inMoscow,objectingagainstarecentUkrainian lawthathad
definedthe1932-33famineinUkraineasanactofgenocide(theNBF/ESMre-
jectedthelaw´sapparentimplicationthatRussiashouldtakeresponsibilityfor
thisactofgenocideagainsttheUkrainianpeople,seeAtakovano2006).The
NBPitself,however,stayedawayfromthefray,partlybecauseitsnewimmedi-
ateobjectivesof freeelectionsandfreemassmedia,reflectedinthesecond
partyprogramme,roughlycoincidedwiththegoals,achievedbytheUkrainian
‘Orangerevolution’of2004-05–butalsoperhapspartlyforLimonov’spersonal
reasonstoo.On25July2003,onhiswaytovisithisparents,wholivedinthe
Ukrainian city of Kharkiv, Limonov was detained for several hours by the
UkrainiansecurityforcesatthebordercrossingonthemotorwaylinkingBel-
gorodandKharkiv,accusedofanattempttoenterUkraineillegally,andsent
back.Limonov’sRussianpassportwasadornedbyastampforbiddinghimen-
trytoUkraineuntilatleast2008(seeDiurich2006).Hewasnotevenallowed
toattendhisfather’sfuneralinMarch2004.However,inSeptember2007,after
the abolition of the persona non grata lists as a step to improve the Russo-
Ukrainianrelationship–andpossiblyinrecognitionoftheNBP’sevidentself-
restraintonUkrainianissues–LimonovdidreturnforashortstayinUkraine
afteryearsofabsence(seeAslanov2007).Moreover,aftertheNBP’s2007ban,
severalNBPactivists(suchasOl’gaKudrina,MikhailGanganandAnnaPlosko-
nosova),eithersentencedorunder investigationfortheirpart inprotestac-

15 See <http://www.nbp-info.ru/archiv/131204/180105_kazahstan.html> (accessed Novem-
ber12,2011).

16 FormoreaboutEuroasianideasseethechapterbyTorbakovinthisvolume.
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tionsinRussia,soughtrefugeinUkraine–andweregrantedasylumthere.17
TheRussianEmbassyinKyivisusedbyNBPactivistsfromtimetotimeasa
targettoexpresstheircriticismofRussianinternalpolicies.Thus,itwaspick-
eted in February and December 2005 and in January 2009, whereas in May
2008tenNBPmembersenteredtheEmbassydemandingtomeetAmbassador
Chernomyrdintohandintheirdemands,suchasdissolvingtheStateDuma,
calling for new parliamentary elections in Russia and lifting the ban on the
NBP(see,forexample,AktsiiaNBP2005;andNatsbolysobiralis’,2008).18

 Which Nationalist Brand Does the Nbp Belong to?

DefendingtherightsoftheRussiansabroadclearlyremainedhighenoughon
theNBP’sagendaevenintheirsecondpartyprogramme(whichisotherwise
dominatedbyconcernaboutthelackofcivillibertiesinRussia).19Doesthis
automaticallymaketheNBPanationalistparty,andifyes,isitaNazivarietyof
nationalism?Theestablishedpatternsofrelationshipsbetweenthetitularna-
tionandtheethnicminoritiesineachparticularcasecanhelpusdrawadis-
tinction.

NaziGermanywasanation-statestrivingtobecomeanempirewhilethe
USSR,withitspledgetoproduceanewethnicentity(Sovietpeople,orsovetskii 
narod),wasanempirestrivingtobecomeanation-state.Theprocessofna-
tion-buildinginNaziGermanycanbedescribedasselective,asitsingledout
certain ethnic and ethno-religious groups (eg Jews and Gypsies) who could
neverbeGermanized.Bycontrast,‘Sovietpeople’wasamuchmoreinclusive
concept,which,atleastinprinciple,wasnotsupposedtodiscriminateanyone

17 InRussia,KudrinaiswantedforscalingtheRossiiahotel inthecentreofMoscowand
displayingthe‘Putin,resign!’(Putin, uidi sam!)streamer(forthis,shewassentencedto
threeandahalfyearsinjail);Ploskonosova,forvandalism(daubingwallswithNBPslo-
gans)andbeatinguptwopolicemen(sheisofslenderbuildandisnotknownasamartial
artexpert);whereasGanganhadanunspentnon-custodialsentenceforhispartinanon-
violenttakeoverofaPresidentialAdministrationvisitors’roomin2004.Clearlyenjoying
herasylumstatus, inMay2009PloskonosovawasfinedUAH204.00forchanting ‘Yush-
chenko,resign!’(Yushchenko, het’!)ataLabourDaydemoinKharkiv(seeKhar´kovskiisud
2009).

18 TwohourslatertheywerereceivedbyChernomyrdin’sdeputyandvacatedthebuilding
(seeNatsbolysobiralis´2008).

19 Incidentally,thisveryitemwasidentifiedascontraveningArticle9oftheFederalLaw‘On
PoliticalParties’(whichexpresslyforbidsmentioningthedefenceofethnicinterestsin
partyprogrammesandstatutes),andservedasareasontodenytheNBPregistrationin
January2006bytheFederalServiceofStateRegistration(seeOfitsial´nyikommentarii
2006).
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alongtheethniclines(asforreligiousbeliefs,theywereexpectedtofadeaway
induecoursemoreorlessbythemselves).

TheNBP’sfirstprogrammedefinesthepartyas:

anationalpartyoftheRussians.Russiannessisnotdeterminedaccord-
ingtoeitherbloodorcreed.ARussianpersonissomeonewhoconsiders
Russianlanguage,cultureandhistoryhisnative;hasshedandisreadyto
shedhis/herandotherpeople’sbloodinthenameofRussiaalone;and
cannot imagine[belongingto]anyothernationandMotherland(Pro-
grammaNBP-1994).

Loftyrhetoricaside,thisdefinitionofRussiannesshasevidentlymoreincom-
monwiththeinclusivedeclarationsofthelateSovietnationalitiespolicythan
withthediscriminatorypracticesofNaziGermany.TherehavebeenJews(eg
Arkadii Maler), Gypsies (eg Artur Petrov) and even Blacks (eg Aijo Beness)
amongtheNBPmembers,andthereisanNBPbranchinIsrael20–something
hardlyimaginable,hadthepartyreallybeenfollowingintheNazifootsteps.
Theproblemforanysupporterofthemasterracenotionis,ofcourse,thatafter
hundredsofyearsofco-habitationandinter-marriagesontheterritoryofthe
Russianempire,pastandpresent,itisnoteasytofindapureRussianblood-
stock.21That ispresumablywhytheNBP’ssecondprogrammeopenlyrecog-
nizestherightsofnotmerelytheRussianbutalsotheRussian-speaking(i.e.
ethnicallynon-Russian)populationintheNearAbroad.22Also,giventheau-
thorities’attitudetotheNBP,itsactivistshavetobereadytowithstandharass-
ment.Therefore,whenrecruitingitsmembers,theNBPcouldnotaffordtobe
toochoosyabouttheirethnicorigin.Unsurprisingly,itishardtoholdtheparty
togetherwhenitisbasedonsuchaneclecticfoundation,justasitwasdifficult
toeliminateethnictensionsintheUSSR(letaloneinpost-SovietRussia).Eth-
nicslursarenotunheardofamongtheNBPassociatesandsympathisers,espe-
cially when it comes to verbal internet attacks on Linderman, whom the
ex-(usuallymoreradical)membersofthepartyblameforalteringtheNBP’s
coursealmostbeyondrecognition.23

20 See,forinstance,NBP-Izrail´,2003;NBP-Izrail´2005;andDemonstratsiiasolidarnosti2010.
21 Limonovhimselfclaimsthat thereareTartarsandOssetiansamonghisancestors(see

Zarifullin1998).
22 Cf.Limonov’s2012presidentialelectionpledgethat, ifelected, inhis foreignpolicyhe

wouldconcentratefirstandforemostondefendingtheinterestsofthe‘Russophonedias-
pora’intheNearAbroad(seeLimonov2008a).

23 See,forexample,theblogposts“Narkobarygi”(ofDecember10,2006,byistukov),<http://
istukov.livejournal.com/18844.html> (April 29, 2017); and “Lindermonoliuby” (April 9,
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 Building a New Nation?

Mostimportantly,however,itisopentoquestion,whattheNBPmembersre-
allymeanwhentheyrefer toRussiannessand theRussiannationandwhat
kindofstrategytheyadoptintheirnation-buildingefforts.TheNBPleadership
iswellfamiliarwithatheoryoftheSovietneo-EurasianistethnologistLevGu-
milev(1912-92),24accordingtowhomnations(orratherethnicentities,bigand
small,whosedevelopmentissimilartoalifecycle,whenbirthisfollowedby
maturityandthenbydeath)areformedbytheso-called ‘passionarity’(pas-
sionarnost’)bearers,i.e.thosepeople,whoseextraordinaryvitalityoverpowers
theirself-preservationinstincts,sothattheyselflesslydevotethemselvestoa
causewhichisexpectedtoresultinagreatercommongood,eventhoughthey
are likely to lose their lives in theprocessofadvancing it (see, for instance,
Gumilev1990).ThereareindicationsthattheNBPhasbeenactingunderim-
pression that their party is a consortium (Gumilev’s term describing proto-
ethnic alliances that may or may not turn into stable, durable and easily
identifiableethnicgroups)whichconsistsprimarilyofsuchpassionaritybear-
ers,whoseactivitiesultimatelycontributetotheformationofanewnationin
placeofanoldonethatusedtopopulatethesameterritorybuthascometo
the end of its lifecycle (on this occasion coinciding with the demise of the
USSR).Anarticlepublishedin1998inGeneral’naia liniia(anNBP-relatedLat-
viannewspaper)sayswhensummarizingGumilev’sconceptofethnogenesis:

[Old]ethnicitydoesnotdisappearwithoutatrace.Initsplaceemergesa
small group of like-minded people, united by the same goal, wanting
nothingforthemselves,readytosacrificeeverythingforacommoncause.
Thesepeoplebecomethecoreofanewnationwhilegatheringtogether
theremnantsoftheoldone.[…]Ourpartyhastobecomesuchagroup.
TheNBPshouldbecomethecentreofanewEurasianunityandweldthe
peoplesofRussiatogether.Thisisourgoal.Weshouldstrivenotforan
ethnicpurity,asprimitivenationalistsdo,butforacreationofaneweth-
nicentityontheterritoryofEurasia(Etiliudi1998).25

Paradoxically,thepolice,securityforcesandcourts’violentoverreactiontothe
NBP’s relatively mild forms of protest seems to be assisting the party in its

2008,bygeneral_ivanov),<http://general-ivanov.livejournal.com/155003.html>(April 16
2017).

24 OnLimonov’sknowledgeofLevGumilev’swork,see,forexample,Zarifullin(1998).
25 SeealsoTerskoi(2004).
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ambitioustaskofforginganewnationalidentityforthepeople,irrespectiveof
theiractualethnicbackground.OverahundredNBPmembers(someofthem,
severaltimes)havegonethroughjailstintsofvariouslengths,26andcriminal
brotherhoodreportedlyknowsnoethnicdistinctions(seeDemin1981,312).27

Only time will tell if the NBP’s rather Utopian grass-root nation-building
projectyieldsanyresults.28Giventhatthepartyisworkingwithroughlythe
samemulti-ethnicmaterialthattheUSSRusedtohaveatitsdisposal,andem-
ploysmethodsofcreatingasupra-ethnicidentitysimilartothosefavouredby
Stalin (i.e. tossing this material into the melting pot of GULAG to obtain a
HomoSovieticusasafinalproduct),acertainamountofpessimismaboutthe
NBP’spossiblesuccesswouldbeunderstandableandperhapsevenforgivable,
ifonlybecausethenumberofNBPconvictsistoosmalltoreachacriticalmass.

 From Neo-Nazism to Human Rights Activism – and Back?

Whatseemsmuchmorecertain,though,isthattheNBPisindeedanationalist
movementwhichdidhaveNazi(orFascist)roots,but,judgingbyappearances,
haslargelydistancedthemselvesfromitsincetheearly2000s,perhapstempo-
rarily.TheprogrammeoftheOtherRussiaparty(theNBP’ssuccessor)states
thatitsnationalismis‘merelyahealthymanifestationofanationalidentity’
(Programmapoliticheskoipartii2013),whichisdifficulttocontestuntilproven
otherwise.Howdidthepartymanagetoevolve fromneo-Nazismtohuman
rightsactivism,andwhatarethechancesofarelapse?

Limonov’scounterculturalpasthasagreatdealtoanswerforwhenanex-
planation of his toying with Nazism is sought. A self-employed autodidact
withoutahigherdegree(itisnotevenclearifhecompletedhissecondaryedu-
cation),throughouthislifehehashadtorelyonstayinginpronouncedopposi-
tiontothepowers-that-be,aswellaspopulartasteand/orconsensus,whatever

26 Forafulllist,seePolitzakliuchennyenatsboly(2013).
27 Inhis2012presidentialelectionpledge,LimonovsuggestsmovingtheRussiancapitalto

the‘geographicalcentre’oftheRFinSouthernSiberia,tostrengthenthebondbetween
EuropeanRussiaandSiberiaandtocreateanimpetusforthedevelopmentofSiberiaand
theRussianFarEast.Thisideacanalsobelinkedtotheformationofanewnationaliden-
tity, as the acquisition of Siberian identity normally involves a transgression of ethnic
distinctions(seee.g.Galetkina2002).ItisnotaccidentalthatLimonovisplanningtouse
ex-convictsinsettlementconstructionalongtheborderwithChina,toputanendtowhat
theNBPseesasChineseencroachmentontheRussianterritory(seeLimonov2008a).

28 TheprogrammeoftheNBP’ssuccessor,theOtherRussiaparty,revealsthatoneofitslong-
termobjectivesisarecreationofa‘formerlystrongunionofthepeoplesthatonceformed
theUSSR’(seeProgramma politicheskoi partii2013).
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they are, as a means of self-promotion. A dissident under Communism, he
couldonlybeaBolshevikafterthefallofCommunism,whenvirtuallyevery-
one, evenVladimir Zhirinovsky’s Liberal-Democratic Party of Russia (which
hashardlyeverbeeneitherliberalordemocratic),sharedabroadlyliberaland
democraticplatform.ThenationalistcomponentintheNBPmonikerwasre-
quired,however, toseparatetheNBPfromGennadyZyuganov’sCommunist
PartyoftheRF(thedirectandundisputedheirsoftheCPSUwithitstradition-
allyinternationalistagenda).InthepermissiveatmosphereoftheYeltsinera,
leadingasmallpartywithseverelylimitedfinancialresourcesmeantactively
courting notoriety. Associating the NBP with the Nazi legacy in the country
which lost tens of millions of lives fighting Nazism would guarantee media
headlinesandtheauthorities’attemptsatacrackdown,whichinturnwould
breedmoreheadlines.However,withanassaultonthebasicfreedomsunder
Putin,therewasnoneedfortheNBPanymoretobebracketedtogetherwith
themorallyreprehensible(neo-)-Nazis,whenameredemandforfairandfree
elections,oranattempttoexerciseaconstitutionalrighttoafreeassembly,
couldsetforththechargesofextremism.29

 What is Fascism, Anyway?

‘Fascism’isanemotionallyloadedterminRussia(andelsewhere),andisthere-
foreoftenimprecise.Ontheonehand,theFederationofJewishCommunities
inRussia(FederatsiiaevreiskikhobshchinRossii,orFEOR)brandedtheNBPa
‘neo-Fascist’organizationintheir2006lettertotheEuropeanCourtofHuman
RightsinStrasbourg,dispatchedwhentheyfoundoutthatLimonovhadap-
pealedthereagainsttherepeatedrefusalsoftheRussianMinistryofJusticeto
registerhisparty.30Ontheother,LimonovcallshisDecember2010–January
2011fifteen-daydetentionforswearing,basedonthefalsetestimoniesoftwo
policemen,asignof‘state-sponsoredFascism’(gosudarstvennyi fashizm),too

29 Beforethe2006amendmentstothe2002Anti-ExtremistLawcameintoforce,ithadbeen
verydifficulttoproveincourtsthatthisorthatactivityshouldbedeemedextremist,i.e.
incitingnational,religiousand/orsocialhatred.Aftertheamendments,ithasbecomeso
easytodosothattheNBPhasbeenbannedlargelyonthestrengthoftwocountsofdis-
rupting,byleafletthrowing,asessionoftheStPetersburgLegislativeAssembly,aswellas
thevotingprocessataMoscowregionalpollingstation(seeReshenieMosgorsuda2007).
Theleafletsdidnotseemtocontainanythingbeyondcriticismofthepoorworkofthe
Assemblyandtheunfairelectoralpractices,andthecourtverdictdoesnotmentionei-
therNazismorFascismevenonce.

30 LimonovtriedtochallengethecontentoftheFEORletterinMoscowcourtsbutdidnot
succeed,seeVoronovandSavina2006;aswellasPresnenskiisudMoskvy2006.
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(thedetentionwasactuallyimposedtopreventhimfromattendinganunsanc-
tioned meeting on theTriumfal’naya Square in Moscow, see Limonov 2011).
Whoisright,FEORorLimonov–or,perhaps,bothare,intheirownway?

AsUmbertoEcoexplains,Fascismhasbecome‘anall-purposetermbecause
onecaneliminatefromafascistregimeoneormorefeatures,anditwillstillbe
recognizableasfascist.<…>Thesefeaturescannotbeorganizedintoasystem;
manyofthemcontradicteachother<…>.Butitisenoughthatoneofthembe
presenttoallowfascismtocoagulatearoundit’(Eco1995).AccordingtoEco,
amongsuchfeaturesareirrationalism,thecultofactionforaction’ssake,the
conceptsoflifeasapermanentwarfareandheroismasaneverydaynorm,the
cultofdeath,thecultoftraditionandarejectionofmodernism.Thefirstfive
featuresareeasilyidentifiableastypicallyLimonovian:self-contradictorybe-
haviourborderingonapersonalitysplit,31directactionsasaprincipalmani-
festationof theNBP’spolicies, self-identificationwithsoldiersandheroes,32
activeparticipationinarmedconflictsontheterritoriesofformerYugoslavia
andSovietRussia(seeLimonov1993and2008b)–andtheofficialNBPgreeting
Da, smert’!(LongLiveDeath!),borrowedfromtheFalangists’VivaLaMuerte.
Eco’slasttwofeatures(aswellasthefirstone)aremostlycharacteristicofDu-
gin,whose‘sensibilityleadshimbackwardintodeephistory,whichcanmean
eitherthearchaicpast“outsideoftime”ormerelythepastbeforerecentcen-
turies dominated by the European Enlightenment and modernity, which he
whollyrejectsforitsuniversalistviewofthehumancondition’(Clowes2011,
57).

Inaddition,Ecolistssocialfrustrations,leadingtowardsanobsessionwith
(international) plots by perceived public enemies (who provide a sense of
commonidentity foranationthat feelsbesieged);aLeaderwho interprets/
construestheVoiceoftheNation(viamassmedia);andaverylowtoleranceto
dissent.Thesearepreciselytheattributesredolentofpost-SovietRussiandis-
enchantmentwiththeWestandthepromisesofcapitalistprosperityafterthe
Communist collapse, as well as the Kremlin’s populist strategies and public
messagesthatbecamepatentlyobvioussincetheannexationoftheCrimean
peninsulainMarch2014,underthepretextofdefendingtherightsandinter-

31 Cf.: ‘Infact,thereisn’toneLimonovbuttwo,ortwopersonalitiescoexistingwithinthe
sameindividual.OneLimonovdreamsofbecomingasterndespotofKazakhsteppes.
Another,tooccupyacosyDumaseatasheadofafive-strongfaction.OnewelcomesRus-
siantroopsenteringAbkhaziaandSouthOssetia.Anotherscribblesarticlesfullofanar-
chisthatredtowardstheRussianstateandPutinasevilpersonified”(Eresiolog2008).

32 Onanumberofoccasions,Limonovhasclaimedthathisidealhousingisprobablybar-
racks;his1998bookchroniclingaperiodinhisownlifeandcitedseveraltimesinthis
article,iscalledThe Anatomy of a Hero(seeLimonov1998).
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estsoftheethnicRussians/nativeRussianspeakersthere.Curiously,thean-
nexationhasbeencarriedoutinaccordancewiththescenariolaidoutinthe
1994NBPpartyprogramme,i.e.borderexpansionafterlocalreferendumson
theFSUterritorieswherethenumberofethnicRussiansexceeds50%.While
theNBPhasbeenmovingawayfromitsradical1994platform,theRussianau-
thoritieshavebeenmovingintheoppositedirection!33Thismaybepartially
explainedbyDugin’slatter-dayconsiderableinfluenceasalecturerattheMili-
taryAcademyoftheGeneralStaffandaKremlinadvisor(hemayhaveaban-
donedtheNBPbutnotsomeofitsideas,itseems).Also,thesuddenaffinity
betweentheKremlinandtheirhithertomostimplacableoppositionmayhave
somethingtodowithyetanothergeneralattributeofFascism,identifiedby
RogerGriffin,namelytheideology’sdependenceonthemythofnationalre-
birth,orpalingenesis(seeGriffin1991,XI).Inthepalingeneticcontext,there-
sults of the 1991 Soviet referendum, at which almost 78% of the electorate
votedinfavourofkeepingtheUSSR–awishsubsequentlyignoredbytheBe-
lavezhaAccords–provideaweightyifsomewhatoutdatedargumentinsup-
portofthedriveforempirerestoration,alongthelinesofanationalrebirth,for
many Russians involved, establishment and non-parliamentary opposition
alike.34

In such an atmosphere, it is hardly surprising that the NBP/Other Russia
leadershiphaschosentosidewiththegovernment.35Thebenefitshavebeen
almostimmediate.Wheninsummer2009theNBP/OtherRussialaunchedthe
so-calledStrategy31,whichsoughttopromoteArticle31oftheRFConstitution
guaranteeingtheright toa freeassembly,bygatheringontheTriumfal’naya
SquareinMoscowforarallyonthe31stdayofeveryrelevantmonth(formore
detail,seeHorvath2015),theauthoritiestriedeverytrickinthebooktodeny
thedemonstratorsaccesstotheTriumfal’naya.However,oncetheNBPchanged
their tack and started using Strategy 31 meetings to support separatists in
Eastern Ukraine, access to the square has been restored (see Ragulin 2014).
This brings to mind yet another definition of Fascism, by Robert Paxton,
which highlights an ‘uneasy but effective collaboration’ between a ‘party of

33 InLimonov’sownwords,‘ItisPutinwhohasturnedintoaLimonovsupporter,<notthe
otherwayround>’(Limonov2014).

34 Inhis2005addresstotheFederationCouncil,roughlytimedforthefifteenthanniversary
oftheBelavezhaAccords,PutincalledthedemiseoftheUSSR ‘the largestgeopolitical
disasteroftheXXcentury’(Putin2005).ForLimonov’sattitudetotheAccords,see,for
example,Limonov(2014).

35 Thishasbroughtaboutyetanotherschism,withtheOtherRussiabranchesinNovosi-
birsk, Murmansk, Khanty-Mansiisk, Tver’ and Volgodonsk, as well as up to fifteen
members of the Moscow branch, leaving the party in February-March 2014, under the
slogan‘YestorevolutioninRussia–notowarinUkraine!’(seePashkova2014).
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committednationalistmilitants’and‘traditionalelites’,overthepursuitof‘ex-
ternalexpansion’,whiledispensingwith‘legalrestraints’and‘democraticliber-
ties’(Paxton2004,218).TheNBP/OtherRussia,knownforitspolicyreversals,
has delivered yet another U-turn, by revealing that it has more in common
with theauthorities thanhadpreviouslybeenassumed.Forone,bothsides
haveoptedforprioritisingnation-buildingoverinternationalagreementsand
civilliberties.36
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Chapter4

Constructing the “Usable Past”: the Evolution of the 
Official Historical Narrative in Post-Soviet Russia1

Olga Malinova

Conventionalconceptionsofthepastaremajorpillarsofthecollectiveidenti-
tiesofmodernpoliticalcommunities.Publichistory,asdistinctfromprofes-
sionalhistory,i.e.theformerasasetofrepresentationsandinterpretationsof
thepastthatareaddressedtothebroadaudienceofnon-specialists,isanin-
dispensableelementofanyidentitypoliticsaimedatshapingparticularideas
of“us”andmobilizinggroupsolidarity.Ofcourse,thetemporaldimensionis
particularlyessentialforthenations;itisnocoincidencethatmodernhistori-
ography is mainly focused on writing the history of peoples/nations/states.
Practicessurroundingthepoliticalusesofthepastarealsocloselyconnected
withtheconstructionandrepresentationofnationalidentities.

AfterthecollapseoftheUSSR,allthenewindependentstatesintheregion
facedtheproblemofconstructingtheirnationalidentitieswithinthenewgeo-
graphicalandsymbolicborders.InthecaseofRussia,thistaskwashampered
from the very beginning by many obstacles, among which the problem of
adaptingestablishedvisionsofthecollectivepasttothenewcontextwasone
ofthemostcomplicated.Threekeyobstaclesofthiskindshouldbehighlight-
edhere.

First,asthesuccessortothehistoricalcentreoftheformertsaristempire,
theSovietRussianFederalRepubliclackedboththeincentiveandtheresourc-
es for developing a specific “national” identity within the framework of the
USSR.Russianidentityhadhistoricallytendedtobeassociatedwiththecoreof
empire,anddominanthistoricalnarrativesconfirmedthisvision.Thissitua-
tionwasfurthercompoundedafterthecollapseoftheUSSRin1991,whenthe
RussianFederationhadtocreateasubstantiallynewidentity.Ofcourse,there
wasalargestockofsymbolicresourcesthatcouldpotentiallybeusedasbuild-
ingmaterial,butthislegacycarriedheavyideologicalbaggageandwashence
highly contested. There was no “ready-made” historical grand narrative

1 TheresearchwassupportedbytheRussianScienceFoundation(grantno.17-18-01589)forthe
InstituteofScientificInformationforSocialSciences,RussianAcademyofSciences.

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
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availabletobetakenupandrevivedwholesale.Allofthecandidatesforsucha
narrative,whetherthepre-revolutionaryorSovietversionsoftheimperialnar-
rative,orthedissidentcounter-culturalSovietvariantsdevelopedintamizdat
andsamizdat,weretoocontroversialanddivisivetoserveasasolidbasisfora
newnationalidentity.Anyattempttoreinterpretthecollectivepastimmedi-
atelysparkedfiercepoliticalconflictsanddebates,andthisfacthadtobetaken
intoaccountbypolicy-makers.

Second, the legalsuccessiontotheUSSRmadethedemarcationbetween
“theRussian”and“theSoviet”adifficultchallengeforpoliticalelites(Morozov
2009;Kaspe2012).Ultimately,afteraseriesofunsuccessfulattemptsofcreat-
ing a new Russian identity2 defined in contrast to the Soviet “totalitarian”
past,therulingpoliticalelitefinallyplaceditsstakeonaselectiveadoptionof
the Soviet symbolic legacy, which made the discussed demarcation rather
vague.

Third,forRussia,unlikefortheotherpost-communistcountries,itwasdif-
ficult to find a Significant Other who could be blamed for its troubles and
difficulties(atleastbeyondtheframeofconspiracytheory).Thismadedevel-
opmentofapositivecollectiveself-conceptmoreproblematic.

Becauseoftheseandotherfactors,thebuildingofthenewmacro-political
identityinpost-SovietRussiatookrathercontradictoryanduncertainforms.

Thischaptercontributestobetterunderstandingthisprocessbyexploring
the main stages of evolution in the official memory policy over twenty five
years.Asitsscopedoesnotallowallrelevantaspectstobecovered,Ishallfocus
ontheevolutionoftheofficial historical narrative,i.e.asemanticschemethat
describes the genealogy of the macro political community constituting the
Russianstate3,which“explains”howitspast“determines”itspresentandfu-
ture.Accordingtomyinterpretation,suchaschemeshouldbeconsideredof-
ficialifitisarticulatedintextsandpracticesthatareperformedonbehalfof
thestate.Theconstructionofthenewofficialnarrativesuggestsareinterpreta-
tionofthehistoricaleventsthatwerethekeymomentsoftheformer,Soviet
narrative,butalsothe“nomination”ofsomeneweventsandfiguresforpoliti-
calusage,andadevelopmentofthenewconnectionsbetweenthemajorepi-
sodesofRussianhistory.Ittakesplaceinofficialspeeches,butalsobringsinto
play other instruments of memory politics, such as state symbols, national
holidays, official and unofficial rituals, memory laws (i.e. legislation that

2 Formoreaboutit,seethechapterbyTorbakovinthisvolume.
3 Itisstillamatterofunfinishedpublicdiscussionwhetherthiscommunitycouldbedescribed

asanationandhowitshouldbenamed–rossiiskii(i.e.includingallcitizensofthestate)or
russkii(i.e.havingaconnotationwithethnicRussians).
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restrictsparticularwaysofpublicrepresentationofsomehistoricaleventsor
processes),andsoon.

Fromthelate1980son,thenationalpastwasamatteroffiercedebate,and
the elaboration of the official narrative was unavoidably a matter of choice
betweencompetinginterpretationspresentedinpublicdiscourse.Thismakes
the process a part of the field of symbolic politics. My understanding of the
termfollowsPierreBourdieu’sconception,whichconsiderstheproductionof
meaningsaswellasthestruggleforconsolidationofthelegitimatevisionof
thesocialworldasanintegralpartofthepoliticalsubfield(Bourdieu1992).In
thissense,symbolicpoliticsisunderstoodasthesetofpublicactivitiesaimed
attheproductionandpromotion/intrusionofcertainmodesofinterpretation
ofsocialrealityandthestrugglefortheirdomination.Itshouldnotbeconsid-
eredacounterpartof“real”politicsbutratheraspecificaspectofit.

Thestateisnottheonlyactorinthefieldofsymbolicpolitics,butitholdsan
exclusivepositioninthisfieldbecauseitcansupportitsinterpretationsofso-
cialrealitythroughthepowerfulallocationofresources(withtheeducation
system,forexample),legalcategorization(asinmattersofcitizenship),attach-
ingaspecialstatustoparticularsymbols(publicholidays,officialsymbols,gov-
ernmentawards,etc.),throughspeakingonbehalfofthepoliticalcommunity
intheinternationalarena,etc.Asaconsequence,thepublicrhetoricandsym-
bolicgesturesoftheofficialactorswhospeak“inthenameofthestate”gaina
specialsignificanceandbecomeanimportantframeofreferencefortheother
participantsofpublicdiscourse.Itshouldbementionedthattheofficialsym-
bolicpolicymaybeinconsistentandisquiteoftencontext-driven:thosewho
speak“inthenameofthestate”donotalwaysrelyonsystematicinterpreta-
tionsofsocialrealityandinevitablyreacttocurrentconflicts.Inspiteofthe
exclusiveresourcesthatareatthedisposalofthestate,thedominationofthe
interpretationsofsocialreality itsupports isnotpredetermined:eveninto-
talitarianandauthoritariansocietieswherecertainnormativeprinciplesare
imposedby force, someopportunities forescapestill remain in the formof
“roguishadaptation”(Levada2000)and“doublethinking”.

Various aspects of practices of using the past in the context of symbolic
politicsaimedattheconstructionofnationalidentitiesarestudiedunderdif-
ferentlabels:historypolitics,politicsofmemory,regimesofmemory,cultures
ofmemory,politicsofthepast,andsoon.Therearedifferentapproachesto
theconceptualizationofpracticesofpoliticalusageofthepast(e.g.Halbwa-
chs1980;Evans2003;Müller[ed.]2004;Art2006;Heisler2008;Parvikko2008;
Pakier,Stråth[eds.]2010),butthereisnoconsistenttheorybasedonshared
methodologicalassumptions.Studiesofhistorypoliticsformabroadinterdis-
ciplinaryfield,unitedbyacommonobjectratherthanaconsistentresearch
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programme.The Russian case has also been described and analysed in this
context(e.g.Smith2002;Merridale2003;Sherlock2007;Wertsch2008;Miller
2009;Koposov2011;Etkind2013;Torbakov2014;Malinova2015;Koposov2018).

Thischaptertakesaspecialturnbyfocusingontherulingpoliticalelitesas
actors who not only promote a particular interpretation of a collective past
representingcertainpoliticalinterests,butwhoalsodependontheavailable
repertoireofthe“usablepast”inachievingvariouspoliticalaims–thelegitimi-
zationofpower,thejustificationofpoliticaldecisions,thesearchofelectoral
support,themobilizationofsolidarity,etc.Becauseoftheiraccesstoexclusive
politicalresources,therulingelitesareimportantactorsofsymbolicpolitics
aimedattheconstructionofnationalidentity.Atthesametime,theresultsof
theiractivityinthisfielddependonhowtheirsymbolicpoliticsfitintoanal-
readyexistingrepertoireofnotions,narratives,images,andsymbols,andhow
thesepoliticscomparetointerpretationsarticulatedbyotheractors.

ItisparticularlyimportantfortheRussiancasetonotethatthestruggleof
differentinterpretationsofnationalhistoryisnotonlyamatterofideological
controversy,butalsoaconsequenceoftheco-existenceoftwodifferentmod-
elsofmemorypolitics thatareatoddswithoneanother(formoreseeMa-
linova2016).

Ontheonehand,thereisanongoingprocessofreconsiderationofthetrau-
maticpastfocusedonthepoliticalrepressionsoftheSovietregime,theCivil
War,ethnicdeportations,andthenegativeaspectsoftheSovietregimeingen-
eral.Itstartedinthelate1980swith“anopeningoftheblindspots”ofRussian
history that previously had been concealed for ideological reasons, and evi-
dentlycontributedtothedelegitimizationandcollapseoftheSovietregime.
ThiskindofmemorypoliticsfitsintothemodelofVergangenheitsaufarbeitung 
–thecriticalreconsiderationofhistoryfocusedonideasofrecognizingmoral
guiltandcommemoratingvictims.

Ontheotherhand,thenewRussianstatefacestheproblemofidentitycon-
structionthatfallsintoapatterntypicalofnation-building.Thiskindofmem-
orypoliticsissubjectedtothedevelopmentofahistoricalnarrativethatshapes
theimagesofthenational“self”andits“others”.

Thesepatternsofmemorypoliticshavedifferentlogicsthatweredescribed
wellbyAleidaAssman(2014[2006]).Thememorypoliticsofcritical“working-
off”seekstocompensateforthe“asymmetry”betweenthememoryofvictims
and perpetrators, to denunciate the latter and to recognize collective moral
guiltforpastdisasters.Itmightbesuccessfulandresultinmergingcompeting
storiesofthedifferent“sides”ofahistoricalprocessintoa“reconciling”meta-
narrativeofahigherlevel.However,itmightfailandsplitsocietyratherthan
unite it.Thememorypoliticsofnation-buildingseekstomobilizesolidarity
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aroundapositiveimageof“us”,andittypicallyfocusesonhistoricaleventsand
figures that could be interpreted in terms of glory, heroism, and recognized
culturalaccomplishments.Thesepatternsofmemorypoliticsrelyondifferent
symbolicresources(thoughquiteoftennarratethesamehistoricalevents)and
suggestdifferentpoliticalstrategies.InRussiatheyco-existandaresupported
bydifferentcoalitionsofactors.Thismakestheconstructionoftheofficialhis-
toricalnarrativeaparticularlycomplicatedpoliticaltask.

Inwhatfollows,ItrytodescribehowtheRussianrulingelitedealtwiththis
taskfortwentyfiveyears(1991-2016).Onthebasisoftheofficialrhetoricand
broaderpoliticaldiscourse,Ioutlinetheevolutionoftheofficialhistoricalnar-
rativeandassessitsconsequencesfornationalidentityconstruction.Thenext
sectionsdescribetheprincipalshiftsinpoliticalusesofnationalhistoryinthe
1990s,inthe2000sandafter2012.Theconcludingsectionsummarizesthede-
tectedtrendsandanalysestheproblemsandperspectivesofsymbolicpolicy
whiletakingintoaccountthecurrentshiftsinRussianpolitics.

 The “Critical Narrative” of the 1990s: The Concept of the “New” 
Russia

The first Russian president, Boric Yeltsin, legitimized his political course
throughahistoricalnarrativethatsoughttomergethetwomodelsdescribed
above.Heandhisteamreliedonthediscourseabout“thecrimesoftheSoviet
regime”toestablishthehistoricalnarrativethatemphasizedthecontrastbe-
tweenthe“new”and“old”Russia.Thepost-SovietRussiawasrepresentedasa
Europeancountrybuildingdemocracyandamarketeconomy,incontrastto
the“totalitarian”USSRor“autocratic”Romanovempire.Therepresentationof
thenationalpastinthediscourseoftherulingelitewasclearlysubjectedtothe
taskoflegitimizingaradicaltransformationoftheSoviet“totalitarian”order.
Theaimsofreformsthatstartedinearly1992wereformulatedinclearly“West-
ernist”terms.Itseemedthatthetriumphof“theDemocratic”forcesinAugust
of1991openedanopportunitytomakeRussiaaprosperousdemocraticcoun-
trywithamarketeconomy.InthewordsofAndreyKozyrev,theministerfor
foreignaffairsin1990-1996:

our‘super-task’isliterallytopullourselvesupbythehair…totheclubof
themostdevelopeddemocraticcountries.Only in thiswaycanRussia
obtainthenationalself-consciousnessandself-respectthat itneedsso
much[…](Kozyrev1994,22).
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Thepost-Soviettransitionwasperceivedasaradicalchangeinthecountry’s
historicaltrajectory4.Basedongrand-narrativesinheritedfrombothMarxism
andColdWardiscourse,therulingeliterepresentedthetransitionawayfrom
theSovietregimeintermsofroughhistoricistschemesthaturgedforthetotal
rejectionofSovietprinciples.

Theperceptionofapre-revolutionaryhistoricallegacywaslessstraightfor-
ward.Ontheonehand,thepost-Soviettransitionwasoftenrepresentedasthe
restorationofcontinuityinnationalhistorythathadbeeninterruptedbySo-
vietrule.AspresidentBorisYeltsindeclaredinhisfirstaddresstotheFederal
AssemblyoftheRussianFederation,thetotalitarianideologyexpressedbythe
CPSU that has dominated for decades has collapsed. Instead of it comes an
awarenessofnaturalhistoricalandculturalcontinuity(Yeltsin1994).Cf.:“The
decadethatwasmarkedbyRussia’scomingbacktothemaintrackofworld
development comes to the end” (Yeltsin 1999). So, it was the contemporary,
“new”Russiathatrestoredthebrokenlinkswiththenationalpast.

Followinginthisline,post-Sovietofficialspaidspecialattentiontothecom-
memorationofpreviously“restricted”momentsofthepast–people,events,
andsymbolsthatweresilencedorhadnotreceivedenoughjusticeinSoviet
narratives. A good example is the deliberate celebration of marshal Georgy
Zhukov,oneof themilitary leadersof theGreatPatrioticWar,who fell into
disgracein1946andlater,in1957,wasblamedattheOctoberCentralCommit-
teeoftheSPSUPlenumfor“misconduct”intermsofLenin’sprinciplesofman-
agementof thearmyand “exorbitantglorification”ofhis role in thewar. In
1994,presidentYeltsinissueddecreesprescribingtheconstructionofamemo-
rialtoZhukovinthecentreofMoscowandtheestablishmentofanorderand
medal inhishonour.Taking intoconsiderationthe importanceofcollective
memoryabouttheGreatPatrioticWar,thesesymbolicactsmightbeinterpret-
edasattemptstomakeshiftsintherepertoireofmeaningsconnectedwiththis
event,soastobeabletodistanceitfromtheominousfigureofJosephStalin.
ThefactthatZhukov,inspiteofhisgreatpopularity,wasofficiallydisgraced
madehimagoodalternative(thoughasamemberoftheSovietrulingbodyhe
couldnotescapeinvolvementinthemorallydubiouspracticesoftheregime).

4 ItisnotaccidentalthatlaterthePrimeMinister,EgorGaidar,describedthemissionofhis
“governmentofreforms”intermsofa“finaldecision”betweentwowaysofmodernization,
thefirstofwhichsupposesadevelopmentoftheWesterntypeofinstitutionswhilethesecond
oneisaimedatextensivegrowthunderthepressureofthestate.Accordingtohisinterpreta-
tion,foralongtimeRussiawasunabletochoosebetweenthesetwodifferentpaths,butnow
thetimehadcome–Russiashouldputitsfutureontheroadto“civilized”,“liberalcapitalism”
(Gaidar1995,47-75;143-144).
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However,therootsofmanycontemporaryproblemsweretobeseeninpre-
Soviethistory.In1996,YeltsinstatedthattsaristRussia,beingoverwhelmedby
theburdenofitsownhistoricalproblems,couldnotgetontotheroadtode-
mocracy. This fact determined “the radicalism of the Russian revolutionary
process,itsimpetuousderangementfromFebruarytoOctober”,andfinallyre-
sultedinthebreakofhistoricaltradition.AccordingtoYeltsin:

thisdestructiveradicalism–‘totheverygrounds,5andthen’–explains
thelossofmanyofRussia’sformerachievementsinthespheresofcul-
ture,economics,law,andpublicdevelopmentinthecourseofthebreak
oftheoldorder(Yeltsin19966,mytranslation).

The bourgeois revolution of February 1917 was considered to be the highest
point of Russia’s development along “the normal”, i.e. “European” way.7 The
tendencyforcriticalinterpretationoftheOctoberRevolutionandpre-revolu-
tionaryhistorybecameespeciallysalient in1996inthecontextofthepresi-
dential elections. Representing the choice between the acting president,
Yeltsin,andthecommunistcandidate,GennadyZiuganov,asamatteroflife
anddeathforthenewRussia,proponentsoftheformerappealedtothehor-
rorsoftherevolution.AsNikolaiYegorov,headofthePresident’sAdministra-
tion,putitduringthecampaign:

[…]theforthcomingelectionwillbenotbeamatterofchoicebetween
thegoodandthebestprogrammesofthecandidates.Weshallhaveto
chooseagainbetweenacontinuationof thedemocraticreformsanda
turnback.Butthereisnowayback,thereisaprecipicebehindus.Russia
willnotgetthroughonemoredestructiverevolution(Yegorov1996).

ThisstatementcanbecomparedwiththeargumentsofthemayorofSt.Peters-
burg,AnatolySobchak,whosaid:“AfterallthesufferingsRussiahashadduring

5 HereYeltsinrefersto“TheInternational”,theanthemoftheCommunistPartyoftheUSSR.
6 Alltranslationsaremineunlessotherwisestated.
7 Articulationsofthisdiscoursecanbefoundinmanytextsfromthisperiod.Hereisanexample

takenfromtheofficialRossiiskaia gazeta:“TheresultsoftheFebruaryrevolutionthatbrought
thecountryintotheworldwidechannelofhistoricallyprogressivechangeswerecancelledby
theemotionalrejectionofthepowerof‘capitalistministers’infavourofthefalsepromisesof
theBolsheviks…”.Remarkably,thisreferencetohistorywasusedasanargumentinsupport
oftheactinggovernmentthat,inspiteofallitsmistakes,aimedatthe“creationofasocial
andeconomicbasisforaprincipallynew…state”thatshould“provideusthequalityoflife
thatcitizens[ofthecountries]withamoredevelopedmarketeconomyanddemocratic
systemenjoy”(Kiva1997).
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theterminatingcentury, itdefinitelywillnotendureonemoredictator,one
morerevolution,thatcouldbecomethemostbloodyinitshistory”(Sobchak
1996).

EvenafterYeltsinhadwontheelections,themostpersistentopponentsof
theCommunistPartyoftheRussianFederation(CPRF)continuedtopresent
thesituationintermsof“thehundred-year-longcivilwar”,blamingcontempo-
rary“Bolsheviks”fortheescalationofaggression.Ontheeveofthe59thanni-
versaryofOctoberRevolution,AlexanderYakovlev,aprominentSovietleader
oftheperestroikaperiod,publishedanarticleinwhichhearguedthat“Rus-
sia’smovementtothetriumphoffreedomcanbeinterruptedanydayifwedo
notproclaimthemisanthropicBolshevistideologyillegal[…]”(Yakovlev1996).

Buttheofficialsymbolicpoliticsswitchedinadifferentdirection.Soonafter
re-election,BorisYeltsindeclaredtheneedfora“nationalconsensus”.Evenif
this declaration was never fulfilled, it brought some changes in the official
memorypolicy.On7November,1996,ayearbeforethe80thanniversaryofthe
October Revolution, president Yeltsin issued a decree that officially reinter-
pretedthemeaningofthisday:7Octoberwasdeclaredtobe“theDayofcon-
ciliation and consent”.The renaming of the holiday was not followed by an
elaboration of the new rituals of commemoration, and in 1997, on the 80th
anniversary of the October Revolution, there was no official programme of
celebration.In2004,asaresultofVladimirPutin’sreformoftheholidaycalen-
dar,7Novemberceasedtobeapublicholidayandlostthenameof“theDayof
conciliationandconsent”.

The transformation of the other core cornerstone of the Soviet historical
narrative–victoryintheGreatPatrioticWar–wasmuchmoresuccessful.Be-
ingwidelyperceivedasthemostimportantmomentofnationalsolidarity,the
GreatPatrioticWarhadgreatsymbolicalpotentialforpoliticaluse.So,since
thefirsthalfofthe1990s,thenewRussianrulingelitesoughttoreframethe
memory of the war according to the new vision of Russia.The victory over
Nazism was represented as a heroic achievement carried out by the people
(narod)incontrasttotheofficialSovietnarrative,whichhademphasizedthe
roleofthestateandtheCommunistParty.Therecognitionoftheinhumane
characteroftheSovietregimegaveanewinflectiontothethemeofheroism:
thefeatoftheSovietpeoplewasevengreaterinlightofthefactthatvictory
wasachievednotduetotheCommunistleadership,butin spiteoftheStalinist
repressions.Suchanarrativeallowedthecombinationoftwomodelsofmem-
orypolicy,asitemphasizedthegloryoftheSoviet/Russianpeopleand,atthe
sametime,recognizedthecrimesofStalin’sregime.Itwasflexibleenoughto
even allow a partial “rehabilitation” of Soviet symbols, which was a kind of
compromiseforthesakeof“nationalconsensus”:since1995theRedBannerof
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Victory(definitelyaSovietsymbol)becameanimportantpartoftheofficial
ceremony of celebration forVictory Day. Actually, it wasYeltsin who estab-
lishedthecontemporarycanonofcommemorationforVictoryDay,8withthe
militaryparadeatRedSquareandtheRedBannerofVictory.

Inspiteofthedeclarationsabout“nationalconsensus”,theofficialhistorical
narrativeofthe1990sremainedcriticaltowardstheSovietandevenimperial
periods.Theeffortsfor“conciliation”couldnotbeveryconsistentsolongas
therulingelitesofthe1990shadtolegitimizetheunpopulardecisionsthathad
been made earlier under the label of “the fight with totalitarianism”, which
provoked interpretationof thepast in termsof “interruption”.Themodelof
nationalidentityconstructedby“theDemocrats”(demokraty)wasstrictlyop-
posedby“thePopular-PatrioticOpposition”(narodno-patrioticheskaya oppoz-
itsiia).Theformerexpectedthatthecommunistsshouldconfesstothecrimes
oftheSovietregime.Theideaof“aconfession”(pokaianie)wasaddressedto
thewholenation,butasfarasitwasinsistentlyopposedbytheleftand“patri-
otic” forces, they became the main target of this discourse. Meanwhile, the
Popular-PatrioticOpposition,whowas indignantwith thepolicyofYeltsin’s
“antinational” (antinarodnyi) and “criminal” regime, saw the attempts to re-
considertheSovietnarrativeofnationalhistoryasa“humiliationoftheRus-
sianpeople”.So,itwasactuallyimpossibletoreachaconsensusonthebasisof
the“critical”officialnarrative.

 The “Eclectic Narrative” of the 2000s: the Concept of the 
“Thousand-Year-Old Russian State”

Forvariousreasons,thepoliticaltransformationsofthe1990sdidnotresultin
thecreationofinstitutionsthatcouldbecomeeffectivechannelsofpublicdia-
logue.Inthe2000s,therulingelitehadstakedontheestablishmentof“con-
sentfromabove”byputtingthemostpopularmediaunderstatecontrol–first
andforemostthecentralTVchannels–whichwereusedforpushingforward
more“comprehensive”modelsofcollectiveidentity(seeMalinova2009).Be-
ingfreeofYeltsin’sburdenoftakingacertainsideintheconflictsofthe1990s,
Putinwasabletogivewaytosomeideasfromtherepertoireof“thePopular-
PatrioticOpposition”thatweretaboofor“theDemocrats”.Hecouldinthisway
mobilize“consent”byappealingtovaluesandsymbolsoftheSovietpast.

8 IntheUSSR,VictoryDaybecameapublicholidayonlyafterStalin’sdeath,in1965.Military
paradesinRedSquarewereheldonlyinjubileeyears.
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Thefirstandthemostremarkablestepinthisdirectionwastheadoptionof
thelawaboutofficialstatesymbolsin2000.Itestablishedthethree-colorstate
flagthatappealedtothelegacyoftheRomanovempireandwasusedby“the
democratic forces”as a symbolof theirvictoryduring the failed “putsch” in
Augustof1991,thenationalanthembasedonthe“old”melodyoftheSoviet
anthem,andthered flag for theRussianarmy.Explainingthiscompromise,
Putinproposedtoabandonthelogicfocusedon“thedarksidesofthehistory
ofourcountry”:

[…]ifwefollowthislogiconly,weshouldalsoforgetabouttheachieve-
mentsofourpeoplethroughoutthecenturies.Thenwheredoweplace
theachievementsofRussianculture?WheredoweplacePushkin,Dos-
toevskii,Tolstoy,Tchaikovskiii?Wheredoweplacetheachievementsof
Russianscience–Mendeleev,Lobachevskii,andmany,manyothers?As
far as their names, the achievements were also connected with these
symbols.DowereallyhavenothingtorememberfromtheSovietperiod
except Stalin’s camps and repressions? Then where do we place
Dunaevskii,Sholokhov,Shostakovich,Korolevandtheachievementsin
thecosmos?WheredoweplaceYuryGagarin’sflight?Andwhatabout
thebrilliantvictoriesoftheRussianarmysincethetimeofRumiantsev,
Suvorov,andKutuzov?Whataboutthevictoryof1945?Ithinkthatifwe
takeallofthisintoconsideration,wewillconfirmthatwenotonlycan,
butevenshouldusealltheprinciplesymbolsofourstate(Putin2000a).

Itisremarkablethat“theachievements”thatshouldnotbeforgottenclearly
falltotwocategories:theheritageofthenativecultureandscience,connected
withthenamesofoutstandingcountrymenwhowererecognizedalloverthe
world,andthevictoriesoftheRussianmilitary.Inthislisttherearenorecog-
nizableinstitutionsorpracticesthatcouldbecontrastedto“Stalin’scampsand
repressions”.Itpointstothefactthatin2000,therepertoireofnegativemo-
ments in national history that could be used as “lessons and warnings” was
muchmorelimitedthanthatofthepositivesymbols,whichcouldworkas“pil-
lars”ofcollectiveidentity.However,verysoonthelistwascompletedbythe
ideaof“great-powerness”,whichwasprojectedonthewhole“thousand-year-
long history” of Russia. The new official discourse represented the Russian
state(regardlessofevaluationsofitsactualpolicyindifferentperiods)asthe
centralelementofnationalidentity.Theideaof“thestrongstate”asthebasis
ofthepastandfuturegreatnessofRussiawasexpressedmostsalientlyinthe
President’saddresstotheFederalAssemblyin2003,wherePutinarguedthat:
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maintaining the state (podderzhanie gosudarstva) as an extensive geo-
graphicalspace,keepingauniquecommunityofpeoplesunited,and,at
thesametime,thepowerfulpositionofthecountryintheworldwerethe
greathistoricaldeeds[oftheRussianpeople](Putin2003).

Itshouldbementionedthatinpublicdiscourse,particularlyinthe1990s,Rus-
sia’sextensiveterritorywasofteninterpretednotonlyasasignofgreatness,
butalsoasasourceofproblems,inparticular,asafactorthatdeterminedthe
“mobilization”typeofdevelopmentthatinvolvesmanynegativeaspects.Iden-
tifyingRussiawiththespacethatit“maintains”,andwith“Russia’sthousand-
year-longhistoricalpath[…][whichishow]itreproducesastrongstate”(Putin
2003),Putintookaclearsideinthiscontroversy,thuslegitimizinghiscourseof
“strengtheningthestate”byfollowingahistorical,nationaltradition.

ThisledtothereassessmentoftheSovietlegacyandofthecollapseofthe
USSR (which was simultaneously the “foundational act” of the new Russian
state).Actually,Putinfirstexpressedhisopinionconcerningtheproblemof
reassessmentoftheSovietpastin1999,ontheeveofhisfirstpresidentialcam-
paign.Intheprogrammaticarticle“RussiaattheTurnofMillenniums”,hear-
gued that “it would be a mistake not to see and, moreover, to reject the
undoubtedachievementsofthattime”.Butatthesametime,hesupportedthe
mainthesisof“theDemocratic”narrative:“Foralmostseventyyears,wemoved
alongthedead-endroutethatlayasidethemainroadofcivilization”(Putin
1999).

The decisive turn in re-interpreting the Soviet period took place in 2005
when,inhispresidentialaddress,Putinmadethesensationalstatementthat
thecollapseoftheUSSR“wasthelargestgeopoliticalcatastropheofthecen-
tury”(Putin2005).ThissharplycontrastedwithYeltsin’sinsistentdesiretorep-
resentthecollapseof theUSSRasconsistentwithhistorical laws,9henceas
“progressive”evenifdifficult.Assoonastheideasof“thegreatpower”and“the
thousand-year-longRussianstate”wereputatthecentreoftheofficialnarra-
tive, this interpretationwouldgivewayto theconceptionof thecontingent
“catastrophe”causedbytheactionsof“bad”politicians.

However,theSovietlegacywas“rehabilitated”intheofficialsymbolicpolicy
inaconvertedform:themostdubiousmomentswereobscured.Itisremark-
ablethatin2004themostcontroversialpublicholiday–theanniversaryofthe
OctoberRevolutionon7November–wasabolishedbyfederallaw(itremained
inthelistoffestivedaysastheDayoftheOctoberRevolution,butceasedtobe
a day off). In Putin’s speeches, there were many critical statements about

9 Cf.:“TheSovietUnionhadfallenundertheweightoftotaleconomiccrisis,beingtornby
economic,politicalandsocialcontradictions”(Yeltsin1996).
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Sovietpractices;the“rehabilitation”oftheSovietsymbolsinnowaymeanta
totalapologytotheCommunistregime.Themainaspectofthecherishedleg-
acywastheideaofthe“great”andpowerfulstatethatwasabletoovercome
manydifficulties,tosucceedinmodernizing(evenifimperfectly),andtobe-
comealeadingplayerinworldpolitics.Totalitarianfeatures,suchasstatevio-
lenceandpoliticalrepressions,werebracketedoutofthispicture.Asaresult,
theofficialnarrativebecametotallyfocusedontheglorificationoftheRussian
nation,and the themesof the “darkpages”ofhistoryandcollective trauma
turnedout tobevirtuallyneglected.Theunwillingnessof therulingelite to
takeasideinthepublicdiscussionsaboutthemost“problematic”aspectsof
thenationalpastmadetheofficialnarrativeratherfragmentedandeclectic.

Itishardlyasurprisethatinthecontextofthisshiftfrom“self-criticism”to
“self-glorification”,themost“usable”elementofthe“thousand-year-longhis-
tory”oftheRussianstateistheGreatPatrioticWar.Comparableinitssignifi-
cancetocertainothermeta-eventsofRussianhistory(suchasthevictoryover
Napoleon),thewarisstillpresentinthe“live”memoryofoldergenerations.
Besides,itiswellestablishedinthe“commemorativeinfrastructure”(i.e.holi-
days,monuments,museums,novels,films,etc.)inheritedfromtheUSSR.Poli-
ticiansaddressingitcanstillcountonastrongemotionalresonanceinsociety.
And,unlikemanyotherSovietsymbolsandnarratives,thewarmemoryhas
notbeenanobjectofzero-sumpoliticalgamesuntilrecently.Despitecompet-
inginterpretationsofthisevent,virtuallyallpoliticalactors–nationalists,lib-
eralsand“statists”(gosudarstvenniki)alike–agreeonthesignificanceofthe
victory in WWII in Russian and world history. According to my calculation,
speeches on the occasion of various war anniversaries and memorial dates
makeupforaround30percentofallcommemorativeaddressesbyRussian
presidentsbetween2000and2014(Malinova2015,168-169).

ThevictoryinWWIIandthepost-warsuccessoftheUSSRasaworldsuper-
powerbecamethecentralelementsofthenewofficialhistoricalnarrative.The
themeoftheGreatPatrioticWarwasreframedintermsoftriumphalismand
cleansed of any negative aspects associated with the totalitarian regime
(Stalinist repressions, the failures and incompetence of the Soviet military
leadership,anditsindifferencetothehumancostofmilitarysuccess).Instead
ofdoublevictimhoodatthehandsoftheNaziandSovietregimesalike,the
themeofmassheroismandsufferingasthe“enormousprice”thatwaspaidfor
victorytookupacentralpositionintheofficialcanonofcommemoration.The
topicofmassrepressionwasvirtuallyeliminatedfromtheofficialdiscourse
aboutWWII:presidentsVladimirPutinandDmitriiMedvedevtouchedonit
ratherrarelyandunwillingly.ThismadethefigureofStalinparticularlyam-
biguous. On the one hand, he led the country to the “GreatVictory”, which
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eventuallymadetheUSSRoneoftheworldsuperpowers.Ontheotherhand,
asthe“criminal”historicalfigure,hecouldnotbeexplicitlysupportedbythe
Russianpresidents.

Intoday’sRussia,themythoftheGreatPatrioticWarisloadedwithmulti-
plemeanings,someofthemoriginatingfromtheSovietera,othersreflecting
Russia’snewstatusandthegeopoliticalsituation.Drawingonmyanalysisof
themesusedbyPutinandMedvedevintheofficialspeechestheydeliveredin
2000-2014ontheoccasionofVictoryDay, Iarguethatattemptstotailorthe
discourseaboutthewartothepurposesofconstructinganewRussianidenti-
ty, boosting intergenerational solidarity, and promoting national unity over
political, ideological and ethnic cleavages were especially prominent in this
period(Malinova2015,112-113).SomescholarshavearguedthattheGreatPatri-
oticWarhasbecomeafoundationalmythforpost-SovietRussia(Koposov2011,
163).Thiswasatleastinpartaconsequenceofthefailureofattemptstocreate
alternativefoundationalmythsbasedonthebirthofthenewRussianstateon
theruinsoftheUSSR(Smith2002;Malinova2015).

The historical narrative developed by Putin’s successor, President Dmitrii
Medvedev,in2007-2012generallyfollowedthesamelineofdeliberateeclecti-
cism, though with some additional nuances. Like his forerunner, Medvedev
appealedtothe“thousand-year-longhistory”tolegitimatizehismostdifficult
andimportantdecisions.Itwasduringhispresidencythattheofficialmemory
policy became significantly influenced by the international environment,
though “the wars of memory” started earlier, in mid-2000s. Reacting to the
OBSEAssemblyResolutionnamed“DividedEuropeReunited:PromotingHu-
manRightsandCivilLibertiesintheOSCERegioninthe21stCentury”,which
consideredStalinismonthesamegroundsasNazism,Medvedevlaunchedthe
“PresidentialCommissionof theRussianFederationtoCounterAttemptsto
FalsifyHistorytotheDetrimentofRussia’sInterests”.10Thisdecisionwaswide-
lyperceivedasa symbolic signof thestate’s intention tocontrol thepublic
discourseabouthistory.However,actuallythecommissiondidnothingsignifi-
cantandwascancelledwithoutmuchstir inFebruary2012,beforeVladimir
Putin’sre-election.

10 ForambiguousmemorypoliticsinregardtoStalin,seethechapterbyMorenkovainthis
book.
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 The 2010s: Memory Policy as a Remedy Against “the Apparent 
Deficit of Spiritual Values”

Asaresultoftheeclecticapproachtoconstructingtheofficialhistoricalnarra-
tiveinthe2000s,therepertoireof“usable”events,figures,andsymbolsfrom
thepastturnedouttoberatherscant.Themainobjectofreference(andcon-
testation)wasthehistoryofthe20thcentury,withparticularemphasisonthe
October Revolution, the Great Patriotic War, Gagarin’s flight to the cosmos,
perestroika,andthe“hard”1990s.Theseevents/symbolsarethemostobvious
focalpointsforthelegitimizationofcurrentdecision-making.Theestablish-
mentofanewholiday in2004– theDayofPeople’sUnity (Den’ narodnogo 
edinstva)on4November–“insteadof”theDayoftheOctoberRevolutionon7
November,wastheonlymajor“symbolicinvestment”tothe“commemorative
infrastructure”oftheconceptof“thethousand-year-oldRussianstate”.How-
ever,itwashardlysuccessful,asfromtheverybeginningitwasappropriatedby
theRussiannationalists:4Octoberbecameadayof“theRussianrally”(Russkii 
marsh),thepoliticaldemonstrationsundernationalistsslogans.Atthesame
time, for the majority of society the meaning of the new holiday appeared
rathervague.

Evenmoreimportantly,generalreferencesto“thethousand-year-longhis-
tory”ofRussiacouldnotcompensateforalackofmoredetailednarrative(s)
connectingthediverseandsometimescontradictoryepisodes intoaconsis-
tentpicture.Developmentofamoredetailednarrativewas impededbythe
unwillingnessoftherulingelitetotakemoredefinitepositionsinthepublic
discussionsaboutthe“difficulthistoricalissues”.

ThesituationhasbeguntochangeafterVladimirPutin’sre-electionin2012.
Hiselectioncampaigntookplaceinthecontextoftheprotestmovementin
majorRussiancitiesagainstfraudduringtheDecember2011electionstothe
StateDuma.Theinarticulateyetclearlyvisiblestreetoppositionundermined
thehegemonyofgovernmentdiscourse.So,atthebeginningofhisthirdterm
in office, Putin found it necessary to design a more consistent “ideology” to
mobilizethe loyal “majority”against theprotesting“minority”.The issuesof
ideologybecameapriorityforthenewKremlinadministration.AsPutinstat-
edinhis2012AnnualAddresstotheFederalGovernment,“today,Russiansoci-
etysuffersfromanapparentdeficitofspiritualvalues,suchascharity,empathy,
compassion,support,andmutualassistance”(Putin2016).Thedevelopmentof
amoredetailedandconsistentofficialnarrativewasevidentlyconsidereda
major“remedy”tothisproblem.

InhistalkatthemeetingoftheCouncilforInterethnicRelationsinFebru-
ary 2013, Putin suggested that “we should think about introducing common
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historytextbooks forRussiansecondaryschools,designedfordifferentages,
butbuiltintoasingleconceptandfollowingasinglelogicofcontinuousRus-
sianhistory,therelationsbetweenallitsstagesandrespecttowardsalltheepi-
sodesofourpast”(Putin2013).Itshouldbenotedthatthiswasnotthefirst
attemptbythestateto imposeaparticularvisionofRussianhistoryvia the
schooltextbook.In2006-2007,theKremlinadministrationwassuspectedof
sponsoringtheinfamoustextbookA History of Russia 1945-2006editedbyAlex-
anderFilippov,whichdisclaimedtheconceptoftotalitarianismasaproductof
theColdWarandrehabilitatedStalinismbydescribingitasakindof“acceler-
atedmodernization”thattookplaceinthecontextofahostileenvironment.It
causedascandal(seeMiller2009;Zaida2015),butwasstillsenttohundredsof
schools.However,theelaborationof“asinglelogicofcontinuousRussianhis-
tory”wasamuchmorecomplextaskthatsupposedafurtherconsolidationof
theofficialnarrativeof“thethousand-year-oldRussianstate”throughasearch
for “proper interpretations” of many historical events, which caused much
publicdiscussion.

Thistaskwasassignedtoaspecialworkinggroupthatcombinedstateoffi-
cials,historians,severalteachers,andotherspecialists.Itsactivitywaswidely
coveredbythemediaandpassionatelydiscussedinsociety.Itbroughtabout
notthesingle“commonhistorytextbook”buttheconceptofhowtoteachhis-
toryatsecondaryschoolsthat laterbecameatemplateforseveralnewtext-
books.Inspiteofthefearthattheprojectof“thecommonhistorytextbook”
will leadtoanarrowunificationof the teachingprocessonabasisofsome
ideologicallydrivennarrative,theactivityoftheworkinggroupactuallycon-
tributedtopublicdiscussionoftheconceptofthehistoricalnarrative.Itre-
vealedthelistof“difficultissues”ofRussianhistorythatshouldbeconsidered
inschoollessonsfromdifferentpointsofview.However,thesuspicionscon-
cerningthethreatofunificationwerenotquiteunsubstantiatedwhentaking
intoaccounttheinescapableinfluenceofthegeneralfocusontheconsolida-
tionoftheofficialnarrativeontheactualteachingprocess.

Anotherresultofthenewpolicyofstrugglefor“spiritualvalues”wasafur-
therdiversificationoftherepertoireofthe“usablepast”.Oneofitsindicators
wasariseintheshareofthepresident’scommemorativespeechesdevotedto
pre-Revolutionhistory,from28percentin2008-2011to36percentin2012-2014.
AnotherexampleistheconstructionofmemorialstoTsarIvantheTerriblein
thecityofOriolandtoPrinceVladimir,theBaptizerofRusinMoscow.Both
monuments raised heavy debates, which demonstrated that “the thousand-
year-longhistory”isnolessamatterofcontroversythantheSovietperiod.

Theserecentdevelopmentshavebroughtratherambivalentresults.Onthe
one hand, the ruling elite evidently wants to keep control over the field of
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memorypolitics.Itinvestsresourcesintotheconsolidationandpromotionof
thestate-centredhistoricalnarrativefocusedonthethemeofnationalglory.
What is even more troublesome, in the context of the international crisis
causedbyannexationoftheCrimea,thewarinUkraine,andmutualeconom-
icsanctions,isthattheconceptofRussianidentitysupportedbythestatebe-
comessecuritized.Firstofall,thisreferstothecaseoftheGreatPatrioticWar
asamainpillarofcontemporaryRussianidentity.InApril2014,theStateDuma
adoptedalawtocounterattemptsofinfringingonhistoricalmemoryinrela-
tiontoeventsofWorldWarII.Thereareseveralcasesofpersecutionofschol-
ars and journalists who expressed ideas that were at odds with the official
interpretationofthenationalpast(seeMiller2014).

Ontheotherhand,thereiscertain(evenifsmall)progressinthepromotion
ofthe“copingwiththedarkpast”agenda.InAugust2015,theRussianGovern-
mentadoptedtheconceptofStatePolicyonCommemoratingtheMemoryof
Victims of Political Repression (basically drafted by Russia’s Human Rights
Counciland“Memorial”).Evenifthegovernmentaldirectivehaspassedwith
somerestrictionsadded,itopenscertainopportunitiesforthelocalactorsof
memorypoliticswhoaimatcommemoratingthevictimsofpoliticalrepres-
sion.InOctober2015,VladimirPutinorderedamemorialtothevictimsofpo-
liticalrepressions.InthesamemonththeMuseumoftheGulagwasopenedin
thecentreofMoscow.Thesechangesdemonstratethatthestate’smoreactive
policyinthefieldofthepoliticaluseofthepastopenedcertain“windowsof
opportunities”fortheactorswhostroveto“copewithadifficultandtraumatic
past”.Onthe30thofOctober2017,Putintookpartintheopeningceremonyof
WallofSorrowmemorialtovictimsofpoliticalrepressiononaMoscowstreet
namedafterthefamousdissidentAndreySakharov.Inhisspeech,heparticu-
larly emphasized that “this terrifying past cannot be deleted from national
memory”butavoidedanymentionsaboutthosewhowereguiltyinthistrag-
edy (Putin, 2018). However, it did not significantly changed the situation. A
coupleofweekslaterDirectoroftheFederalSecurityServiceAlexanderBort-
nikovinhisinterviewontheoccasionofcentenaryofAll-RussianExtraordi-
nary Commission (Cheka) raised his voice for the executors by arguing that
“theextraordinarysituationcalledforextraordinaryactions”andthat“archive
materialsgiveevidencethatinthelargepartofcriminalcasestherewasobjec-
tivereasonsforcriminalprosecution”(Bortnikov2017).Itwell illustratesthe
lackofunityamongtherulingeliteabout“copingwiththetraumaticpast”.



101TheOfficialHistoricalNarrativeInPost-sovietRussia

 Conclusion

TheevolutionoftheofficialmemorypolicyfollowedthetrajectoryoftheRus-
sianpoliticalregime.Itisclearlydividedintotwolargeperiodsthatarecharac-
terizedbydifferentconceptionsoftheofficialhistoricalnarrative–thatof“the
newRussia”andof“thethousand-year-longRussia”.Theseperiodsroughlyco-
incidewiththepresidenciesofBorisYeltsinandVladimirPutin/DmitriiMed-
vedev. Inspiteof the fact that thevectorsof symbolicpoliticschanged, the
rulingelitesinbothperiodssubordinatedtheirpracticesofpoliticaluseofthe
nationalpasttothetaskoflegitimizingtheirownpoliticalcourse.Atthesame
time,theycouldnotbuttakeintoconsiderationthepublicdebatesoverthe
nationalpastthatresultedfromtheuneasyco-presenceintheagendaoftwo
distincttasks–thatofnation-buildingandthatofcopingwiththe“difficult”
andtraumaticpast.

Inthe1990s,theofficialnarrativehadintegratedthediscourseon“trauma
andcrime”asapartof the legitimizationof thepost-Soviet transformation,
butitcouldnotmanagetoconsolidatethenation.Inthe2000sthechoicewas
madefortheapologeticprincipleofworkingwiththecollectivepast,which
resultedinaneclecticconstructionthatmarginalizesthetopicof“traumaand
crime”.Inthe2010s,wecanseesomeattemptsofmakingtheofficialnarrative
moreconsistent,withambivalentresults.Ontheonehand,inthecontextof
thecurrent internationalconflict, theapologeticconceptionof thenational
pastissecuritizedasa“weapon”againsttheallegedforeignanddomesticen-
emies.Ontheotherhand,anewroundofdiscussionsaboutnationalhistory
evidentlyopenedsomewindowsofopportunitiesforactorsstrugglingto“cope
withthedifficultpast”agenda,evenifforashorttime.
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Chapter5

Dying in the Soviet Gulag for the Future Glory of 
Mother Russia? Making “Patriotic” Sense of the 
Gulag in Present-Day Russia

Tomas Sniegon

InAugust2015,thegovernmentoftheRussianFederationadoptedtheConcept 
of State Policy to Perpetuate the Memory of Victims of Political Repressions.“The
decisionstoperpetuatethememoryofvictimsofpoliticalrepressionaimedto
facilitatethedevelopmentofpartnershipsbetweenthestateandcivilsociety,
thestrengtheningofintergenerationalrelationships,thecontinuityofcultural
experience,andthepatrioticeducationofyouth,”thedocumentsays.Inthis
document,thegovernmentinfactsuggestsacentralizedconceptofmemory
inregardtosomewhatunspecified“politicalrepressions”,whichshouldfirstof
allbeunderstoodasStalinistterrorortheGulag.Here,thegovernmentalpoli-
cyissupposedtobecoordinatedwithsimilarlyorientedeffortsofreligiousand
otherpublicorganizations,inorderto“strengthenthemoralhealthofRussian
society”(RussianGovernment2015).Theconceptevolvesapreviousgovern-
mentalplanfrom2008concerningthe“developmentofhumancapital”inRus-
sia,accordingtowhichanewRussiannationalidentityissupposedtobebased
on“activepatriotism”(деятельныйпатриотизм)(RussianGovernment2008).
BoththesedocumentsindicatethattheRussianstatewantstoincreaseitsin-
fluenceontheconstructionofmemoryofpoliticalrepressionsandthedevel-
opmentofactivepatriotism–basedonacloserfeelingofconnectionbetween
RussianpeopleandRussianhistory–moreactivelythanbefore.

Thequestforofficiallydefinedandcentrallycoordinateddevelopmentof
Russianpatriotismisnotnewinpost-communistandpost-SovietRussia.As
thepoliticalscientistGraemeGill(2013,214-215)haspointedout,thestresson
patriotism,seenasloyaltytothestateratherthansociety,hasbeencharacter-
isticfortheentirePutinperiodsince2000.UnderPutin,Russiahasbeenposi-
tioningitselfasacountrywithitsownspecificmeansofdemocracythatmust
bebasedonitsownhistoricalandgeopoliticalfoundation,takingintoconsid-
erationitsspecifics;onlyinthiswaycanRussiaheadtowardsabetterfuture
(Малинова2015,146).Putin’spredecessor,BorisYeltsin,hadalreadybegunus-
ingpatriotismasapoliticaltoolinordertofillavacuumaroundthenewre-
gimecreatedbythecollapseoftheSovietUnionandtheSovietmetanarrative.

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
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Yeltsinhadstartedtodosowhenthelackofconstructivevaluesposedapoten-
tialthreattotheregime’slong-termlegitimacy.Inthemid-1990s,Russianau-
thorities began to change their previous democratic course by seeking an
alternative system of values that could unite the Russian society (McGann
1999,12-27).

WhatwasnewintheRussiangovernmentdocumentfrom2015,however,
wastheefforttoofficiallyconnectthenewlyimposedRussianpatriotismwith
thememoryoftheSovietcommunistterrorandrepressions.Suchaconnec-
tion,initsverynature,ishighlycontroversial.Ontheonehand,currentRus-
sianpatriotismissupposedtoexpressloveforRussiaandafeelingof“organic
belongingness”totheRussianfatherlandanditspeople,which,accordingto
someinterpretations,distinguishesitfrom“anti-patriotic”tendencies,suchas
supportofbothWesternliberalismandtosomeextentevencommunismin
Russia(Shapovalov2008,124-132).Ontheotherhand,Russianpeoplewereset
againsteachotherduringtheGulagperiodandRussiansocietywasdividedin
awaythatdoesnotseemtoallowtheaforementionedconceptofRussianpa-
triotismtoworkfromanypointofview.Thevictims, infact,possessedvery
few,ifany,“patriotic”features,sincetheydiedmainlyasaresultofsenseless
terrorandnotbecauseofcommittinganyspecificactthatwouldunitevarious
groupsofthemintooneethnically,ideologically,politically,orreligiouslyho-
mogeneous group that could be ascribed “patriotic” intentions. Another ex-
ample of the paradox is Joseph Stalin himself; while he was the main
perpetratorof“anti-patriotic”politicalrepressionsandstate-dictatedcrimes,
hehasbeenviewedatthesametimeasthemainforceandsymbolofthevic-
toryintheGreatPatrioticWar.

Themaingoalofthisstudyistoanalyzehowthisrathernewefforttoframe
theGulagmemory inRussianpost-Sovietpatrioticdiscoursehas influenced
somecrucialsitesofmemoryof“politicalrepressions”inRussia.Thefocuslies
especiallyontheformerfiringrangeofSovietoppressiveforcesandexecution
siteinButovo,oneofMoscow’ssuburbdistricts;theStateMuseumofGulag
HistoryinMoscow,thefirststatemuseumofthiskindinRussiasince1991;and
finally the museum and former labor camp Perm-36 in the Ural region, ap-
proximately1,500kilometerseastofMoscow.Thesesitesofmemoryhavebeen
essentialtothememorycultureinpresent-dayRussiathathastheGulagasits
central point: Butovo and the State Museum of Gulag History are, together
withtheSolovetskiiStoneinfrontoftheformerKGBheadquartersLubyanka,
themostimportantsitesofmemorywithintheterritoryoftheRussiancapital
Moscow,whilePerm-36 is theonlymuseumof itskindsituated ina former
labor camp and representing the repressive character of both Stalinist and
post-Stalinistdevelopment intheSovietUnion.All threeof thesesiteshave
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representedwidelydiscussedcasesconnectedwiththememoryoftheGulag
inbothRussianandinternationalmediaduringrecentyears.AsfarasIhave
beenabletodetermine,theyrepresentthe“patriotization”oftheGulagmem-
oryinamoreillustrativeandovertwaythanotherRussianplacesofsimilar
character,including,forexample,theSolovetskyIslands,Magadan,Levashovo
nearSt.Petersburg,orthe“12thkilometer”nearIekaterinburg.

Inherextensiveresearch,conductedduringtheyears2006-2008,thePolish
sociologistandculturalanthropologistZuzannaBogumil(2012a,312-313)has
concludedthattheplacesoftheGulagmemoryhavelackedacommonmean-
inginvariousregionsofpost-SovietRussia.Asherresearchindicates,themain
actors influencing the meanings of these places between the late 1980s and
2008weretheMemorialsocietyandtheRussianOrthodoxChurch,thelatter
withconstantlyincreasinginfluence(Bogumil2012b;2012c,andBogumiletal.
2015).Nonetheless,herstudyalsosuggeststhat,inrecentyears,anewcommon
“patriotic”narrativeoftheGulagmayindeedbedevelopingunderthecontrol
ofthestate.Thisisanarrativeinwhich,however,thenewnationalistpercep-
tionoftheGulagmemoryatthesitesinquestionconvergeswiththeOrthodox
andSoviet-sentimentalwayofviewingthetraumaticpast inordertodefine
Russia’sfuture:theGulagisnotnecessarilydenied,butthememoryofcom-
munistterrorandcrimesisdeliberatelygivenmeaningsotherthanliberal.

 Uneven Past

SincethecollapseoftheSovietUnion,thecentralsymbolusedforthedevel-
opmentofRussianstatepatriotismhasbeentheGreatPatrioticWar1941-1945.
Thememoryofthiswarhasbeenconstructedinordertoincitepatrioticfeel-
ingsandemotions infavoroftheRussianstateanditstopleaders.Asmen-
tioned, this trendhasbeenrapidly intensifiedsinceVladimirPutincameto
power in2000.Putinhasused thismemory inorderboth tostrengthen the
powerofthestateunderhisleadershipandtopresenthimselfasatruepatriot
(Wood2011,172-200).

Ontheotherhand,duringthesametime,theplacesdedicatedtothemem-
oryofcrimesoftheStalinistperiod,andwhichfocusprimarilyonthevictims,
aregraduallybeingdeprivedoftheirabilitytoinciteorawakentraumaticand
criticalemotionsthatcouldquestionthecentralizedcontrolof thestate. In
otherwords,whilethefirstkindofmemorymeansthathistoryisnationalized
(RussianizedafterdecadesofSovietization)andtraumatized,thesecondis,on
thecontrary,systematicallyde-traumatizedandmarginalized.
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Inthisprocessoftraumatization,traumaisseenasculturaltrauma,i.e.con-
structedandnotnaturalorgiven(Smelser2004,35).Fromthispointofview,
suchcollectivetraumasare,accordingtotheculturalsociologistJeffreyAlex-
ander(2012,4),“reflectionsofneitherindividualsufferingnoractualevents,
butsymbolicrenderingsthatreconstructandimaginethem.”Therefore,Alex-
ander(2004,1)definesculturaltraumaasatraumathatoccurs“whenmem-
bersofacollectivityfeelthattheyhavebeensubjectedtoahorrendousevent
that leaves indelible marks upon their group consciousness, marking their
memoriesforeverandchangingtheirfutureidentityinfundamentalandirre-
vocableways.”Asculturalscripts,thetruthofthesetraumasdependsnoton
theirempiricalaccuracy,butonsymbolicpowerandenactment.Thetrauma
process,Alexander(2012,4)alsopointsout,isnotrational,butitisintentional.
It is people who make traumatic meanings, in circumstances they have not
themselvescreatedandwhichtheydonotfullycomprehend.

This, of course, does not mean that every historical event can become a
trauma. However, the crimes of Stalinism, like the Great Patriotic War, un-
doubtedly fit into what another cultural sociologist, Piotr Sztompka (2004,
159),describesaseventswith“traumatogenicpotential”thatcandevelopinto
collective/nationalculturaltraumas.Paradoxically,whileboththeGreatPatri-
oticWarandthecrimesofStalinismbroughtunprecedentedterrorandsuffer-
ingtotensofmillionsofRussianpeople,thetraumatogenicpotentialofthese
eventshasdifferedsubstantiallyinpost-communistRussia(Satter2012).While
thememoryoftheGreatPatrioticWarcontinuestobeseenasthebiggestor-
dealofSovietandRussianhistorybyboththerulingauthoritiesandthesoci-
etyasawhole,thememoryofStalinistcrimeshasundergoneamuchmore
complicateddevelopment.Thishasalsobeenthecaseamongthesurvivors;
theirmemoryoftheGulaghasbeenveryproblematic,especiallywithregard
tothefactthatanumberoftheGulagsurvivorsbecameanti-Stalinist,butnot
anti-communistoranti-SovietwhenStalin’smassviolenceended(Adler2012).

ThememoryfocusingonRussianpatrioticheroismthatglorifiestheSoviet
state,andthememoryconcentratingonthecrimesoftheSovietcommunist
regime, have developed into two different memory cultures of ambivalent
character,oftencontestingeachother.Thosewhohavesupportedthenarra-
tiveofRussiangloryhavemarginalizedthememoryoftheGulag,andthose
whohaveheldthelattermemorycentralhavefounditveryproblematic,ifnot
impossible, tocelebratetheheroismofthestatethatwasbasedonStalinist
terror.Thus,thequestionofhowthemainactorsofthesememoryprocesses
–currentRussianauthorities,institutions,andsomenon-governmentalorga-
nizations – deal with these contrasting memories is in focus in the present
study.
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Itisnecessarytostressthatthestudycannotbeseenasacomprehensive
studyoftheentireprocessofmemorializationoftheworstcrimesoftheSo-
vietcommunistregime.Thefindingsareprimarilybasedonmyownvisitsto
thesitesofmemoryinquestionandotherrelevantplacesinRussia,onmyin-
terviewswithcurrentandformerpersonnel,andonrelevantbooks,articles,
anddocuments.

 Russian Heroes versus Soviet Victims

Sincethestudydealswith“patriotic”memoryasexpressedthroughconcrete
places,itisalsorelevanttoincludethemainsitethatsymbolizesRussianpatri-
oticmemoryafterthecollapseoftheSovietUnion:thememorialcomplexon
PoklonnaiaHillinMoscow.OfallplacesintheformerSovietUnion,itispre-
cisely Kutuzov Avenue (Кутузовский проспект) in Moscow and its central
part,PoklonnaiaHill(Поклоннаягора),thatofferthemostillustrativeexam-
ple of how post-Soviet Russian leaders want to promote Russian and Soviet
historyinordertosupportRussianpatriotismthroughaspecificnarrativein
oneplace.

ThePoklonnaiaHill(literallyBow-DownHill)siteofmemorywascomplet-
edinthefirsthalfofthe1990sinapartoftheRussiancapitalthatisknown
fromtheNapoleonicwarsoftheearly19thcentury.InMay1995,thefirstpost-
SovietvictoryparadecommemoratingtheSovietvictoryoverNaziGermany
50yearsearlierwasheldthere.Thus,thenewexploitationoftheplacecanbe
seenasoneofthefirstattemptsofthenewRussianrulingeliteofthe1990sto
overrulethegeneraldisillusionmentoftheRussiansocietywiththeperiodof
“transition” from communism to market economy and political pluralism,
turningnegative feelings intoanew formofpatriotism.Within theRussian
society,thedisillusionmentledtowhatthesocialanthropologistSergeiOusha-
kine(2009,5)hascalled“thepatriotismofdespair”,inwhichvarious“commu-
nitiesofloss”producedpessimisticnarrativesabouttheirsufferingwithinthe
discourseontheRussiantragedy.Since,asOushakinehaspointedout,thepa-
triotismofdespairdidnotturnthesecommunitiesoflossagainsttheirown
country,thememoryofpatrioticheroisminthemostextremetimes,forex-
ample times of war, could serve as a tool for Russian politicians in their at-
temptstoovercomethecontrastswithinthedemoralizedRussiansocietyand
atthesametimeincreasetheirownlegitimacy.

ThesettingofPoklonnaiaHillasitappearedinMay1995,was,astheSwed-
ishhistorianKristianGerner(2011,307-309)haspointedout,supposedtostress
theimportanceofgreatpeoplefromRussianhistory.Twowarheroesfromthe
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pre-SovietandtheSovietpastrespectively,MikhailKutuzovandGeorgyZhu-
kov,werebeingconnectedwiththefirstpresidentofpost-communistRussia,
BorisYeltsin, the rulerunderwhosepresidency themainmemorial and the
museumwerebuilt.(AsapartofcommemorativeactivitiesinMay1995,anew
statueofGeorgyZhukovappearedinManezhnaiaSquare,nearRedSquare.)
Thisconnectionalsoemphasizedtheheroiccontinuitybetweenthepre-Sovi-
et,Soviet,andpost-SovieterasinRussianhistory.

ThehistoricalnarrativeofKutuzovAvenuestartswiththebuildingofthe
Museum-Panorama The Battle of BorodinoandthenearbyTriumphal Arch of 
Moscow.Thesestructureswerebuiltduringthepre-SovietandSovieterasre-
spectively,inordertocommemorateRussia’svictoryoverNapoleon’sGrande
Arméeintheearly19thcentury.In2012,theimportanceof1812tocurrentRus-
sianhistoricalculturewasonceagainofficiallystressedasRussiacommemo-
ratedthebicentennialofthebattleofBorodino.Borodinowasdeclaredtobe
oneofthefourmostimportantanniversaryeventsof2012,whichwasreferred
toas“TheYearofHistory”.1

ThetextonthestatueofMikhailKutuzovoutsidethemuseumdepictsthe
battleofBorodinoin1812as“ThePatrioticWar”.Thisisnocoincidence–in
2012,theMuseumofthePatrioticWarof1812openedincentralMoscownext
toRedSquareinthebuildingthatusedtohousetheMuseumofVladimirIly-
ichLenin.Thisclearlyillustratestheofficialstresson“patriotic”historyincon-
temporaryRussianhistoricalculture.

ThosewhostartwalkingfromtheMuseum-PanoramaandpasstheTrium-
phalArchwillseetheKutuzovAvenuenarrativeculminateintheVictoryPark
onPoklonnaiaHillsomehundredmetersahead.Thecentralplacethereisthe
Museum of the Great Patriotic War.Thus,themainlineoftheKutuzovsky pros-
pekt,focusingonRussiangreatness,runsbetweenthePatrioticandGreatPa-
trioticWar,or,inotherwords,betweenBorodino1812andBerlin1945.2

Insummer2014,commemoratingthecentenaryofthebeginningofWWI,a
monumentdedicatedtoRussian“HeroesoftheFirstWorldWar”wasunveiled
between the two aforementioned patriotic sites of memory. This happened
onlyafewmonthsaftertheRussianannexationoftheCrimeanpeninsula.In

1 TheotherthreekeyeventsoftheyearwereanniversariesoftheExpulsionofPolesfrom
Moscowin1612,thebirthoftheformerRussianPrimeMinisterPyotrStolypinin1860,and
thefoundationofRussianstatehood1150yearsearlier.Formore,see:Miller<http://www.
eupress.ru/uploads/files/H-151_pages>.

2 The“patriotic”battleofMoscowagainstPolishinvadersin1612isalsomentionedatthemain
museumexhibitiononPoklonnaiahill.However,comparedwiththeeventsthatdominate
thenarrativeinquestion,theplaceofthiseventisimponderable.See:Tsentral‘nyj muzei 
Velikoi Otechestvennoy Voiny. Karta-Putevoditel‘.Moscow:Guide-MapMedia2010,3.



111DyingInTheSovietGulagForTheFutureGloryOfMotherRussia?

hisspeechduringtheinaugurationofthemonument,whilestressingthecour-
age,combatskills,andpatriotismofRussiansoldiers,RussianPresidentVladi-
mirPutinfocusedonthejustificationofRussianimperialtendenciesandthe
glorificationofWWI,ratherthanonthetragedyitbroughttotheRussiansand
otherpeople(Rutland2014).Inthisway,heclearlypresentedthebasicmes-
sageofthemonument.

Setting aside the context of Putin’s new offensives on the international
stage,thenewtendencyin2014tofocusonFirstWorldWarheroescanbein-
terpretedintwootherways.First,itindicatesthatthosewhoinitiatedthispro-
ces might have wanted to erase the Soviet communist regime from Russian
history.AnewfocusontheFirstWorldWarreplacedtheoldonefromcom-
munisttimes,whenthiswarwascommemoratedonlythroughtheGreat Octo-
ber Socialist Revolution of1917.Atthattime,theimperialistwarthatRussialost
was omitted. According to communist propaganda, the October revolution
broughtanewworldorderandgavebirthtoworldhistory’sfirststateofwork-
ersandfarmers.Allthishasbeenomittedinthepresent.

Thisinterpretation,however,isonlypartlytrue.Communistleaders,espe-
cially Joseph Stalin and high-ranking Soviet military commanders from the
firsthalfofthe1940s,continuetodominatetheMuseumoftheGreatPatriotic
Warinacontextthatcanonlybeviewedasheroicandpatriotic.3Theatten-
tiontoheroesfromtheyears1914-1918,however,alsoshowstheofficialeffortto
changetheunderstandingofrevolutionsasprogressivestepsinRussianhisto-
ry.Thishasbecomeespecially importantsincetherecentwaveof “colorful”
revolutionsinsomecountries,especiallythe“OrangeRevolution”andthepro-
testsintheMaidanSquareintheUkrainiancapitalKievin2013-2014.

WhilethereisanevidentlinkbetweenpatrioticwarsonPoklonnayaHill–
thePatrioticWarof1812andtheGreatPatrioticWarin1941-45,thereisnosuch
symbolismlinkingtheFirstandSecondWorldWars.Thisisatendencythatis
alreadywellknownfromtheSovietUnion:thedescriptionofthelatterconflict
astheGreatPatrioticWarmeansfocusingonthesufferingoftheSovietstate
anditspeopleintheperiodbetweentheGermaninvasionoftheSovietUnion
inJune1941andthefinalSovietvictoryinMay1945.UsingthetermSecond
WorldWar,ontheotherhand,wouldextendthefocustoincludetheperiod
fromSeptember1939toJune1941.DuringthisperiodtheSovietUnionprofited
from its alliance with Nazi Germany, doing so in a very “non-patriotic” way
through aggressions against its neighbors Poland, Finland, and the Baltic
countriesLithuania,Latvia,andEstonia.Besides,theexclusivefocusonSoviet

3 CrimesfromtheStalinperiodarementionedverybrieflyinonesinglesentenceas“violations 
of the law”,“ungrounded repression against millions of people”and“rough political mistakes”.
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suffering during the German invasion excludes the non-European events of
theSecondWorldWar,especiallythebattlesinChinaandthePacific.Thishas
enabledtheSovietUnionandpost-SovietRussiatoavoidsharingthestatusof
warvictimwithtwoothergreatpowersoftheColdWar,theUnitedStatesand
China.OnlyanarrowedfocusonthememoryoftheSovietsufferingduringthe
periodof 1941-1945couldhelpthe leadersofboththepostwarSovietUnion
andpost-communistRussiatostressa“patriotic”continuityandconnectthe
SovietandRussianpatrioticidentities(Hosking2002,162-187).

Developmentsafter1945havenotfoundanyplaceinthehistoricalnarrative
ofPoklonnaiaHilleither.WithregardtoSovietmilitaryachievements,thisin-
cludestwomilitaryinvasionsthat,fromaSovietpointofview,servedtopre-
serve thestatusof theSovietUnionasaglobalsuperpower: the invasionof
Hungaryin1956andofCzechoslovakiain1968.Thus,thepeakofSovietpatri-
oticmemory,thevictoryintheGreatPatrioticWar,hasnotbeenconnected
withanypositivefollow-uporhappyending.

Nevertheless,importantreferencestothepostwarcommunistregime,espe-
ciallytheperiodbetween1964and1983,arestillvisibleintheneighborhood,
especiallyonthehouseatKutuzovAvenuenr.26.Here,twopostwarleadersof
theSovietCommunistParty,LeonidBrezhnevandIuriiAndropov,hadtheir
apartments,whichisacknowledgedbyamemorialplaque.4

Thememorialsandthe localhistoricalnarrativearoundKutuzovAvenue
clearlyshowthatthereisnoroomforthememoryofthevictimsofStalinist
violenceinthishistoricalnarrativeabouttheGreatRussianstateanditsheroic
military achievements.This is especially noteworthy with regard to the fact
thattheperspectiveofthevictimsisnotcompletelymissingthere:thememo-
rial sculptureTragedyofNations (Трагедиянародов),commemoratingvic-
timsofthemassmurderofJewsandotherprisonersintheNaziconcentration
camps,issituatednexttothemainbuildingoftheMuseumoftheGreatPatri-
oticWar.In1998,theMoscow Memorial Synagogue,explicitlydedicatedtothe
memory of the Jews who were killed during the Holocaust (Московская
Мемориальная синагога – мемориал «Храм памяти евреев – жертв
Холокоста»)wasbuiltintheVictoryParkbehindthemuseum.

WhyisthiskindofmemorymoreacceptableonPoklonnaiaHillthanthe
memoryoftheGulag,whenthememoryoftheHolocaustwasonceevenmore
ignored and marginalized in the Soviet Union than the Gulag memory

4 ThosewhowanttomakethenarrativeofKutuzovAvenueandPoklonnayiHillevenmore
complicatedmaynoticethattheavenuebeginswiththeHotelUkraine,whosesymbolic
significance,ifincludedintothelocalhistoricalnarrativeinquestion,hasbecomeespecially
sensitivesincetheRussianannexationofCrimeain2014.
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(Baranova 2015, see also Gersherson 2013)? The answer seems obvious: the
memoryoftheJewsandothervictimsofNaziconcentrationcamps,aspre-
sentedonPoklonnaiaHill,doesnotchallengetheexpositionofRussiangreat-
nessandpatriotism.ThepostwardestinyofSovietprisonersofwarwho–often
sidebysidewiththeJews–weretreatedextremelybrutallybyNaziGermany,
butwhosurvivedthewaronlybesenttotheGulagaftertheirreturntothe
SovietUnion,ismissingaswell.Thus,theRussians,andespeciallytheirhome-
land,Russia,canstillbeseenexclusivelyasvictims.Theperpetratorsareexclu-
sivelyforeign(Tsentral’nyj muzei Velikoi Otechestvennoi Voiny,2015,26-27).

Inorder toseehowsimplifiedsuchan interpretation is,however,acom-
parisoncanbemadewiththeJewishMuseumandToleranceCenterinMos-
cow, opened in 2012. The permanent exhibition at this museum shows, for
example,howtheHolocaustandtheGulagwenthandinhandintheSoviet
territory during theWorldWar II. In 1940 and 1941, thousands of Jews were
deportedtoSiberiabySovietauthoritiesafterbeinglabeledas“sociallydanger-
ouselements”.Paradoxically,thesedeportationssavedthelivesofmanyofthe
Jewswhowereaffectedbythem;ifleftinoccupiedterritories,theywouldmost
probablyhavemetthefateofotherSovietJewswhoperishedduringtheyears
ofGermanoccupation.TheexhibitionalsopaystributetoactiveJewishpar-
ticipationintheSovietRedArmyandshowsthatamongtheSovietJews,there
werenotonlyvictimsbutalsoheroesoftheGreatPatrioticWar.Thepartsdeal-
ingwithSovietanti-Semitismafterthewaralsoshowhowcomplexthisfield
actuallyis(Gorin2013,172-202and238-246).

However,onPoklonnaiaHill,thereisnoroomfordeeperreflectionscon-
cerningdomesticconflictsandtragediesinwhichRussian/Sovietperpetrators
killed and terrorized other Russian/Soviet citizens. In the following pages, I
willfocusonsomeofthesitesoftheGulagmemoryandanalyzetheirsituation
vis-à-vistheofficialmasternarrativeofcurrentRussiathathasbeenoutlined
above.

 Butovo

Situatedapproximately30kilometerssouthoftheMoscowcitycenter,thefor-
merfiringrangeandexecutionsiteofButovo(Бутовскийполигон)wasused
bothasanexecutionsiteandasaplaceformassburialsduringtheperiodof
theGreatTerrorinthelate1930s.Thus,Butovskyi polygonistodayoneofthe
centralmassburialgroundsforStalin-eravictimsintheMoscowarea,withan
importanceclearlyexceedingregionalborders.TogetherwiththeSolovetsky
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IslandsinNorthernRussia,Butovoalsobelongstothemostimportantsitesof
RussianOrthodoxmemoryoftheGulag.

BeforebecomingafiringrangeforSovietpoliticalpolice,Butovohadbeena
horse breeding site.The situation changed when the Soviet security service
andpoliticalpolice,theOGPU,anditssuccessor,theNKVD,tookoverthecon-
trolof thesiteandturneditsarea–approximatelytwosquarekilometers–
into its own “special object”.The main wave of killings came during the so-
calledGreatTerrorin1937and1938,whenthecapacityofalreadyestablished
killing facilities and burial sites in central Moscow became insufficient.5 At
least20,761peoplewereexecutedherebetweenAugust8,1937andOctober19,
1938;itispossible–andevenprobable–thattherealnumberissignificantly
higher.

Amongthe20,761documentedvictimsofButovowere19,903menand858
womenagedbetween15 to80years.Theclassificationof their “crimes”was
based mainly on the decision of the Politburo, the highest decision-making
organwithintheSovietCommunistParty,fromJuly2,1937andtheinstruction
00447fromJune30,1937,bothofwhichincludedacallforthedestructionof
“anti-Sovietelements”.

Nomatterwhattheywereaccusedof,thevictimsneverreceivedfairtrials
and learnedabout theirdeathsentencesonlyshortlybefore theexecutions.
ThelargestnumberofpeopleexecutedinonedaywasrecordedonFebruary
28,1938,whenatotalof562personslosttheirlives.Mostofthevictimswere
posthumouslyrehabilitated;5,595ofthem,however,weresentencedforcrimes
thatwerenotconsideredtobepoliticallymotivatedandwerethereforenot
encompassedbythelawsforrehabilitations.Nevertheless,eventhesepeople,
somechildrenamongthem,weresentencedtodeathwithoutfairtrials.The
corpseswereburiedin13massgraves.

By the beginning of the 1940s, Butovo had lost its crucial importance for
StalinistviolenceintheMoscowregion.Accordingtosomeevidence, itwas
usedonalimitedscaleuntilStalin’sdeathin1953.Afterthat,itgraduallyfell
intooblivion.

5 IntheSovietcapital,Lenin’sandlaterStalin’sregimefirstkilleditsopponents–bothrealand
fabricated–invariousbuildingsbelongingtosecurityforcesnearthenowinfamousKGB
headquarters,Lubianka,notfarfromtheKremlin.Thebodieswerelaterburiedincemeteries
suchasVagan’kovo(Ваганьковскоекладбище)orDonskoe(НовоеДонскоекладбище).As
theleveloftheSovietterrorincreased,however,itbecamenecessarytofindnewkillingand
burialplacessituatedoutsidethehighlypopulatedcentralareas.Therefore,threesuchplaces
wereestablished:theButovskii poligon;theKommunarka;andLiuberetskie meliorativnye polia, 
the Liuberetskyfields,aplacethatwasnotusedformassexecutionsandburialsintheend.
Formore,seeAlzo2007.
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Thisoblivion,however,wastheresultofanactivepolicyof ignoranceby
authorities including the reorganized Soviet secret service, the KGB, which
succeededtheNKVDin1954.AccesstotheterritoryoftheButovofiringrange
remained strictly limited and the site was closed to the public. When the
crimesofStalinismwerecondemnedbynewSovietleaderNikitaKhrushchev
atthe20thCongressoftheCPSUin1956,Butovocouldhavebecomeasiteof
memorythatcouldprovideclearandauthenticevidenceofthecrimescom-
mittedduringtheGreatTerror,thusstirringthefeelingsofitsvisitorsagainst
thatterror.Instead,in1957,theSupremeSovietissuedadecisionthatallowed
employeesoftheKGBtobuildsummerhousesandestablishagroupofcottage
owners,Dachnyi kooperativ, inButovo.KGBpersonnelwereallowedtobuild
andowncottagesonlydozensofmetersfromthemassgraves,thoughitwas
forbiddentodigdeeperthan50centimeters.ThestatusofButovoasasecret
“specialobject”ownedbytheSovietandlaterRussiansecurityserviceended
firstin1995.

The Soviet attitude to the memory of victims of Stalinist terror began to
changeduring the reformperiodof Perestroika in the late 1980s; inOctober
1988,theCongressofPeoples’Deputiesdecidedthatthosewhowereunjustly
killedduringtheterrorperiodshouldberehabilitated.Thisdecisionwascon-
firmedby thePolitburosoon thereafter. In thecaseofButovo,however, the
changewasslow(Alzo2007).

TheKGBwasindeedorderedtobeginsearchingformassgraves.Atthesame
time,thecommunistregimestillexistedandthefindingswerenotsupposedto
undermineitslegitimacy.Moreover,theamountofworkconnectedwiththe
aftermathofStalinismwasenormous.Thelackofcapacityfromstateorgans,
however,turnedintoanadvantageforthosewhowantedtorevealthehistory
ofButovowhennon-governmentalorganizationscouldbeincludedinthere-
searchforthefirsttime.ThemostimportantofthesewastheMemorialsoci-
ety,establishedasanorganizationdrivenby“moralimperative”andaimingto
spreadknowledgeaboutthetragicpast,promotehumanrights,andprotect
thememoryofthevictimsoftheregimeinSovietandlaterRussianpost-Sovi-
etsociety.AsNanciAdler(1993,47),aRussianistspecializedonresearchofthe
Sovietempire´soppressionandterroragainstitsownpopulation,haspointed
out, Memorial has fulfilled several functions since its establishment: it has
servednotonlyasahistoricalenlightenmentsocietybutalsoasahumanrights
movement,asocialorganization,andapoliticalorganization.Asthejournalist
andresearcherspecializedontheSovietUnionDavidSutter(2012,37)hasin-
dicated,sinceMemorialhadquicklyestablisheditsbranchesin110cities,the
Soviet authorities feared it could become a base for an alternative political
party. For similar reasons, Memorial became unpopular among those who
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opposedRussianliberalideas(morethan25yearsafteritsfoundation,Memo-
rialstillfacedsimilarproblemsfromtheRussianleadershipheadedbyPresi-
dentVladimirPutin).

Finally,thefalloftheSovietUnioninDecember1991madeadefinitechange
inthesituation.Suddenly,thecommunistideologywasnolongeranobstacle
intheprocessofcomingtotermswiththetragicpast.

 From State Indifference to Orthodox Custody

Butovoasasiteofmassmurderswasfirstpubliclyrevealedbyjournalists.The
gateoftheButovoshootingrangefinallyopenedinJune1993.However,during
theyearsfollowingthecollapseoftheSovietstate,Butovobecameclearproof
oftheinabilityoftheRussianpost-Sovietregimetoestablishanewcoherent
historicalnarrativeabouttheGulaginordertodefineanddevelopnewRus-
sian democratic values. The lack of direct, sustainable official intervention
aimed at preserving various sites of the Gulag memory was obvious on the
federal,regional,andlocallevels(Anstett2011).Sincethattime,theregimehas
increasinglyleanedontheconceptofa“Russianidea”wherethememoryof
theGulaghasnotactuallygainedanysignificantposition.6

In1993,thefirstmemorialstonededicatedtothememoryofthevictimsof
thecrimesofStalinismwasinstalledneartheButovomassgraves.Thestone
made the history of this place more visible than before; the text briefly ex-
plainedtheidentityoftheperpetrators–asbelongingtothepoliticalandse-
cretpolice,theNKVD,andtheforcesoftheMinistryofStateSecurity,theMGB
– while the victims remained unspecified, described simply as “many thou-
sandsofvictimsofpoliticalrepressions”fromtheperiod1937-1953.Themonu-
mentwasinitiatedbytheMemorialsocietyandplacednexttothemainroad
leadingtoboththeformerfiringrangeandthecottageareaofformeremploy-
eesoftheKGB.Atthattime,theKGBsuccessororganization,theFSB,lostin-
terestinallowingitsemployeestobuildnewcottages.Itbecameunwillingto
maintaintheplaceanylonger;therefore,theterritoryincludingthemasscem-
etery inButovocame into thecustodyofMoscow’s regionalauthorities.Ar-
chaeologicalexcavationsin1997definitivelyconfirmedthesite’stragicpast.

Underthenewsystemofmarketeconomy,someofthesurroundingbuild-
ingschangedownersandtheauthoritiesstartedtoplanways toexploit the
placecommercially.Theseplanscountedonbuildingahugeapartmentblock
inthememorialzone,onlyafewdozenmetersfromtheburialsites.Through

6 ComparewithGill(2013,43-78).
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such steps, both the new Russian state and the regional institutions proved
thattheydidnotseetheformerButovoexecutionsiteasasiteofmemorythat
wouldbeimportanttosaveandprotectforthefuture(Alzo2007,173).7Sucha
disrespectfulattitudeprovokedprotestsfromboththeMemorialandtheRus-
sian Orthodox Church, whose patriarch even intervened with the mayor of
Moscowandurgedhimtostoptheplans.Whentheopponentsofthebuilding
plans indeed managed to stop the construction work, even the regional au-
thorities lost their interest. Since Butovo fell into this situation at the time
whenthenewformofpatrioticmemorybecamevisibleatthePoklonnaiaHill,
thisprovedthatthememoryoftheGulagdidnotfitintothecurrentplansfor
official”patrioticmobilization”.

Thus, the Russian Orthodox church, together with the Memorial society,
wasinfactforcedtotakecareoftheplaceifitwantedtopreservethememory
ofStalinistterrorthereatall,ratherthanallowthestatetoletthememoryof
thecommunistregime’scrimesinButovofall intooblivionagain.Intheab-
sence of a clearly defined state concept of the Gulag memory, however, the
civic-andliberal-orientedconceptoftheGulagmemorydevelopedbytheMe-
morialsocietydifferedsubstantiallyfromtheOrthodoxconceptofmemoryof
thecrimesofStalinism.ThesetwoconceptsfacedoneanotherinButovo.

TheRussianOrthodoxChurchwasgivenprioritybythestateandobtained
thecustodyofButovoin1995.Thiscustodydidnotyetentailanexclusiveright.
ThechurchtooktheinitiativetopreserveButovoasasiteofmemorydueto
thefactthatanumberofthevictimswereoftheOrthodoxfaith.Ofthe20,760
officiallyidentifiedvictimsfromButovo,almost1,000wereRussianOrthodox
priests.OnMay27,2000,thefirstchurchserviceinButovowasheldunderan
openskybyAlexeiII,thePatriarchofMoscowandtheentireRussianOrtho-
doxChurch.

The Russian Orthodox Church was becoming more influential, but there
werestillotheroptions.WhenthenewStateMuseumofGulagHistorywas
beingplannedandrealizedinMoscowin2001,aconnectionbetweenthismu-
seumandtheButovositeofmemorywasdiscussed.Ifsuchastephadbeen
realized,thestatewouldhavekeptitscontroloverButovotoamuchgreater
extentthanitfinallydid.Moreover,theRussianOrthodoxChurchwantedto
strengthenitsownwayofcommemoratingthevictimsoftheGulag,inorder
tomakeitmorestableandlong-lastingthanthechangingpoliciesofthestate

7 However,itshouldbenotedthatthesituation–suchanignorantattitude–wasnotthesame
intheentireterritoryoftheRussianFederation.In1996,forexample,ahuge,15-meterhigh
monumentcalledMask of Sorrow, madebytheRussiansculptorErnstNeizvestny,wasun-
veiledinthecityofMagadanineasternRussiawiththefinancialhelpofRussiangovernment
aswellassevenRussiancities.
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andatthesametimeless”neutral”and”politicallycorrect”thanthewaysug-
gestedbytheMemorialsociety.SincethemajorityofthevisitorswereRussians
whobelongedtotheOrthodoxChurch,thechurchwantedtoshowthatButo-
voasasiteofmemoryreflectedthebeliefsofthesepeoplefirstofall8.

Atthesametime,thestateauthoritiesonceagainconfirmedtheirambigu-
ousattitudetotheplace;inAugust2001,theauthoritiesoftheMoscowregion
declaredButovoahistoricalandculturalmemorialoflocalimportance(Alzo
2007,108).Theclassificationofthesiteasaplaceof“localimportance”recog-
nizedneitherthehistoricalsignificanceofthesitetotheentireRussiansociety
noritsimportancewithinaninternationalorperhapsevenglobalcontext.

Finally, in 2002, the church took its decisive step by making a deliberate
choicenottoseekthepartnershipwiththestateandtodevelopthememory
sitequiteaccording to itsown intentionsandwishes. Itestablished itsown
“autonomous non-commercial organization Memorialnyi tsentr “Butovo”
(Мемориальныйцентр«Бутово»).Thecenterwascreatedwiththeambition
tocoordinatethecommemorativeeffortsofstate,religious,andpublicorgani-
zations; infact, itsautonomymeantthatthechurchhadthemainpowerto
decidewhowouldbecommemoratedinButovoandhow9.

 The Triumph of a Martyr

ThesymbolicexpressionsofOrthodoxmemoryinButovoarebasedonfour
mainobjects:twocrossesandtwochurches.Thefirstcrossandthefirstchurch
wereplacedrightontheterritoryoftheformerkillingfieldalreadyinthemid-
dleofthe1990s.Thesecondchurchandsecondcross–bothlargerinscale–
wereaddedin2007.

Thefirst,smallwoodenchurchwasbuiltalreadyin1996.Since2007,when
Russiacommemoratedthe70thanniversaryofthebeginningoftheGreatTer-
ror,anotherchurch,thenewChurch of the Resurrection and the Holy New Mar-
tyrs and Confessors of Russia,hasdominatedtheplace.Thiswasmoreoverthe
veryfirstchurchinRussiatobeconsecratedafterthereunionoftheRussian
OrthodoxChurchandtheRussianChurchAbroadinthesameyear.Between
the1920sand2007,theRussianChurchAbroadhadexistedonlyasanémigré
outsidetheSovietUnion.

Asinthecaseofthefirstwoodenchurch,thefirstandsmallercross,erected
in1994,wassupposedtosymbolicallymarktheplacewherethemassgraves

8 Author’sinterviewwithIgor’Garkavyi,13October2016.
9 Ibid.
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hadbeensituated.Thesecond,largercross,alsoinstalledin2007,hasgaineda
morefar-reachingsymbolicimportance.Ithascreatedasymbolicconnection
betweenButovoandtheSolovetskyIslands,aplaceintheWhiteSeainnorth-
ernRussia,approximately1,400kmfromMoscoworalmost900kmfromSankt
Petersburg,whereoneoftheveryfirstlaborcampsforpoliticalopponentsof
thecommunistregimeintheSovietUnionwascreatedin1923.Thecampwas
establishedatSolovetskiiMonastery(Соловецкиймонастырь).10In2007,a
so-calledSolovetskiiCrosswasbroughtbyboatfromthenorthernislandsand
erectednexttothenewChurchoftheResurrectionandtheHolyNewMartyrs
andConfessorsofRussia.

AspoliticalscientistandjournalistVeronicaDorman(2010,431-436)points
out,theRussianOrthodoxChurchcanbeseenasanimportantframeworkfor
theformationofRussianpost-communistidentity–asanheiroftheByzan-
tinetraditionthatlinksreligiousconfessionwithnationalidentity,asanemi-
nentvictimoftheRevolutionrepresentingpre-revolutionarypast,astheonly
institutionspanningtheentireterritoryoftheformerUSSR,andfinallyasthe
designatedguardianofmores,customs,andmoralsinRussiatoday.Neverthe-
less,theambitionofthechurchhasbeenevenhigher;infact,thechurchhad
aimedforwhatDormancallsprivatizationofmemory.Fromthispointofview,
thecrossesweresupposednotonlytolinktwoformersitesofStalinistterror,
but also to mark the new dominance of the Orthodox interpretation of the
Gulag.WhilethefirstsymbolicconnectionbetweentheSolovetskyIslandsand
theRussiancapitalofMoscowtoconcernthememoryoftheGulaghadbeen
marked by the Solovetsky Stone brought from northern Russia to Lubianka
(formerlyDzerzhinskii)SquareandplacedinfrontoftheKGBheadquartersto
commemoratethezeks,innocentlaborerstorturedinthecamps,thissecond
connectionpredominantly–althoughnotexclusively–focusedonreligious
victims.

InreplacingthestatueofKGBfounderFeliksDzerzhinskiiincentralMos-
cowwiththeSolovetskiiStone,theMemorialsocietyhadusedthesymbolism
todeveloptheconceptofhumanrightsforallcitizensofthecountry,nomat-
tertheirpolitical,ethnic,orreligiousbelonging.TheMemorialhadchosenthe
dateofOctober30, 1990fortheerectionoftheSolovetskyStoneinorderto
commemorate inparallel the initiativebypoliticalprisonersonOctober30,
1974 to declare that specific day the Day of Political Prisoners in the Soviet
Union.OneyearaftertheSolovetskyStonewasinstalledinLubiankaSquare,
the Supreme Soviet in Russia officially established October 30 as the day of

10 AstheonlysiteoftheGulagmemory,theSolovetskiiMonasteryhasbeenprotectedby
UNESCOsince1992asapartoftheworld’sculturalheritage.
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RemembranceoftheVictimsofPoliticalRepressions.TheRussianOrthodox
Church,ontheotherhand,constructedadifferentmeaningoftheGulagpast.
Atthecenterofthisinterpretationwasnotazekbutamartyr(Bogumil,Z.,M.
andD,Harrowell,DominiqueandElly2015,1416-1444).

ThereligiousconnectionbetweentheSolovetskyIslandsandButovo,how-
ever,wasnotunproblematic.ThehistoricalcharacteroftheSolovetskiiMon-
asteryasasiteofmemoryoftheGulagwasdifferentfromthatofButovo,since
theSolovetskiiMonasterywasownedandadministeredbytheRussianOrtho-
doxChurchalreadybefore itbecameapartof theSovietcommunist terror.
ThustherewasnoneedtoconstructacompletelynewOrthodoxmemoryof
thecommunistterrorthereafterthefalloftheSovietUnionaswasthecasein
Butovo, which had previously been a non-Orthodox site. Nevertheless, the
commemorationsofthe70thanniversaryofthebeginningoftheGreatPurges
in2007createdaconnectionnotonlybetweenthesetwoplaces,theSolovetsky
IslandsandButovo,butalsowithsomecanalsthatwerebuiltduringtheSoviet
Gulagperiod.

The Solovetskii cross was namely brought from the Solovetsky Islands to
Butovoinaspectacularway,byaboatonRussianrivers,thussymbolicallycon-
necting places of imprisonment (Solovki), exploitation (canals), and execu-
tion (Butovo)(Dorman 2010, 432). On the final stage of its journey, the boat
evenpassedtheverycenterofRussianpoliticalpower,theKremlin.

The12-meter-highwoodenSolovetskiicrosswaserectedinButovoonAu-
gust8inordertocommemoratethebeginningofthemassexecutionsthathad
startedthesameday70yearsearlier.Someweeksaftertheanniversary,onOc-
tober30,2007, theconnectionbetweentheOrthodoxmemoryof theGulag
andthehighestRussianpoliticalpowerreacheditspeak.Onthatday,which
wastheDayofRemembranceoftheVictimsofPoliticalRepressions(i.e.the
dateoforiginallysecularmemoryof theGulag),RussianPresidentVladimir
PutinappearedinButovotogetherwithMoscowRegionalGovernorBorisGro-
movtoattendareligiousserviceholdbyPatriarchAlexisII.Thiswasthefirst
timetheheadoftheRussianOrthodoxChurchwaspresentinButovoonOcto-
ber 30, and the first time the head of the Russian state took part in a com-
memorative ceremony for the victims of Soviet terror. Even Human Rights
CommissionerVladimirLukinwaspresent.ThedayfinallyconfirmedtheOr-
thodoxsuperiorityconcerningtheinterpretationoftheGulagmemoryatBu-
tovo. All commemorative activities, no matter if their basis was religious or
secular,werenowheldundertheleadershipoftheRussianOrthodoxChurch.

Thesameoccasion,however,alsoprovedhowcontroversialtheconnection
between the leaders of the Russian state and the Russian Orthodox Church
couldbecomeintermsofusingtheGulagmemoryinsupportofthecurrent
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Russian political regime. When President Vladimir Putin visited the site of
memoryinButovo,hemetbothPatriarchAlexisIIandtheseniorpriestofthe
church,Kirill.Ontheonehand,Putinpaidtributetothevictimsandstated
thatthevictimsofthe1930swere“theprideofthenation”sincetheyhadnot
fearedtospeaktheirmind.Ontheotherhand,however,Putin(2007)added
that”inhonoringthememoryofpasttragediesweneedtobaseourselveson
thebestthingsthatourpeoplehaveaccomplished.Wemustcombineouref-
fortsandpromoteRussia’sdevelopment.Wehaveeverythingweneedtodoso.”
ThepresidentneveradmittedanyresponsibilityonbehalfoftheSoviet/Rus-
sianstate,nordidhementionhisownpastasaKGBofficer.Thesameday,the
Russian Orthodox Church (2007) issued a statement that claimed that the
crimesofthecommunisterashouldbecommemoratedwithprayersandnot
politicalmeetings.Accordingtothisapproach,andinkeepingwithChristian
tradition, the “proper form of memorialization” is observed when “people
without any meetings and demonstrations go to the places of execution or
otherplacesofmemoryandtakepartincollectiveprayer.”

TheRussianOrthodoxChurchhasincludedButovoamongplacesdescribed
as“TheRussianGolgotha”,i.e.placesofthehighestreligiousimportance.Oth-
ersuchplacesare,forexample,theaforementionedSolovetskyMonasteryand
GaninaIama(ГанинаЯма)nearYekaterinburg,wheretheremainsofthelast
Russiantsar,NicholasII,andhisfamily,allmurderedbytheBolsheviksin1918,
werediscoveredinthe1970s.

Theterm“RussianGolgotha”hasbeenusedtosymbolicallylinkthesuffer-
ingofRussianOrthodoxvictimstotheGolgothanearJerusalemwhereJesus
was crucified. In addition to its religious dimension, the term “Russian Gol-
gotha”hasanethniccharacterintermsofRussianness.TheusageoftheRus-
sian word Russkaia and not Rossiiskaia Golgotha indicates that it does not
pertaintonon-RussianvictimsofSovietcommunistterrorinButovo,suchas
membersoftheinternationalcommunistmovementandforeignenthusiasts
whocametoSovietRussiainordertohelpinitscommunistdevelopmentand
who,too,wereexecutedinButovo.CitizensofcountriessuchasGermany,Po-
land,France,theUSA,Austria,Hungary,Romania,Italy,Yugoslavia,Czechoslo-
vakia, Turkey, Japan, India, and China who were killed at Butovo have thus
beenexcludedfromsuchanethnicallydominatedconceptofGulagmemory.

Moreover, there were many non-Orthodox people among the victims, in-
cluding Catholic believers, Muslims and Jews. A large group of victims of
Stalinist communism in Butovo were the communists themselves, i.e. those
communistswhoweremurderedbytheirownregimeandwho,someofthem
fanaticatheists,wouldhavedislikedbeingcommemoratedthroughanyreli-
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gioustraditions.11Asmanyas1,200victimsofButovowereexecutedonlybe-
causetheyweredisabledandthusfoundtobeinferior.ThisaspectoftheGreat
Terror–thekillingofpeopleonthebasisoftheirphysicaldisabilities–has
receivedlittleattentionfromscholarssofar,eventhoughthetreatmentofthe
disabled indicated that Butovo was not the only place in the Soviet Union
wherepeoplewithdisabilitiessufferedanddiedduringtheGulagperiod.

Sincethechurchtookoveryetanother,smallersiteoftheGulagmemoryin
the Moscow region, Kommunarka, it is interesting to compare the style of
commemorationsinthesetwoplaces,especiallywithregardtothememoryof
religiousandnon-religiousvictims.

Kommunarkaserved inthe1930sasadacha,summerhouse,of theOGPU
(thepredecessoroftheNKVD)chiefGenrikhYagoda.Morethan10,000victims
ofthepoliticalterrorofthelate1930swereburiedthere,includingIagodahim-
self.Thesevictims,however,hadvery little todowithOrthodoxbelief; they
were prominent members of Soviet state institutions and security forces of
that time, i.e. thosewho first supportedthe terrorbutwho laterbecame its
victims.Theywere,however,executednotbecauseoftheirpreviousinvolve-
mentinorsupportofthemassmurders,butbecausetheyfellintodisgrace.

Today,theOrthodoxchurchinKommunarkapraysforthesevictims–who
came from within the Soviet Communist Party. The church representatives
havesolvedthisparadoxinthefollowingway.Theykeepprayingforthevic-
timsbecause“despitethefactthattheyusedtobecommunists,nobodyknew
whatwasgoingonintheirheadswhentheycamefacetofacewithdeathwhile
waitingfortheexecution”12.Fromthispointofview,thelocalattitudeofthe
churchinKommunarkaseemstobemoreinclusivethantheoneinButovo.

Butovohasevenbeendescribedasasacredplace,similartothe“fieldsof
RussianglorylikeBorodino”(Alzo2007,175).Thecommemorationofthesuf-
feringsofvictimsofStalinismaspartof “sacredRussianglory”clearly illus-
tratesthenationalisttendenciesoftheRussianOrthodoxmemoryculture.

Moreover,bydeclaringitsvictimsmartyrs,ormoreexactlyNewMartyrsac-
cordingtotheOrthodoxtradition,thechurchhasradicallychangedthemean-
ingoftheirsuffering.ThetermNewMartyrsisnotnew.Originally,NewMartyrs
orNeomartyrswerethoseOrthodoxChristianswhowerekilledbypeopleof
otherreligionsorbyatheists.InthenewRussiancontext,however,itrefersto
people who suffered and died as the result of Soviet anti-religious persecu-
tions.TheRussianOrthodoxChurchhascommemoratedthesevictimsthrough
an unprecedented wave of canonizations, starting during Perestroika in the

11 FormoreabouttheproportionsofButovovictims,see:Alzo(2007,96-144).
12 Author’sinterviewwithErmogen,priestinKommunarka,11October2015.



123DyingInTheSovietGulagForTheFutureGloryOfMotherRussia?

late1980s.Whilethechurchhadcanonizedapproximately300peoplebefore
1988,thenumberexceeded2,000by2010.Butovohasplayedanimportantrole
inthisnewpolicyofthechurch(HyldalChristensen2016).

Morethan330ofthe936churchvictimsatButovohavebeencanonized.
Whilethereasonsfortheirexecutionswereoftenabsurdandbasedonfalse
accusations of espionage, terrorism, and hostility to the Soviet regime, the
church has interpreted their suffering as a sacrifice for a higher purpose; as
martyrs, theysufferednotonlybecausetheywerebrutallydeprivedoftheir
basichumanrights,butprimarilybecauseoftheirfaithanddedicationtotheir
RussianMotherland.

Only the names of the victims who belonged to the Russian Orthodox
Churchhavebeenpresentedindividuallyonlargeboardsthathangonafence
surroundingtheformerkillingfieldinButovo.Thenon-religiousvictimshave
notbeenmentionedbynameuntilnow,withoneexception: in2014,anew
board was installed near the main entrance to the seven hectare memorial
area, containing the names of twelve Russian generals from the FirstWorld
WarwhowerekilledinButovointhelate1930s.Moreover,hundredsofofficers
fromtheRussianArmyduringtheperiod1914-1918arespecificallymentioned.
ThismakesthearmygroupfromtheFirstWorldWarthesecondmostvisible
entityafterthereligiousmartyrs.

Inrecenttimes,theRussianOrthodoxChurchseemstobemoreawarethan
beforeoftheproblemsinvolvedwiththehierarchizationofvictimsatButovo.
Inanewparkofmemory,builtinButovotocommemoratethe70thanniver-
saryoftheGreatTerrorin2017,thenamesofallvictimsarefullyspecified,not
accordingtoreligiousorotherhierarchybutinalphabeticalorder.TheRussian
Orthodox Church had long since received requests to list all victims, rather
thanonlyreligiousvictims,fromthevictims’relatives,butitcameaboutfirst
in2017,twoyearsafterthenewstateconceptoftheGulagmemory.According
totheDirectorof theButovoMemorialCenterIgor’Garkavyi, thenewpark
will finallyavoid“competitionofmemory”13.This ishappeningdespitenew
moralproblemsforthechurch,especiallytheproblemofthosevictimswho
wereexecutedforcriminalandnotpoliticalactivities(andwhohavetherefore
not been rehabilitated) being listed side by side with the New Martyrs.The
church,accordingtoGarkavyi14,nowrecognizeseventhosepeopleasvictims
whoshouldbecommemorated;althoughtheymighthavecommittedcrimes
thatwerenotmerely “politically invented”byStalin’s regime, theywerenot
punishedafteradecisionbasedonafairtrial.Inasimilarway,thememoryof

13 Author’sinterviewwithIgor’Garkavyi,13October2016.
14 Ibid.



124 Sniegon

the Gulag victims is supposed to be commemorated not only by prayers in
bothOrthodoxchurches,butalsobyanewmuseum.

However, the museum is now being spoken of as the “Russian Golgotha”
museumfocusedexclusivelyonvictimsofreligiousrepressions.Thecurrent
debateaboutit illustrateshowtheRussianstatehaseffectivelyhandedover
custodianshipof theSovietpastandresponsibility forcommemoratingand
mourningthevictimsofSovietstateterrortotheRussianOrthodoxChurch,
whilesecularcivilsocietyorganizationsarebeingexcludedatthesametime.
(FedorandSniegon2018).

Ofalltheplacesincludedinthisstudy,Butovohasmostevidentlyshown
theformationofanew,patrioticallyorientedmemoryoftheGulagintoday’s
Russia,withtheconceptof“Russianness”foundedonreligiousandethnicbas-
es.Inotherplaces,theadjustmentstothenewgovernmentalconceptofthe
Gulagmemoryarevisibleindifferentways.

 The State Museum of Gulag History in Moscow

TheStateMuseumofGulagHistoryinMoscowwasfoundedin2001.Itwascre-
atedthroughtheinitiativeofAntonAntonov-Ovseenko,ahistorianwhohim-
selfhadoncebeenaprisonerofStalin’slaborcamps.Thepermanentexhibition
openedin2004.

TheGulagmuseuminMoscowreceivedthemostprominentlocationofall
museumsandsitesofmemorydedicatedtothevictimsofStalinism–withthe
exceptionoftheSolovetskyStoneinLubiankaSquare.15Itwasconstructedon
PetrovkaStreetattheveryheartoftheRussiancapital,nexttothebuildingof
theattorneygeneralandnotfarfromtheBolshoi Theater,theRussianParlia-
mentandtheformerKGBheadquartersLubianka.

ThisfirstGulagmuseumthatexistedbetween2004and2015wasvisitedby
approximately 50,000 people annually, one-third of them foreign tourists.
Thus,thenumberofvisitorswasallegedlyslightlyhigherthanthenumberof

15 TheSolovetskiiStoneisamonumentdedicatedtothevictimsofStalinistterror,inthe
formofastonethatwasbroughttocentralMoscowfromtheSolovetskiiprisoncampon
theSolovetskyIslands.ItwasplacedinfrontoftheKGBheadquartersLubiankaonOcto-
ber30,1990inordertosupportamovementforthedeclarationofaDayofPoliticalPris-
onersinthethenSovietUnion.EventhoughthecrossinButovoandthestonebothcame
toMoscowfromthesamelocation,themeaningsofbothsitesofmemoryaredifferentas
thestoneprimarilybelongs in thecontext that links theGulagmemoryto thehuman
rightsagenda.



125DyingInTheSovietGulagForTheFutureGloryOfMotherRussia?

thosewhovisittheformerexecutionsiteinButovo.16Inspiteofthis,thefigure
seemsconspicuouslylow,consideringthefactthatMoscowisthecapitalofa
countrywithalmost150millioninhabitantsandthatthecityitselfhas12mil-
lion inhabitants. Nevertheless, this might change in the event that the new
museum,withitsnewandrecentlyopenedexhibition,managestobecomea
partoftheeducationalprogramofMoscow’sschoolclasses.Suchadevelop-
mentisnowbeingnegotiated17(Romanov2015).

TheStateMuseumofGulagHistoryhashadalowerstatusthanthefederal
MuseumoftheGreatPatrioticWaronPoklonnaiaHillsinceithasbeencon-
nectedwithmunicipalinstitutionsoftheCityofMoscowandnotwithstate
organsoftheRussianFederation.TheGulagmuseumhasbeensupportedand
supervisedbyMoscow’sownDepartmentofCulture.

Theinitiallysmallscaleofthemuseumandthefactthatthisimportantex-
hibitionwasestablishedaslateastenyearsafterthefallofthecommunistre-
gimeintheSovietUnionshowedthatthedemandforsuchamuseumfromthe
stateandmunicipalauthoritieswaslowduringthe1990s.TheStateMuseumof
GulagHistorywasnotthefirstmuseuminpost-SovietRussiadedicatedtothe
memoryofthecrimesofStalinism.In1996,apermanentexhibitiondedicated
to the crimes of communism had been opened in Moscow at the Sakharov
Center,amuseumandculturalcenternamedafterthewell-knownSovietdis-
sidentandnuclearscientistAndreiSakharov.

Why, then, were two such exhibitions needed in Moscow?There are two
importantdifferencesbetweenthem.Firstly,theSakharovCenterislinkedto
thedissidenttraditionandisdeliberatelyanon-governmental,i.e.notstate-
owned,organization.Secondly,itsexhibitionisverycriticaloftheentireperi-
odoftheSovietcommunistregimeanddoesnotfocussolelyontheperiodof
Stalinistterror.ThismeansthattheGulagmemoryaspresentedbytheSakha-
rovCenterhasbeensubstantiallymorecloselyconnectedwithliberalpolitical
valuesthanthesamememoryaspresentedbytheGulagmuseum.18

TheGulagmuseumhasfocusedprimarilyonthevictims.Ithasadocumen-
taryarchiveandacollectionofpersonalbelongingsandworksofartmadeby

16 SincetheentrancetoButovoisfreeofchargeandtheareaisopentoallvisitors,itisdif-
ficulttofindexactvisitorfigures.

17 Author’sinterviewwithRomanRomanov,12October2015.
18 InDecember2014,theSakharovFoundationwasdeclareda”foreignagent”inaccordance

withRussia’snewforeignagentlaw,introducedin2012.Thisstatusautomaticallydenies
any”patriotic”characterofinstitutionslabeledwithit,asseenfromthepointofviewof
currentrulersoftheRussianFederation.TheGulagmuseum,onthecontrary,cannotbe
placedinthesamesituationduetoitscharacterasastatemuseum.
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formerGulaginmates,aswellasworksbycontemporaryartistswhohavetried
tocometotermswiththistraumaticpastthroughtheirart.

TheStateMuseumofGulagHistoryhasfacedaveryspecificproblem:from
the beginning, it has had to deal with the same questions as the Sakharov
Foundationaboutitsattitudetoperpetrators,victims,questionsofpatriotism,
andhumanrightsinSovietandRussiansociety.However,atthesametime,it
hashadtoactwithintheframeworkofstatepolicieswiththeirvaryingrela-
tionshiptoliberalpoliticalvalues.Initsfirstpermanentexhibitionsituatedon
PetrovkaStreet,itdevelopedaninterpretationoftheGulagthat,ontheone
hand,doesnotdenythecrimesoftheStalinistregime,yet,ontheotherhand,
doesnotimmediatelyconnecttheperiodoftheGulagwithhumanrightsac-
tivism,i.e.withtheefforttoincreaserespectforhumanrightsandcivilsociety
inpost-communistRussiaingeneralandRussiaunderVladimirPutininpar-
ticular. Thus, the difficulties are not connected to the facts and discussions
abouttheGulagperioditself,butrathertothequestionofwhatspecificmean-
ingtheGulagshouldhaveforpost-GulagRussians.19

Thissolutionofthefirstpermanentexhibitionalsoreflectedauniquefea-
ture of the Soviet and Russian post-terror society: the case of the Gulag in
whichnotallsurvivors–afterbeingreleasedfromthecamps–remainedcriti-
caltotheregimethathadsentthemandtheirrelativestocampsandprisons.
WhilemanyofthesepeoplebecamecriticaltowardsJosephStalin,Lavrentii
Beriia and other Soviet leaders who were responsible for mass murders be-
tweenthe1930sandearly1950s,asignificantnumberofthemwerenotequally
criticaltowardstheSovietcommunistsystemingeneral.Inthisway,theyre-
mainedconvincedSovietpatriots.

TheGulagsurvivorswhohavesuchanambiguousrelationshiptotheGulag
memorybelongtoacategorythatNanciAdler(2012,xii)describesasloyalist 
Gulag prisoner or survivor.AstheAmericanhistorianStephenCohen(2012,95)
pointsout,thosereturneesfromtheGulagwhoblamedStalinbutremained
pro-Sovietwereinamajorityinthe1950sand1960s.AlexanderEtkind(2013,
12),aliteraryhistorianwhofocusesonresearchofmemoryandculturaldevel-
opment in Russia, has described the current expression of this paradox as
warped mourning.However, thisparadox includedmanymore than just the
directsurvivors.AstheSovietregimecompromisedtheideasofsocialism,the
human victims of the Soviet experiment were mourned alongside the ideas
andidealsthatvanishedintheexperiment.Themourningofpeoplewhowere
murderedfortheirideas,ideaswhichalsodisappearedintheviolence,created

19 Formoreaboutthesediscussions,concerningbothdefinitionsandinterpretationsofthe
GulaginRussia,see,forexample:KhlevniukandBelokowsky(2015,479-498).
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a very paradoxical double-mourning that paralyzed the efforts to come to
termswiththeviolentSovietpast.Thatcontributedtothefactthatnohege-
monicregime-criticalnarrativeofStalinistterroreverdevelopedinthepost-
StalinistSovietUnion.This in turnhasbeenoneof the reasonswhysucha
widely recognized master narrative, oriented to promote liberal democratic
valuesandinfluencealargepartoftheRussiansociety,isstilltoalargeextent
missinginpost-SovietRussia,wherethosewhosupportsuchaninterpretation
ofStalinistcrimesarestillaminority.

ThefounderoftheStateMuseumofGulagHistory,AntonAntonov-Ovseen-
ko,couldbeincludedintheloyalistcategory.Hewasthesonoftherevolution-
aryVladimirAntonov-Ovseenko,who,afterfightingagainstthetsaristregime,
becameanimportantfigureduringtheBolshevikrevolutionofOctober1917as
aleaderinthestormingoftheWinterPalaceinPetrograd.Afterwards,Vladi-
mirAntonov-OvseenkoservedasaBolshevikcommanderonseveralfrontsin
thecivilwar.Duringtheperiod1922-1924,hewasapoliticalchiefoftheRed
Army.AfterspendingsomeyearsinSovietdiplomacy,hebecamechiefprose-
cutorin1934andlater,in1937,People’sCommissarforJusticeoftheRussian
Soviet Socialist Republic. In 1938, Vladimir Antonov-Ovseenko was arrested
andexecuted.

The wife of Vladimir Antonov-Ovseenko, and the mother of their son
Anton,committedsuicideinoneofStalin’sprisons.Antonspentasig-
nificantpartofhisyouthasaGulagprisoner,butbecauseofhisfamily
heritage,hedidnotturnagainstallthepoliticalandideologicalvaluesfor
whichhisfatherhadoncefought.Becomingahistorian,hesawhismis-
sion primarily as “unmasking Stalin’s hangmen and their heirs in the
KGB”(Cohen2012,137).

ThisisevidentfromabookpublishedintheWestin1980.There,Antonov-Ov-
seenko(1981,xvi)primarilyblamesStalinand“thebutchers,theinformers,the
pogromists”butneverthecommunistsystemasawhole.Thecircumstancesof
hislifeintheSovietUnion,whichwasstillledbyLeonidBrezhnevatthattime,
mustbetakenintoanaccount.Nevertheless,hedidnotsignificantlychange
hisviewconcerningthecommunistrevolutionandsystemevenafterthecol-
lapseoftheSovietUnion,whichwasalsoreflectedin“his”exhibition.Infact,
thepersonalityof the founderandtheveryexistenceof theGulagmuseum
(and,ofcourse,itsexhibition)wereinseparable.StephenCohen(2012,166),a
friendofAntonAntonov-Ovseenko,hasevendescribed themuseumasAn-
ton’smuseum.
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TheGulagmuseum´sfirstpermanentexhibitiondidnotexpressanykindof
regretfromtheRussianstateanddidnotprovokeanyself-reflectionfromthe
Soviet/Russian society. The documents and artifacts that were exhibited
showedboththebrutalityonthepartofthedecision-makersandthehorrific
suffering of the victims. However, crucial questions remained unanswered.
HowwasStalinpossible?Whowerethosemillionsof“ordinaryRussians”who
madehisterrorpossibleandwhydidtheydoso?Andwhatabouttherestof
theRussiansociety?Last,butnotleast,whatrelevanceisthememoryofthe
GulagsupposedtohaveinRussiatoday?

The international dimension of the exhibition should be examined criti-
callyaswell.TheSecondWorldWarwasstillreferredtoasTheGreatPatriotic
War.Theforeignvictimsweresporadicallymentioned,buttheGulagwasstill
treatedasadomesticandnotaninternationalcrime.AformerCzechoslovak
armygeneralwhowasmentionedspecifically,LudvíkSvoboda,wasportrayed
exclusivelyasaGulagvictimwithoutanymentionofhisStalinistactivitiesin
thelate1940swhenhe,astheMinisterofDefenseofCzechoslovakia,helped
theCommunistPartyofCzechoslovakiaseizeabsolutepowerinthecountry,
or when he, in 1968 as the president of Czechoslovakia, became one of the
leadingCzechoslovakofficialswhoassistedtheSovietUnioninreconstituting
itspowerinCentralEuropeafterthedefeatoftheso-calledPragueSpringre-
formprocess.Svobodaandsomeotherexamplesillustratethatthemuseum’s
wayofexpressingthetraumaofStalinisminitsexhibitionwasnotanattempt
torepresenttheentirecommunistperiodasatrauma,eithertotheRussian
publicortoaninternationalone,eventhoughitwas,beyondanydoubt,con-
structedtocondemntheworstcrimesofStalin’sdictatorship.Thus,itdidnot
challenge the Putin regime’s construction of continuity between Soviet and
Russianpost-Sovietpatriotism–wheneverneededbytheregime–byintro-
ducing“foreign”liberalvaluesintotheRussianGulagmemoryculture,aswas
doneinthecaseoftheSakharovFoundation.

InOctober2015,theStateMuseumofGulagHistoryfounditsnewlocation
outsidetheMoscowcitycenter,notfar,infact,fromtheButyrkaPrison,which
became“famous”duringtheGulagperiodandwhicheventodayservesasa
prison,makingitasiteofmemorywithlimitedaccess.ThemoveoftheGulag
museumhadbeenpreparedalreadyduringDmitriiMedvedev’spresidencyin
2011withthehelpoftheCityofMoscowauthorities.However,gazeta.ru(2015)
reportedthatwhenthemuseumwasopenedonOctober30,2015,whichwas
the day of Remembrance of the Victims of Political Repressions in Russia,
noneoftheRussiantoppoliticiansjoinedintheopeningceremony.

Thenewmuseumisaboutfourtimesbiggerthanthefirstone,withmuch
bettertechnologicalequipmentandnewfacilitiesforseminars,research,and
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otheractivities.Thesenewopportunitiescanbeseenasaclearimprovement.
ComparedwiththefirstexhibitiononPetrovkaStreet,thevisitorispresented
withamuchmoreimpressiveexperiencebasedonempathywiththevictims.
However,someaspectsthatavoidacollisionbetweenthemeaningoftheGu-
lagaspresentedbythemuseumandthepoliticsofGulagmemoryaspracticed
bythecurrentRussianauthoritiesstillremain(Hardy,forthcoming).

First,theGulagisseenasaproblemoftheSovietpastandnottheRussian
present.Asstatedduringtheopening,themuseumissupposedtobe“devoted
toresearch,discussion,andpublicmanifestationoftheeraofStalinistrepres-
sions”(MoscowCityWebsite2015).ButwhiletheGulagperiodhasbeenex-
tendedbackwardto1918,thedimensionafter1953remainsunderdeveloped.20
Infact,eventhoughthetermGulagisincludedinthemuseum’sname,itscon-
tentandmeaningarenotexplicitlyelaborated.Instead,thecontinuousdomi-
nantfocusonthevictimsandtheGulagasaclosedchapterofSoviethistory
leavesanumberofdisturbingquestionsabout theentireSovietsystem, the
relationshipbetweensocietyandmassviolence,andtheGulag´soveralllegacy
unansweredandevenunspoken.

Second,thefocusonforeignvictimsoftheSovietterrorisinsufficientinthe
museum’snarrative,especiallyconcerninggroupsfromterritoriesannexedby
theSovietUnionaftertheendoftheSecondWorldWar.Thislackisparticu-
larlyevidentwhentheexhibitioniscomparedwiththerecentlyclosedexhibi-
tion at the former Gulag camp Perm-36, where similar problems related to
nationalitywerenotomittedtoasgreatanextent.ThefocusatPerm-36,how-
ever,contributedtoitbeinglabeledasa“foreignagent”andaccusedofsup-
porting“fascists”bythecurrentRussianregime,aswillbedescribedlater.

Basedonthesetwoaspects,theexhibitiondescribedasthe“nationalmem-
ory of the Gulag” seems highly problematic, since the discussion about the
memory of the Gulag, in fact, plays a marginal role here.The timeline pre-
sentedonthefloorofthemuseum’smainhallportraystheSovietperiodasa
problem,whiletheRussianpost-Sovietperiodappearstobeasolution,though
withoutanymentionofthenewRussia’sinabilitytoincludetheGulaginthe
constructionofitsnewidentity.Thelastscreeninthelastroomoftheexhibi-
tionshowsformerRussianPresidentDmitriiMedvedevvisitingthesiteofthe
Gulag memory at Magadan and Vladimir Putin visiting Butovo, thus giving
bothofthemaprominentplaceinthemeaningofthis“nationalmemory”of
theGulag.ThisisaclearindicationthattheGulagcan,indeed,beincludedin
a“patriotic”narrativeinthesensethatthecurrentRussianleadershiphasbeen
developingduringrecentyears.

20 FormoreaboutthisconceptoftheGulag,see:Ivanova(2015).
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 Perm-36

Thedifferencebetweenthetwoprocessesoftraumaconstructionmentioned
previously–thetraumatizationofthecrimesofStalinisminordertocondemn
theperiodofthemostcruelcommunistviolenceandthetraumatizationof
theentirecommunistperiodinordertoconstructnewliberaldemocraticval-
ues–isalsoclearlyvisibleinthecaseofthePerm-36museumintheUralarea
oftheRussianFederation.Comparedwiththeaforementionedsitesofmemo-
ry,situatedinMoscow,theattitudeofthestateauthoritieshasbeenverydiffer-
enthere.

TheMuseumoftheHistoryofPoliticalRepression,Perm-36,situatedatthe
formerSovietforcedlaborcampPerm-36inthevillageofKuchino,approxi-
mately120kilometersfromthecityofPerm,occupiesaveryspecialposition
withintheRussianpost-Sovietcontext.Itwasconstructedonasitethatwas
previouslyusedasauniqueGulagandpost-Gulaglaborcamp.Thecampwas
putintooperationduringtheeraofStalinisminthe1940sasacampforprison-
erswhowereforcedtoworkinnearbyforests.Whilemanyothercampsatthat
timeweremadeofwoodandservedonlytemporarily(afterfulfillingtheirmis-
sion they were abandoned and destroyed), the barracks of this camp were
madeofbricksandbuilttolastalongtime.Thiswasoneofthereasonswhy
thecampwasnotdemolishedafterStalin’sdeath.Instead,itcontinuedtoserve
asalaborcamp,butnowforprisonersofadifferentkind.

Itsnewprisonerswereformeremployeesandofficers,someofthemhigh-
ranked,ofSovietjudicialauthoritiesandtheMinistryofInternalAffairs.They
werechargedwithcrimescommittedduringtheStalinistperiod.Paradoxical-
ly,someoftheseprisonershadevenhighermilitaryranksthantheirguards,
andtheywereallowedtomaintaintheseranksalsoduringtheirtimeinprison.

WhythesepeoplewerebroughttoasmallvillageintheforestoutsidePerm
andisolatedthereisstillnotquiteclear.Archivalevidenceisstillverylimited
andthemainsourcesofinformationaredocumentsfrompartymeetingsof
thecampemployeesduringthatperiod(Obukhov2015).Accordingtothese
reports,theregimeinthecampwasrathermildandtheprisonerslivedinpriv-
ilegedconditions–ifcomparedtoother,ordinaryprisoners.

The situation changed during the 1960s when many older prisoners were
released,partlyduetotheregularendoftheirsentencesandpartlyduetoan
amnestyin1968.Nevertheless,thenumberofprisonersinthecampstillex-
ceeded600atthattime(Obukhov2015,138).

Amongthenewcomersinthelate1960swere, forexample,twomensen-
tencedfortheirallegedparticipationinanattempttoassassinateLeonidBre-
zhnev,theleaderoftheCommunistPartyoftheSovietUnion,carriedoutin
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RedSquareinMoscowinJanuary1969.Thetwoprisonerswereacquaintances
oftheunsuccessfulmainassassin,LieutenantViktorIlyin.

Also the thirdand finalperiodof thecamp’sexistence wasunique.After
1972,someofthebest-knownSovietdissidents,suchasthehumanrightsactiv-
ist Sergei Kovalev, the writer Leonid Borodin, and the Ukrainian poet Vasyl
Stus, were imprisoned here for their “anti-Soviet” activities. Vasyl Stus, who
servedaten-yearsentenceinPerm-36inthe1980s,wasnominatedfortheNo-
belPrizeinLiteraturebytheGermanwriterHeinrichBöllin1985,butdiedin
thecampthesameyear.Othergloballyknownpeoplewhoservedatleastparts
oftheirsentencesinthePermareawereNathanSharansky,VladimirBukovsky,
andAnatoliiMarchenko.

In 1992, a non-governmental organization started a successful project to
turntheformerPerm-36campintoamuseumoftheGulag.Themuseumwas
established in 1994 and officially opened on September 5, 1995. Its area in-
cludes about 20 buildings and occupies 4,855 square meters.The museum’s
narrativedoesnotlimititsattentiontothetimesofStalinism.Thefocusonthe
Sovietdissidentsfromthe1970sindicatesthemuseum’semphasisonthecon-
tinuouscharacterofSovietstaterepressions, includingduringtheBrezhnev
period.Ontheotherhand,thisperiodhasincreasinglybeenseenasaperiod
of“stabilityandplenitude”inpost-SovietRussia,especiallyduringthepresi-
dencyofVladimirPutin(FainbergandKalinovsky2016).

TheuniquecharacterofthissitewasrecognizedbothbyICOMOS,theInter-
nationalCouncilonMonumentsandSites,whichisaglobalnon-governmen-
tal organization for the conservation and protection of places of cultural
heritage,andbyUNESCO.In2004,UNESCOincludedPerm-36onthelistof100
WorldMonumentsWatchmemorials inorder to “provideanopportunity to
attractvisibility,raisepublicawareness,fosterlocalengagementinprotection,
leverage new resources for conservation, advance innovation, and demon-
strateeffectivesolutions”(WorldMonumentFundn.d.).Therewereevendis-
cussions about how to increase the status of the museum from regional to
federal,althoughtheymetwiththeobstacleofeconomicauthoritiesnotwant-
ingtoprovidesufficienteconomichelpthatsuchachangewouldrequire.Nev-
ertheless, the museum was reconstructed by other means even though its
statusofficiallydidnotchange(ShmyrovandKursina2014).

DuringtheyearswhenDmitriiMedvedevwaspresidentofRussia,thePerm-
36museumwasintheprocessofbeingaddedtotheUNESCOWorldHeritage
list.Despiteitsregionalstatus,itwasrecognizedasamuseumofinternational
importance,partlysubsidizedbytheRussianstate,partlyfinancedbyforeign
grants.
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Thingsbegantochangein2012,rightafterthereturnofVladimirPutinto
theKremlin,whenanewgovernorwasappointedtothePermarea.Theexist-
ing internationalconnectionswerecut,andaftertheRussianannexationof
CrimeatheRussianstatetookfullcontroloverthemuseum.Perm-36startedto
changeintwoparticularways.

Firstly,onepartofthepermanentexhibitionwasclosedsinceitallegedly
glorifiedhumanrightsactivists,anti-Russiannationalists,anddissidents, i.e.
thosewhoactivelyfoughtagainsttheSovietregimeduringthepostwarperiod.
Itsso-calledglorificationofdissidentsfromotherformerSovietrepublicswas
especiallycriticized.TheNGOthatpreviouslyhandledissuesconcerningthe
memoryoftheGulagatPerm-36,ANOPerm-36,waslabeleda“foreignagent”,
partoftheso-called“FifthColumn”,i.e.asanorganizationhostiletotheRus-
sianstateandrepresentinginterestsofforeign–Western–powers.21Theexhi-
bitionwasreorganizedinawaythatpreventedthepromotionofsympathyfor
thosewhohadopposedtheSovietregime,especiallyafterthefalloftheStalin-
istregimeintheSovietUnion.Thus,themuseumnarrativelostitsconnections
withliberalpoliticalvaluesandhumanrightsagendaconcerningboththeSo-
vietandRussianpost-Sovietcontext.Whilethefoundersclaimthatthechar-
acterofthenewexhibitionissupposedtopresentthemuseumasanorganic
part of the “normal” Soviet penal system that acted only against “criminals”
andnotordinarycitizens,therepresentativesofthenewofficialcoursedonot
agree,claimingthat the interpretationof thecharacterof therepressions is
notradicallychangedbutonly“correctedfrompreviousmistakes”(Киктенко
2016).22Nevertheless,thecurrentanti-liberaltonehasbeenevidentevenout-
sidethemuseum.Theorganizersoftheconference“Gulag:EchooftheWar
andVictory”,heldinOctober2016atPerm-36,forexample,stressedtheimpor-
tance of connecting new research into the topics in question with the new
State Policy to Perpetuate the Memory of Victims of Political Repressions.23Inthis
way,the“new”researchissupposedtocorrespondwiththequestforRussian
patriotisminaccordancewiththegovernment’sline.Moreover,themaintop-
ics of the conference, according to the official website of the Perm region
(2016),were“thecontributionoftheGulagprisonerstotheVictoryintheGreat
PatrioticWarandtheirparticipationinpostwarreconstructionoftheSoviet
Union.”Inconnectionwiththeconference,theexhibitionwasfurthermodi-
fied(Permvisitorwebsite2016).Althoughthisdidnotmeanthatthepartici-

21 In2016,ANOPerm-36wasdefinitivelyforcedtoclosedownitsactivities.
22 SeealsoShmyrov(2016),andKantor(2016).
23 Labirint. Zhurnal sotsial‘no-gumanitarnykh issledovanii, <http://journal-labirint.com/?

p=6354>.
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pants automatically accepted the direction indicated by the organizers, the
conferencefollowedanothercontroversialstepmadebythenewmuseumto
presenttheGulagasanatleastpartlypositivecontributiontoSoviethistory
(ru.rfi.fr2016).Earlierthesameyear,inApril2016,themuseumhadpublished
abookletaboutthepositiveand“efficient”contributionoftheGulagtoSoviet
science, which, after some protests, had been withdrawn from its website
(business-class[website]2016).

ThesecondchangeinPerm-36wastheabortionofallperipheralactivities
onthepartofthemuseum.Thisprimarilyconcernedtheinternationalforum
“Pilorama”,whichcouldbetranslatedas“TheSawmill”or“Power-sawBench”.
The forum annually attracted thousands of people, including some well-
knownRussianartists,humanrightsactivists,andpeoplewithliberalviews,
whocametoPerminordertodiscusstheSovietpastbutalsotocallforrespect
forhumanrightsandfreedom.“Pilorama”wasorganizedyearlyatPerm-36be-
tween2005and2012.

Today,Perm-36islosingitsformerimportanceasaplacededicatedtoedu-
cationabouthumanrightsandincreasedknowledgeofthecrimesofStalinist
terror. Prior to the most recent changes, Perm-36 was visited by a total of
30,000-40,000visitorsannually.ThisisafiguresimilartothoseofButovoand
othersitesof theGulagmemory inRussia.The importanceofPerm-36asa
symbol,however,hasbeenmuchgreaterincurrentRussianmediaandtheen-
tire Russian historical culture.The national media controlled by the central
authoritiesfounditnecessarytoorganizeacampaigninordertocondemnthe
liberallyorientedactivitiesofthemuseum’sfounders.24

Duetoitsgeographicallocation,somejudicialproceedingsconnectedwith
currentchanges,andthelackofaccesstodocuments,Perm-36remainsoneof
theleast-examinedsitesofmemoryofthecrimesofStalinisminRussiatoday.
Thedevelopmentsfrom2012onwardsclearlyshowanefforttolimittheimpor-
tanceofthissiteandtodepriveitofthechancetobecomeaplacethatpro-
vokesadebateaboutthesituationandroleofpoliticalprisoners inregimes
basedonterror,orabouttheimportanceoftheSovietdissidents–fromboth
RussiaandotherformerSovietrepublics–inthedevelopmentofacivilsociety
in Russia. As sites of memory – monuments and museums – represent the
“hardware”oftraumaticmemory,thelackofsuchplacesparalyzesculturalde-
batesovertheneedtoreviveandreinspirethatmemory,makingitimpossible

24 “Fifth Column.” NTV, TV documentary, 2014. <http://www.ntv.ru/video/849280/> (ac-
cessed2March2018).TheanalysisoftheRussianmediadebateaboutthesitesofmemo-
ryconnectedtotheGulagingeneralandtoPerm-36inparticularwould,however,require
aspecificstudyandisnotthemaintaskofthistext.
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toreachaconsensusaboutthepast.AsAlexanderEtkind(2013,246)haspoint-
edout,memorywithoutmemorialsisvulnerabletoacynical,recurrentpro-
cessofrefutationsanddenials.Feelingsofguiltcanbeassuagedandsoothed
bynewvoices,andeventhemostinfluentialtextscanbechallengedbynew
texts.

 Conclusion

TheRussianstatestilllacksaconsistentofficialcommemorationpolicyforthe
crimesofthecommunistdictatorship,especiallywithregardtotheStalinpe-
riod.Thesituationisconfusing.In2015,theRussiangovernmentpublishedits
plantodealwiththismemory,whichcouldbepartlyunderstoodaspositive
sincepreviousgovernmentshavepaidverylittleattentiontothissubject.At
thesametime,themaindirectionoftheGulagmemoryhasbeendeveloping
inamuchmorecentralizedwaythanbefore.Clearlydefinedconclusionsasto
howtocreateamodernpost-communistnarrativecriticaltotheSovietdicta-
torial past are still missing, despite the fact that Russian PresidentVladimir
Putinrecentlyissuedadecreetobuildanewmemorialtothevictimsofthe
crimesoftheStalinistregimeintheRussiancapitalofMoscow.25

Thesituationatthesitesofmemoryindicatesthattheattitudeoftherele-
vantRussianauthoritiesisanti-liberalandanti-Western.Whiletheauthorities
didnotinitiatetheestablishmentofButovo,theGulagmuseuminMoscow,or
Perm-36 as sites of memory of the Soviet communist terror, and while they
wereinitiallyhighlyignorantofthem,todaytheauthoritiesareattemptingto
strengthentheircontroloverthenarrativesandactivitiesintheseplaces.At
the same time, formerWestern support to these sites, which contributed in
largeparttothepossibilityofpreservinganddevelopinganumberofthem,is
now presented as very negative, as a kind of “intellectual invasion” that the
Westconductedthroughits“foreignagents”inRussia.Thus,noneofthesesites
isallowedtomakeattemptstoconstructandpresentasenseoftheGulaghis-
tory thatcouldstress the individual responsibilityof thevisitors inorder to
promotedemocraticvaluesbasedonindividualhumanrights,i.e.tochallenge
themodelofcentralizedstatepowerinRussia.ThememoryoftheGulagis
acceptedifleftasaclosedchapteroftheRussian/Sovietpastorinterpretedin
awaythatdoesnotchallengetheinterestsofthecurrentrulers.Ifitchallenges
anorganizedandpredominantlytop-downinterpretationacceptedbytheau-
thorities,itisseverelycriticizedand/orcompletelysilenced.

25 <http://static.kremlin.ru/media/acts/files/0001201509300028.pdf>.
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TheOrthodoxcommemorationoftheGulagdoesnotseemtoexperience
thesameissues,eventhoughitishighlycriticalofthecommunistpast.Since
it shares thenotionofabrightRussian future ifdistant fromtheWest,and
sinceitdoesnotchallengethegoalsoftheincreasinglyauthoritarianRussian
regime,itismuchless“problematic”fortheleadershipofthestatethanthe
non-governmental organizations are. In fact, the Orthodox narrative of the
Gulagisthemost“patriotic”coherentandofficiallyacceptedGulagnarrative
existinginpresentdayRussia.

ThecurrentRussianregimewantstoseethevictimsoftheGulagasvictims 
of modernizationratherthanasvictimsofsenselessterror(Etkind2009,193).
TheintensifyingconvergencebetweenRussiannationalism,Orthodoxbelief
andcommunistsentimentiscreatinganewcategorythatportraysthevictims
oftheGulagasmartyrsofRussian uniqueness and superiority.Suchaninter-
pretationdoesnotrefertoindividualvictimsorlosers,sinceitattemptstoturn
all former losers intomartyrswho–bytheirsacrifice–havecontributedto
theircountry’sfuturecollectivesuccess.Itallowsthecommuniststofeelless
guiltyandmoreprogressive.Simultaneously,itlegitimizesOrthodoxsuprema-
cyinRussiaandencouragesnationalistsandotheropponentsofliberaldemo-
cratic values. Moreover, it does not challenge the nationalism of despair as
definedbySergueiOushakine(2009,7)onthebasisofhisresearchamong“or-
dinaryRussians”belongingtovariouscommunitiesofpeoplewholostinthe
processofpost-Sovietdevelopment.Onthecontrary,asthepatriotismofde-
spair emerged “as an emotionally charged set of symbolic practices called
upon to mediate relations among individuals, nation, and state and thus to
providecommunitiesoflosswithsociallymeaningfulsubjectpositions,”these
formsofnationalizationandethnificationofRussiansufferingbasedoninten-
sifyingconvergencebetweenRussiannationalism,Orthodoxbeliefandcom-
munistsentimenthaveprovidedthekeybaseofsupportfortheresurgenceof
Russia’snationalassertivenessthathasbecomesovividduringthepresidency
ofVladimirPutin.ThememoryofthevictimsoftheGulaghasnotfoundany
specificorprominentplacehere.Insteadofdisplayingempathyfortheindi-
vidualvictimsoftheSovietcommunistdictatorship,thenarrativesbelonging
tothenationalismofdespairhaveratherbeentransformedintoideasofna-
tionalbelonging.

As the historian Catherine Merridale (2001, 327) has shown in her study
abouttheSovietandRussian“cultureofdeath”,thereisnoself-evidentcon-
nectionbetweentheRussianexperienceofatragicpast–war,dictatorship,
violence,andterror–andanecessitytodevelopa liberallyorientedculture
ofmemory.WhileWesternhistoricalnarrativesaboutthetragicpastaremold-
ed by a specific culture in which individual creativity and freedom occupy
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dominantpositions,Russiansufferingandvictimhoodaremoldedbytheex-
perienceoflastingaspirationtouniversalempire.“TospeakasaformerSoviet
citizenandaRussianistospeak....fromacultureofenduranceandheroism;it
istousethelanguageofhistoricaldestiny,totalk(howeverironically)ofthe
audacity involved in leading the collective struggle for human liberation.”
Therefore,thenumberofpeoplewhoopenlyobjectthecurrentuseoftheGu-
lagmemorymentionedabovestillseemstoberatherlimited.

Thus,themainlessonfromthetragicpastintheformofthemessage“Never
again!”,whichhasbecomecommoninWesternhistoricalthinkingconnected
especiallytotheHolocaust,doesnotfinditsclearRussianparallelintheform
of“NeveragaintheGulag!”Thesituationthatinfluencesthespecificplacesin
thisstudydoesnotindicateaquickchangeofattitudeamongdecision-mak-
ers,oramongthosewhovisitthesitesoraresupposedtovisitthem,i.e.the
Russiansocietyingeneral.Ontheotherhand,thedifferentattitudesdisplayed
inthisstudycanaidintheunderstandingofthefactorsthatcontributetoa
significantnumberofpeopleintoday’sRussiastillbeingabletoseethedisap-
pearanceoftheSovietUnion–ratherthantheviolenceofthestateagainst
millionsofitsown,aswellasmanyforeigncitizens–astheirsharedtrauma,as
theircommontragedy,despitetheirdifferentindividualbeliefsandopinions.
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Chapter6

Memory Watchdogs. Online and Offline 
Mobilizations around Controversial Historical 
Issues in Russia

Elena Perrier (Morenkova)

In our country we are only starting – only now! – the real process of
rethinkingofourhistory.AndtheroleofStalininthishistoryisnotyet
definedincollectiveconsciousness.Weneedtotalkalottoeachother
(…).AndtheVictorydayistherighttimeforsuchaconversation1.

⸪
DuringtheSovietperiod,theVictoryoftheUSSRintheGreatPatrioticWar
overGermaninvaderswasbotha“civicreligion”,themainsymbolofthere-
gime,exploitedbyStatepropagandistsandtheonlyrealholidayandmemorial
dayformillionsofcitizens(Tumarkin1994,24).StartingfromtheThawand
moreopenlystartingfromtheperiodofglasnost’,twoconflictingversionsof
theGreatPatrioticWarcoexistedinpublicdiscourseandculturalmemoryin
Russia:theofficiallyapprovedversion(“theglorioushistory”)andthealterna-
tiveversion(“thetruthfromthetrenches”).Thosetwoversionspresentednot
onlydifferentinterpretationsoftheroleoftheUSSRintheSecondWorldWar,
butalsotwodifferentattitudestowardshistoricalStalinism.Thefirstoneisthe
memoryoftheVictory,eliminatingthequestionofitspriceandconcentrating
ontheheroicside; thesecondis thememoryofhardships, largenumberof
victims,imprisonments,evacuationandcollaboration,butalsoofsecretpro-
tocolsofMolotov-Ribbentroppact,thatdividedterritoriesofEasternEurope
into theNazi and theSoviet spheresof influence.The former emphasizes a
patrioticconsensusbetweentheCommunistPartyandtheSovietPeople(“For
Motherland!ForStalin!”),thelatterisintertwinedwiththememoryoftheter-
rorandthusisintrinsicallyanti-Stalinist(Roginskii2009).TheomissionofSo-
viet–Nazirelationsbefore1941fromthegloriousnarrativeservestoreplace

1 ‘Leonid_b’(March9,2010).‘Tipatol‘kovoprosy’/‘Sortofjustquestions’,Livejournal.Accessed
January1,2014.<http://leonid-b.livejournal.com/667464.html?thread=13840712#t13840712>.

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
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theSecondWorldWarhistorybytheoneofGreatPatrioticWar,whichstarted,
accordingtothisversion,onJune22,1941withthesuddenandperfidiousag-
gression(“verolomnoe napadenie”)oftheUSSRbyNaziGermany2.

UnderBrezhnev,thecultoftheGreatPatrioticWarcomesalongwiththe
rampantrehabilitationofStalin.However,bannedfromthepublicdiscourse
attheendofthe1960s,the“dissident”memorycomesbacktolightduringthe
periodofglasnost’attheendofthe1980–beginningof1990.Thewaveofde-
stalinizationledtoacriticalre-examinationoftheofficialSovietGreatPatri-
oticWarnarrativeasapartofanunprecedentedhistoricalre-evaluation.The
gloriousversionwaschallengedfromallsides:wecan,forexample,mention
ViktorSuvorov’s3largeaudiencehistoricalbooks,suchashisbestsellersLedo-
kolorDay M,makingparallelsbetweenStalinandHitlerandconcentratingon
theirrelationsbefore1941;thewaveofsamizdatandtamizdat;ortheoutbreak
oftheoralhistoryinthepress.Besides,thepost-Sovietelites,formerapparat-
chiksintheirmajority,wantedtohighlighttheirbreakwiththe“darkpast”and
its symbols by denigrating the Soviet past and claiming their opposition to
Communism (Smith 1996; 2002). In those conditions, the sumptuous com-
memorationsof“megaholiday”oftheVictoryDayweretemporarilysuspended
(Tumarkin1994;Andreev,Bordugov2005).

However,thedrivefordestalinizationlostgroundinthemid-1990withthe
riseofanew“revampedpatrioticethic”(Smith2002,57).Sincethesecondhalf
ofthe1990s,thethemeofnationalrevivalhascrystallizedinRussia,notablyin
the form of promoting patriotism rooted in the glorious version of the war
(Daucé,Désertetal.2010).In1995,theParliamentadoptedabill“Ontheim-
mortalizationoftheVictoryoftheSovietpeopleintheGreatPatrioticWarof
1941-1945”,4 marking the transition to an “era of commemorations”: Victory
Day had its status confirmed as the principal national day, and is more sol-
emnlycelebratednowthanitusedtoevenduringSoviettimes(Andreev,Bor-
diugov2005).

Thistendencystrengthenedinthe2000s,whenthesymboloftheVictory
becameboththecornerstoneofPutin’sregimeandthefoundationofnational

2 Forthe«canonical»SovietversionoftheGreatPatrioticWar,onecanrefertothefollowing
classicworkeditedbytheCommunistPartyCentralCommittee:Pospelov,Petr(ed.)(1960-
1965),Istoriya Velikoi Otechestvennoi Voiny Sovetskogo Soyuza 1941-1945 v chesti tomakh/History 
of the Great Patriotic War of Soviet Union in six volumes,1941-1945(Moscow:InstituteofMarxism
–LeninismofCentralCommitteeofCPSU).

3 SovietmilitaryintelligenceofficerandauthorofhistoricalbestsellersasLedokolorDay M,
makingparallelsbetweenStalinandHitler.

4 Federalbilln°80-FZofMay19,1995‘ObuvekovecheniipobedysovetskogonarodavVelikoi
OtechestvennoiVoine1941-1945’,<http://www.referent.ru/1/14905>,accessedJanuary10,2014.
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self-identification(Etkind2009;Gudkov2005;Roginskii2009).Thereasonfor
thatistwofold.Ontheonehand,theRussianpopulationstrivesforpositive
symbolsrootedinitsnationalhistory:in2005,87%ofRussiansplacedtheVic-
toryatthetopofthelistofeventsinRussianhistoryofwhichtheywerepar-
ticularlyproud,whilein1996,thispercentagewasnohigherthan44%(Gudkov
2005,98).Thisdemandforpositivenarrativescouldbeexplainedbysocial–
psychologicalfactorssuchasfeelingofcollectivehumiliationduetothedefeat
intheColdWarandthebreakdownoftheSovietempire(Dubin2011).Onthe
otherhand,theinstrumentalisationoftheVictoryconstitutesoneofthetools
ofcurrentregimesymbolicpolicies.Currentresearchemphasizestheconver-
gence between an offer “from above” and a demand “from below” of a new
patriotic narrative rooted in the Great Patriotic War: the political strategy
seemed to converge upon more broad cultural discourse (Nivat 2008; Adler
2012).

However,thisrevaluationoftheGreatPatrioticWarraisesanissueofrein-
troducingintothecommemorativespaceoneofthemostcontroversialfigures
inRussianhistory,i.e.JosephStalin:sincethetwosymbolsareintertwined,the
rebirthoftheVictorymythologyrequirestheclarificationofRussia’srelation
tothehistoricalStalinism.Thisissueremainsoneofthemostcontroversialin
currentculturaldebate,mainlybecauseof the failedmemoryworkandthe
absenceofsignificantmeasuresoftransitionaljusticeatthebeginningofthe
1990s.Duetotheabsenceofanyclearsocial,legalandevenhistoricalinterpre-
tationofStalinandStalinisminRussia,bothRussianstateandsocietyhave
adoptedanambiguousattitudetoStalinintheyears2000.Theunclearattitude
ofcurrentpoliticalleadershipinRussiatowardsStalinisevidentfromthecon-
tradictory discourse and memory polices, simultaneously rehabilitating the
StalinistversionoftheGreatPatrioticWarandtryingtokeepadistancewith
historicalStalinism.ThecreationofthePresidentialCommissiontoCounter
AttempttoFalsifyHistorytotheDetrimentofRussia’sInterestsin2009,pro-
motingthe“patriotic”versionoftheGreatPatrioticWarinitsStalinistversion
andthe“DestalinizationCommission”5in2011thatlaunchedthethirdwaveof
destalinizationofRussiaisjustoneoftheillustrationsofthisambiguity.Asfor
the culturalmemory, it isalsoambivalent.While thememory of thedarker
sidesofthewar(notably,thedivisionofEasternEuropebyStalinandHitler,
the errors of Soviet leaders, but also the concentration camp universe of
the rear echelon, the collaborations, etc.) appears to vanish away with the

5 TheCommissionwasformedonabasisoftheprogram“Ontheperpetuationofthememory
ofvictimsofthetotalitarianregime”preparedbytheWorkingGrouponHistoricalMemory
ofthePresidentialCouncilforCivilSocietyDevelopmentandHumanRightsinFebruary,2011.
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generational change (Veselova 2004), and the symbol of the Great Patriotic
Warseemsconsensual,Stalinremainsahighlycontroversialfigure,perceived
asboth“chiefofVictory”and“tyrant”(Levada,2004).

TheclumsyeffortstokeepandinstrumentalisethegloriousmemoryofVic-
toryandnottoassumeexplicitlyStalin’sheritageareregularlyaccentuatedon
theoccasionoftheVictoryday,triggeringdebatesthatemphasizetheprob-
lematic character of the symbol: what was exactly the role of Stalin in the
GreatPatrioticWar?CanhisimagebeassociatedwiththesymboloftheVic-
toryandtowhatextent?And,inmorebroadterms,canonebeseparatedfrom
anotherwithoutacompletere-evaluationoftheRussianhistoryand,hence,of
thefragilepost-Sovietidentity?Thistensionbetweentwointertwinedsymbols
formsthecentralfocusofthischapterasitexploresheateddebatesoverSta-
lin’sroleintheVictoryontheoccasionof2010VictorycommemorationinRus-
sianonlinecommunities,onlineandofflinemobilisationsgeneratedby this
controversialissue,aswellastheirsustainability.

ItpayshowevertoremindinthisregardthattheUkrainiancrisisthatstart-
edin2014hassignificantlyreinforcedthepositiveattitudetoStalinandStalin-
ism in Russia, as well as it has boosted the government’s policies aiming to
glorifyStalin:inFebruary2015,Russianauthoritiesinaugurated,intheregion
of Crimea, a 10-tones bronze sculpture of the Yalta’s 1945 conference “Big
Three”,Stalin,ChurchillandRoosevelt(RadioLiberty,2015).Amonthlater,a
museumhonouringStalinandhislegacysetstobeopenedinRussiain2015,as
aresultofaninitiativeofRussianMilitary-HistoricalSociety,headedbyMinis-
ter of Culture Vladimir Medinskii (TheMoscowTimes 2015).6 While this dy-
namic illustrates a thrive of an imperial sentiment in Russia up from the
beginningofmilitaryconflict inUkraine, it shouldbeconsideredasanepi-
demicreactionprovokedbyheavypatrioticpropaganda.Inthenormalcourse,
StalinremainsacontroversialfigureofRussianhistory,andtheopinionofRus-
sianpopulationaswellaselites’issplitonthisparticularmatter.Inthebegin-
ning of 2010, the year our research was carried out, the controversies about
Stalin’slegacywereparticularlyemotional.

 Online Communities: New Actors in Memory Games

While the traditional debate on those issues, both academic and popular,
remainsstirring,theintroductionofsocialmediahasnowofferedanopportu-

6 MoreabouttheactivitiesofMedinskiiandtheMinistryofCultureheadedbyhimseethe
chapterbyJonsoninthisvolume.
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nityfortheopinionstobecommunicatedonlinebynon-academiccommenta-
tors, allowing the more active part of society to engage in discussions
concerningthecontroversialissuesinthenationalmemoryandhistory.This
chapteraimstoanalysethedebateonthesocialmemoryoftheroleofStalin
inSecondWorldWarinpost-SovietRussiabyexploringnewmemorypractices
andnewformsofcivicmemoryactivismfacilitatedbydisseminationofinter-
netinRussia.AlthoughtheGreatPatrioticWarmemoryinpost-SovietRussia
hasfeaturedinresearch,andalthoughinternetdebatesonnationalhistoryare
apartofwiderculturaldebate,limitedattentionhasbeenpaidtohowthose
issuesarediscussedwithinonlinecommunities, inparticular in the lightof
ambiguousattitudeofRussianauthoritiesandsocietytohistoricalStalinism.
Posingasetofquestionsconcerningtheemergencyofnewactorsinthena-
tionalmemoryspacewhoengagewithsocialmedia(internetmemoryactiv-
ists,orinternet“watchdogs/guardiansofmemory”),myresearchwilldevelop
athreefoldargument.

Iwillfirstarguethatnewmemoryspacesandactorsareemergingwithin
theRunetasareactiontocertainmemorypolicies(“memorywatchdogs”),per-
ceivedasattemptsto“re-stalinize”or“de-stalinize”theGreatPatrioticWarnar-
rative. In the case explored, two contradictory public authorities’ decisions
(namely,tointroduceandtoremoveStalinfromtheGreatPatrioticWarcom-
memorative space and narrative) triggered fierce debate and mobilizations,
bothonlineandoffline,thusexemplifyingapublicdesiretoconstructaspace
ofcounterhistoryandcountermemory,challengingtheofficialmemorypoli-
cies.

Iwillthenarguethatthereactionof“memorywatchdogs”andsocialmedia
userstomemoryinitiativesofcentralorlocalauthoritiesemphasizesthecon-
flicting nature of the Great PatrioticWar issue as related to the memory of
Stalin,bringing to light thecomplexattitude towardshistoricalStalinism in
contemporaryRussiansociety.ThelinkmadebetweenStalinandtheimageof
Victory intheRussianculturalmemory ishighlycontroversial: the imageof
“victor”competeswiththeimageof“tyrant”,thosetwoissuesbeingdifficultto
separatewithoutchallengingtheentireRussianXXthcenturyhistory.

Iwillfinallyarguethatadichotomytendstobemadeinnon-academicdis-
coursebetween“thepatriotic”and“theliberal”versionsofhistory,displaying
antagonistic interpretations of Stalin’s role in the war and, as protagonists
claim,differentattitudestotheSovietpast.Assuch,thoselabelsandmobilisa-
tionsaroundthem,bothonlineandoffline,areemphasizingthefactthatthe
painfulgapthatemergedduringtheThawperiodandexacerbatedduringper-
estroikaisfarfrombeingclosed.
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Infocusingonthosethreehypotheses,Idevotespecialattentiontothefol-
lowing questions: how is the discussion about the role of Stalin in Second
WorldWardevelopedwithinonlinecommunities,whatarethekeytopicsand
theopinionsatstake?What istherelationbetweenthebottom-upmemory
andhistorydevelopedwithindigitalcommunitiesandthewiderculturalde-
bate,ontheonehand,andofficialnarrativeandpublicpolicies,ontheother?
Howdoesthisdebatereflectthetensionbetweenthegloriousversionofthe
GreatPatrioticWarandtheproblematicimageofStalin?Howarethemem-
bersofthosecommunitiespositioningthemselves,howdotheyperceiveand
relatetothismemoryaccordingtothe identitytheyconstruct,howdothey
expresstheirengagementinmemoryshaping?Whatarethemechanismsof
apparition,interactionandestablishmentofspacesofconfrontationoverdi-
vergenthistoricalinterpretations?

 Studying Memory in the Digital Age: Methodological Framework

Whilememoryhasalwaysbeenmediated,nowadaysitisnolongerlimitedto
lieux de mémoire (Nora 1984)andtraditional institutions,but is increasingly
shapedbyandthrougheverydayinternetpractices.Indeed,today,insteadof
goingtothelibraryorvisitinganarchive,weareaccessingthepastthroughthe
web(HistoricalControversiesNow2010),wherememoryandhistoryarefrom
now on collectively constructed through Wikis, networked through digital
communitiesandunlimitedlystocked.Currentattemptstofindnewinterpre-
tationsofStalin’sroleintheSecondWorldWarareparticularlydynamiconthe
internet, which offers a relatively free space for non-official, non-academic,
personal,anddiversecontributionstothecollectivememory(Garde-Hansen
etal.2009).Thesocialmedia,byturningupsidedowntherelationsbetween
individualandcollectivememory(Garde-Hansenet al.2009;VanDijck2010;
Maj,Riha2009),isgivingrisetonewmemorialpractices,suchasonlinecom-
memorations (De Bruyn 2010), exchanges of personal memories and the
treatment of the past through images and multimedia (Hoskins 2011). More
specifically,theinternetisgearedtotheconstructionofheterogeneousinter-
est-baseddigitalcommunities,includingthosestructuredaroundthe–often
painful–memoriesofeventsfromthedistantpast(DeBruyn2010,46;Kaelber
2010),tobuildingspacesofconfrontationbetweenopinions,aswellashistori-
calmilieusandalternativememories,andevencounter-historiesandcounter-
memories7.

7 ItisworthmentioningthatthisroleoftheInternetleadslogicallytoitsinstrumentalisation
bypoliticalpowerusinginternetforpropagandapurposes.Forexample,upfromthebegin-
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Thisshiftmakesitnecessarytorenewtheresearchinstrumentsasapplied
togroundedsociotechnicaldigitalobjects,makingconnectionsbetweenon-
lineandlocality-basedrealities.Theissuesraisedincurrentchaptermakeit
necessarytoapproachsocialmediaasaphenomenonbasedonconstantinter-
actionbetweenactivitiesonlineandoffline:today,researchersdealwithaso-
cialworldthatcontainsbothtraditionalandtechnologicallyadvancedmodes
ofcommunicationandsitesofsocialactivity(Postill,Pink2012).Itisevident
thatthedebateontheGreatPatrioticWardoesnotexistsolelyonlineandis
not separated from other aspects of memory discussions, but rather consti-
tutesapartofwiderculturaldebate,even if theRuNethasbeenreputedto
generatearadicalizationofdiscourse(MacLeod2009).

ForthisstudyIhavefocusedontwocasesofconflictdebatesaroundtwo
memorialinitiativessimultaneouslyarisinginMoscowandSaint-Petersburg,
ontheoccasionoftheVictorycommemorationin2010thatprovokedavivid
debateconcerningtheroleofStalinintheSecondWorldWarinRussianme-
dia,includingblogosphereandothersocialmedia.Thefirstinitiativeinvolved
thefailedattemptofMoscowCityCounciltodecorateMoscow’sstreetswith
placardsrepresentingStalin;thesecond,successful,launchedbythepartisans
ofthereintroductionofStalinincommemorativespaceasareactiontothe
“Destalinization” programme announced by Federal authorities in 2010, in-
volvedabustravellingaroundSaint-Petersburgwithhiseffigyonit.Myaim
wastoanalysethemostardentonlinedebatesreflectingtheRussianbloggers’
viewoftheroleofStalinintheSecondWorldWar,ontheonehand,andof
relevantlocalandfederalmemorypolicies,ontheother.Todoso,Ifocusedon
thebloggingandsocialnetworkplatformLivejournal.

While the Russian language blogosphere counts about 85 million blogs,
mostofthepoliticalandsocialdiscussionishostedtodayonLiveJournal (here-
afterreferredtoasLJ),abloggingplatformwithmanysocialmediafeatures
(detailedmemberprofiles,“friending”,privatemessaging,andanactivecom-
mentingculture)(Reuter,Szakonyi2012;Alexanyan2013),generating,withits
2.8millionaccounts,90.000postsdaily(Koltsova,Koltsov2013).Startingfrom
thebeginningofthe2000s,anumberofauthorsnotedthepoliticalandsocial
importanceofLJdebatesinthecontextofthelackofcriticaldebateintradi-

ningof2014,‘trollfarms’areactivelycreatedinRussiaasapartofwiderinformationalwar
strategy.SeeforexampleDaisySindelar’s(2014)article“TheKremlin’sTrollArmy.”The Atlantic. 
August,2014.AccessedFebruary20,2018.<http://www.theatlantic.com/international/ar-
chive/2014/08/the-kremlins-troll-army/375932>;seeaswellAricToler’sresearch“Insidethe
KremlinTrollArmyMachine:Templates,Guidelines,andPaidPosts”Global Voices Online,
March 14,2015.AccessedFebruary20,2018.<https://globalvoicesonline.org/2015/03/14/
russia-kremlin-troll-army-examples/>.
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tionalmediaintoday’sRussia(Krasnoboka2002;Lonkila2008,1130;MacLeod
2009, 13). Qualified ‘the discussion centre of the Runet’ in 2010 (Etling et al.
2010), LJ still carries, together with Facebook andTwitter, the reputation of
Russia’smostpoliticizedsocialnetwork,while“native”Russiansocialnetworks
suchasVkontakte,Odnoklassniki,MoiKrugandMoiMirremainlesspoliticized.
Thisrolewasemphasizedduringthe2011contestedlegislativeelections,when
ofthetop25RussianLJblogs,8wererunbyoppositionactivistspostingexten-
sivelyaboutelectoralfraud.Russianmostwell-knownpoliticalbloggerAlexei
NavalnyrunsRussia’s3rdmostpopularLJblog,focusinghisattentiononcor-
ruptionscandalsandelectoralfraud(Kol’tsova,Kol’tsov2013).

Upfrom2012LiveJournalstartstoloseitspopularityfacingtherapidgrowth
of more “up-to-date” social media as Facebook and Vkontakte (Forbes 2013):
fromJanuarytoAugust2011,themonthlynumberofuniqueuserstoLiveJour-
nalworldwidedroppedby8.2millionto27.7million(-23percent),andofRus-
sian LiveJournal by 2.8 million to 8.6 million (-25 per cent), according to
materialsfromComscore(Vedomosti2011). AsforAlexeyNavalnywhoowes
hispoliticalreputationtoLJ,theleaderofRussianliberaloppositiondiversi-
fieshiscommunicationchannelsbycreatingstandalonesites8aswellasTwit-
ter, Vkontakte and Facebook accounts as a response to LJ’s popularity drop.
AccordingtoMaximKornev,AssistantprofessorandlecturerattheInstituteof
MediaStudiesofRussianStateUniversityfortheHumanities,whileupfrom
2013LiveJournal’s roleofinformationdiffusionisweakening,itsroleof“topic-
starter”remainsalmostundamaged:LJisstillusedbydifferentpoliticalforces
toorganiseinformationalandpropagandaattacks,theinformationbeingthen
virallyrelayedbyTwitter,FacebookandVkontakte9.

Toexplorethediscussionsandmobilisationsaroundtwocontroversialis-
sues,Ihavechosentofocusprimarilyondiscourseanalysis(includinghowever
somevisualdata).Thecorpusanalysedcontained19postsandmorethan5.500
commentsselectedwithinLJ.Thestudyproceededthroughtwostages.The
firstconsistedoftheidentificationofthedebatebylookingforthekey-words
relatedtothecontroversialissues,“Stalin’sportraits”(portrety stalina)or“Sta-
lin’splackards”(plakaty Stalina),usingthewebsearchengine“Yandex Blogi”,
identifyingrelevantdiscussionscontainingthisexpressionthroughthechosen
periodofthedebate(February-April2010).Thisfirstselectionresultingin744
posts and comments was followed by manual selection of most popular

8 <https://navalny.com/>.
9 ExpertinterviewwithMaximKornev,author’spersonalarchives.However,itshouldbepoint-

edoutthatthepresentarticleisbasedontheresearchconductedin2010,whenthepolitical
andsocialimportanceofLJ,aswellasitsroleintheinformationdiffusion,wasonitstop.
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discussions(i.e.gatheringover100comments),eliminatingpurelyinformative
ormarginallyrelevantposts(repostsofthesamenewspaperinformation,for
example)andgivingprioritytothemotivatedandhistoricallyfoundedreac-
tionsofinternetuserstomemoryinitiatives,namelythepostsandcomments
explainingthereasonwhythisinitiativeisapprovedordisapproved.Thesam-
ple that resulted from the key-word search that I subjected to a qualitative
analysisrepresented19postsfollowedby5.552comments.

Atthesametime,sinceintheBeaulieu’sclassificationthecommunitiesob-
servedcouldbeclassifiedas“socialphenomenawhichexistprimarilyonline”
(membersmayhavesomeofflinecontactbut themajorityof theircontacts
andtheirprimaryexperienceofthatsettingareonline,theirinteractionsand
contacts are routinely computer mediated) (Beaulieu 2004), I have adopted
themethodofonlineethnography.Sinceparticipantsinthatsettingcommu-
nicatethroughonlinebehaviour,theapproachconsistsin“beingthere”,that
means becoming part of selected communities through a membership, ob-
servingdiscussionsandbehaviour,watchingtextandimagesandestablishing
directcontactwiththesocialworldstudied(GarciaCoraetal.2009,52),with-
out however making any personal contributions in the debate to keep a re-
searcher’s neutrality. For this reason, the second stage of the study implied
continuousdailyobservationofonlinepro-Stalinnetwork“Stalinobus”emerg-
inginApril2010asareactiontothosediscussions;triggeredbytheinitialde-
bateofStalin’sportraits,theactivityofcommunities’membersofthenetwork
werecementedforthelongtermin2011andearly2012.Itshouldbenotedthat
in order to “be there”, I did not have to create a special profile within those
networksfortheresearchpurpose,sinceallthediscussionsareopentoallin-
ternetusersandcanbeaccessedfreely.Thelong-termobservation(fromApril
2010tolate2011,thenfromearly2012upto2013)involveddiscourseandvisual
elementsanalysiswithinthesampleofelevenindependentbutrelatedunits,
located on different platforms (individual blogs, communities of blogs, SNS
communities, standalone blogs, websites), forming together a sort of pro-
Stalinistsocialnetwork.

 The Controversy over Stalin’s Reintroduction into Commemorative 
Space

InFebruary2010,theMoscowCityCouncilunveiledaprojectemphasizingSta-
lin’sroleintheGreatPatrioticWar“astheheadofthemilitaryheadquarters,
President of the Soviet government, marshal and generalissimo” through
postersbearinghiseffigyontheoccasionof theVictoryDay.Themunicipal
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authoritiesjustifiedthisdecisionbysayingthattheMayor’sofficehadmerely
respondedtotheinitiativeofacommitteeofMoscowGreatPatrioticWarvet-
erans(Rosbalt,19.02.2010).Someweekslater,placardsandbustsofStalinap-
pearedspontaneouslyinseveraltownsinRussia,provokingdifferentreactions
oflocalauthorities:inVladivostok,forinstance,theMayor’sofficeauthorized
for display the image of Stalin in the city to “respond to citizens’ requests”,
whereasinIakutsk,acitylocatedinthenorthofRussia,asimilarrequestby
theVeteransCommitteeelicitedaformalrefusalfromthemayor(Rossiiskaia
Gazeta 2010.04.20; 2010.04.30).Those attempts to reintroduce Stalin into the
commemorativespacehavetriggeredheateddebatesonline.

 Watchdogs of the Great Patriotic War Memory

Fortwomonths,theunfoldingdebateintheblogosphereclearlyillustratesthe
societalcontroversyraisedbytheplacereservedforStalinincelebrationsof
theVictory.Theanalysisoftheseoftenstormydiscussionsshowsthat,beyond
the divergent interpretations of Stalin’s personality and his role in the war,
typicalof thesocialmemory inRussiaandtherefore locatable intheblogo-
sphere,thepostersrevealedtheequallycontroversialevaluationsoftheoffi-
cial memory policies, bringing to light the marked politicization of Stalin’s
image.Infact,someofthediscussantsconsideredthattheposterswerenotan
isolatedcaseoflocalinitiative,butpartofabroaderauthorities-ledprogram
for the “re-Stalinization” of the Great Patriotic War narrative. According to
them,theappearanceofStalin’simageasvictorinMoscow’sstreetspertainsas
muchtomemorypoliciesastothegeneralorientationoftheregime:theimage
of thegeneralissimowassupposed, theycontend, tosendastrongsignal to
society,givingittounderstandthatthecurrentRussianstatehas,atlonglast,
fullyassumeditscontinuitywiththeStalineraandthemethodsspecifictoit.
“If this regime allows theglorificationofStalin, it isonlyonestep fromthe
Stalinistactions10”,statestheblogger‘moullenoir’onApril1111.Thecommenta-
tors,apparentlyfeelingthattheirviewsrepresentaminorityinRussiansociety,
deplore the influence of “Soviet mentality” and the population’s “slave syn-
drome”,whichmeansthatitalwayshasaneedfora“greatleader”:user‘bene-
na’,forexample,wonderswhyStalinisstillsoappreciatedinRussia,inspiteof

10 AlltranslationfromRussianaremadebytheauthorofthearticle
11 ‘moullenoir’(April11,2010),‘Stalinuh*i’/‘F*ckStalin’,Livejournal, <http://uskov.livejour-

nal.com/116289.html?thread=6161473#t6161473>(accessedFebruary1,2014)
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themagnitudeofrepressions(“It’squiteenigmaticwhyinpresenceofatleast
onerepressedineveryfamilysomanypeoplelovehim12”).

Otherdiscussionsfocusedonthemethodstopreventtheauthoritiesfrom
exposingportraits.Whilesomeusersappealto“minorvandalism”(callingpeo-
ple to tearoff theplacardsor to throwredpaintallover them),otherspro-
posed to organise a full-scale mobilisation. The issue provokes strong civic
sentimentsevenamongusuallypassivepersons:thusauser‘lenkalen’,visibly
shockedbythedecisionofCityCouncil,statesthat“Partisanshipisnotameth-
od”,andthat“weneedtheunityofcivicforces,manifestations,collectivedec-
larationsetc.Duetomylaziness,Ineverparticipateinanysuchstuff,butin
thisverycaseIamreadytosupportcollectivedeclarationsandeventogoto
manifest13”.

WhileapartofbloggerswasshockedbythisreintroductionofStalininto
commemorative space, other commentators hailed the decision of the city
council:atlast,theyclaimed,thehistoricaltruthwouldberestoredbythere-
introductionofStalin,whohadbeen“unjustlyforgotten”withincommemora-
tivespaceinhisqualityofvictor.Disposedto“renderStalin’sVictorytohim”,
and wanting to underscore his role in Russia’s transformation into a “great
worldpower”,theywereoutragedbythestateofforgetfulnessintowhichhe
hadfallenafterperestroika, oreven, forsome,afterthe20thCongressofthe
CPSU.Foraconsiderablepartofbloggers,theportraitsofStalinremain“the
symboloftheVictoryandthefaithofSovietpeopleofthattime”,whowould
“havefollowedthoseimagestogoandtofight”.“It’sthesamekindofsymbolas
the red star and the arms of USSR.The fact that he was a tyrant is another
thing.(…)Nobodycantodaycomparewhatwasmoreimportant,thecountry
thatsurvivedorthemillionsofexecuted14”,states‘Ilya Gorokhov’.Heisechoed
byanotherblogger,‘esquirem’:statingthatevenifStalinwasatyrant,removing
thissymbolfromtheGreatPatrioticWarnarrativewillweakenthenation:“I
don’tjustifyStalin,onthecontrary,Iunderstandthathewasarealbastard,but,
whateveronemightsay,hewasoneofthemainfactorsandsymbolsofour
Victory.AndrefusingStalin,wewillrefuseourmainhistoricalachievement.
Onlyaweaknation iscapableonthat. It’snotdemocracy, it’s foolishness15”.

12 ‘benena’(April 13,2010), ‘Stalinuh*i’/‘F*ckStalin’,Livejournal,<http://uskov.livejournal.
com/116289.html?thread=6356801#t6356801>(accessedFebruary1,2014)

13 ‘lenkalen’(April12,2010),‘Stalinuh*i’/‘F*ckStalin’,Livejournal, <http://uskov.livejournal.
com/116289.html?thread=6192193#t6192193>(accessedFebruary1,2014)

14 Ilya Gorokhov (April 12, 2010), ‘Stalinu h*i’/‘F*ck Stalin’, Livejournal, <http://uskov.live
journal.com/116289.html?thread=6201409#t6201409>(accessedFebruary1,2014)

15 ‘esquirem’(March4,2010),‘Prazdnikbezrazdora’/‘Holidaywithoutdiscord’,Livejournal,
<http://vsoloviev.livejournal.com/229779.html?thread=7419027#t7419027>(accessedFeb-
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Thecontradictionbetweentwosymbolsisemphasizedbytheblogger‘be_it_
so’:forhim,thereisagreat“dissonancefromthefactthatourcountryhasac-
complishedthisgreatachievementbeingledbyaleaderlikeStalin”.However,
forhim,theRussiansocietyisnotyetreadytoraise“suchquestions”,because
raisingthemwouldmean“stirtheboatduringthestorm”:“Wehavenotyetas-
similatedthesystemofnotionswhereinwecanadequatelyrelateStalintothe
saintsymboloftheVictory16”.

Typically,bloggershaddifficultiesinterpretingthisdecisionoflocalauthor-
itiesasapartofwiderstatepolicies:rather,commentswerepointingoutthe
generalconfusionofpoliticalelitesconcerningtheirattitudetoStalin.Inpar-
ticular,bloggersemphasizedthedissonancebetweentheofficialrhetoricand
politics: as the blogger ‘uskov’ puts it, “Judging by numerous declarations of
PutinandMedvedev,andheadsofUnitedRussia,thepowerisagainstthere-
habilitation of Stalin and exposing his placards in Moscow streets17”. Other
bloggersalsopointouttheinconsistencyofpublicdiscourseandpolicies:‘mr_
alexandrew’,forexample,highlightsthatsomemonthsago“thePresidenthas
publiclycondemned(…)thepoliticsofStalin”.Inallevidence,thebloggerre-
ferstoDmitriiMedvedev’sdiscoursepublishedinhisvideoblogontheocca-
sionoftheDayofMemoryofVictimsofPoliticalRepressionsonOctober30,
2009.Entitled“TheMemoryofNationalTragediesisasSacred,astheMemory
ofVictories”,thediscoursefirmlycondemnedStalin’srepressions,Medvedev
stating,“thecrimesofStalincan’tbelittlethefeatsofpeoplewhowontheVic-
tory intotheGreatPatrioticWar”, indicatingKremlin’spositiononthe issue
(Kremlin.ru,30.10.2009).“Dowehaveadisorderandvacillationintheranksof
one party? No agreement on this question?18”, wonders ‘mr_alexandrew’,
echoedbyotherconfusedbloggers.

FacedwiththeprospectofStalin’sreintroductionintothecommemorative
space, the NGO Memorial, which has fought for the memory of victims of
Stalinistdictatorshipsince1986,andtheliberalpoliticalpartyIablokomobi-
lizedagainsttheproject,warningtheofficialsoftheconsequencesofsucha
decision. Iabloko’srepresentatives, for instance,declaredthat, togetherwith

ruary1,2014).
16 ‘be_it_so’(March12,2010),‘Tipatolkovoprosy’/‘Sortofjustquestions’,Livejournal,<http://

leonid-b.livejournal.com/667464.html?thread=13875272#t13875272>(accessedFebruary1,
2014).

17 ‘uskov’ (April 12, 2010), ‘Stalinu h*i’/‘F*ck Stalin’, Livejournal, <http://uskov.livejournal.
com/116289.html?thread=6265153#t6265153>(accessedFebruary1,2014)

18 ‘mr_alexandrew’ (March 5, 2010), ‘Luzhkov i Stalin’/‘Luzhkov and Stalin’, Livejournal, 
<http://ru-antidogma.livejournal.com/716617.html?thread=20441417#t20441417> (access-
edFebruary1,2014).
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Memorial, they will organize a counter-commemoration, exposing the por-
traitsofRedArmyofficialsarrested,torturedandexecutedonStalin’sorders
justbeforetheWar.This initiativehasbeenvariouslyevaluatedbybloggers.
While“antistalinist”bloggershailedIabloko’sinitiative,forbloggersinfavour
oftheideaofplacards,thenegativereactionfromthosethattheyqualifyasa
“handfulofmarginals”isexplainedbythefactthattheRussianpopulationhas
longbeenavictimofbrainwashingtomakethemforgetStalinandhis“major
achievements”.AfterCityCouncilrejectedtheprojectunderpressurefromlib-
eralcivilsociety,butalsoafteradisapprovalexpressedbysomeleadersofUnit-
ed Russia, suchasBorisGryzlov,whostatedclearly that “forusvictor isnot
Stalin, but people” (Baltinfo.ru, 2010.18.02), these same bloggers accused the
municipalauthorityofgoingagainst the“truewillof thepeople”, forwhom
Stalinwouldalwaysbethesymbolpar excellenceofthevictory.Thestanceof
thesebloggersisparticularlyinteresting:rejectingoutofhandtheverypossi-
bilityofexpressingoneselfsincerelyagainsttheproject,theyattributenega-
tive societal reactions either to the population’s having been “brainwashed”
andtheinfluenceofNGO’s,ortovarioussortsofmanipulation(falsifyingsur-
veys);moreover,theymanifestintheirdiscourseastronganti-liberalandanti-
western dimension – according to them, the Russian population has been
infectedbyperceptionsofStalinasatyrantbythewestandits“agents”.

Thecleardivergenceofevaluationofthestate’smemorypoliticsindicates
theabsenceofclarityandcoherenceinthestate’sstanceontheStalinistheri-
tage:whilesomecommentatorshavedeploredthe“re-Stalinization”ofRussia,
othershavecomplainedofthedominationofmemorypoliticsbythe“liberal
pest”.

 Debate over Stalin’s Role in the War Online

ThediscussionoverthememorypoliticsoftheRussianstateandonthepos-
sibilityofplacardingthecapitalwithanimageofStalinforthedayofthecom-
memorationunfoldedagainstthebackgroundofgeneraldebateaboutStalin’s
roleinthewar.Hereagain,opinionshavebeendividedbetweentwocamps:
while,forsome,theRussianpeoplewonthewarinspiteofStalin,payingfor
hisextremelygraveerrorswiththeirblood,forothersthewarwaswonthanks
toStalin,sincehewastheonewhoensuredgoodleadershipandgalvanized
thenation.Basedontheargumentsmostoftenusedinthistypeofdiscussion,
Ihavetriedheretoconstructamodelofthe“typicalonlinedebate”onStalin’s
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roleintheVictory,presentingtheopinionsofhis“adversaries”aswellasthose
ofhis“defenders19”.

Severaltypesofargumentcanbehighlighted.Thehistoricalargumentsfo-
cusonStalin’scontributiontotheVictory,bothasHeadoftheArmyandas
SupremeLeaderoftheUSSR.Stalin’s“adversaries”mostoftenrefertothehigh
numberofthewar’svictims,whichcouldhavebeenavoided.Figuresandsta-
tisticsarecalledupontodemonstrateStalin’smediocrityandincompetencein
his capacity as Head of the Army. Referring to him as the “the moustached
one”,“thevampire”,orinanironicwayasthe“greatleader”,thebloggerselicit
hisinabilitytodrawconclusionsfrominformationsuppliedontheexactdates
of theGermanattack,hisstrategicerrors, therepressionscarriedout in the
RedArmyafewyearsbeforethewar,andsoon.‘Isitnotthankstothe“wise”
leadershipofthemoustachedonethattheGermansprogressedasfarasMos-
cow?Andthe26millionsoflivesofmycompatriots–isn’tthatcostabittoo
high for the so-called “genius”?20’, asks rhetorically ‘palych_ru’. “The mous-
tachedonewipedouttheofficers(…),hemissedalltheinformationaboutthe
launchoftheattackandsubjectedthearmytothefirstviolentstrikesofthe
enemy21”, affirms ‘mahabon’. Other users defend the thesis that the war was
wonby“Stalin’svictims”:“ItwasnotStalinwhowonthewar.Hisvictimsdid
(…).Andtherewouldhavebeenfewervictimsifhedidn’texterminateArmy
headquartersattheendofthe1930s...22”.“TheArmywonthewar,therearech-
elon,theRussianwinterandsmartmilitarycommanders.AlexanderIofRus-
siaalsowonthewar,buthedidn’tneedtoexterminatemillionsofcompatriots
forthis23”,affirmsblogger‘desdichadov’.

19 Weshouldnotethat«adversaries»and«defenders»ofStalinexistonlyasideal-types
andmodels,therealityis,ofcourse,muchmorenuanced.Iamfullyawareoftheevident
disadvantagesthatthisapproachimplies:indeed,anundilutedsampleof‘pro’and‘anti’
communitiesisdifficulttoobtain,sinceapartofthedebateadvocateamuchmorecom-
plicatedviewontheSovietepochandapurely‘positive’or‘negative’visionisquiterare
evenwithinradicalisedonlinediscourses.Thusthedistinction‘pro’/‘anti’doesnotneed
tobetakenasarigorousborderbetweentwoisolatedtypesofcommunities,butratheras
amethodologicalassumptioninordertofacilitatethedatacollectionandinterpretation.

20 ‘palych_ru’ (February 18, 2010), ‘Leonid Gozman o Staline’/‘Leonid Gozman on Stalin’,
Livejournal, <http://ru-politics.livejournal.com/28052206.html>(accessedMarch102012).

21 ‘mahabon’(March6,2010),‘ProvokatsiyaLuzhkova–plakatiStalinavMoskve’/‘Luzhkov’s
Provocation – Stalin’s Posters in Moscow’, Livejournal, <http://ru-politics.livejournal.
com/28423494.html>(accessedMarch10,2012).

22 ‘panstudia’(April12,2010),‘Stalinuh*i’/‘F*ckStalin’,Livejournal, <http://uskov.livejournal.
com/116289.html?thread=6222401#t6222401>(accessedFebruary12014).

23 ‘desdichadov’(March4,2010),‘Prazdnikbezrazdora’/‘Holidaywithoutdiscord’,Livejour-
nal, <http://vsoloviev.livejournal.com/229779>.html?thread=7431315#t7431315 (accessed
February1,2014).
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Stalin’s “defenders” marshal counter-arguments designed to point up his
militarycompetences:accordingtothem,Stalinwasifnotagreatstrategist,
thenatleastagoodorganizer,havinghimselfchosenthegeneralswhosecured
theVictory.Asamatteroffact,thebloggersask,“ifStalinwassostupidandso
cowardly”,andhisgeneralswere“allno-hopers”,howdidthearmymanageto
win? “Who made the decisions thanks to which we found ourselves in Ber-
lin?24”.Parallelswithothercountriesaremobilisedinordertolegitimatizethe
reintroduction of Stalin into the commemorative space. For some bloggers,
StalinhasarighttoberememberedinthesamewayasChurchillandRoos-
eveltarerememberedinEnglandandtheUnitedStatesrespectively:afterall,
allthreeofthemwerecommanders-in-chiefofvictoriouscountries:“Whycan
ChurchillandRooseveltcanbesymbolsofEnglandandtheUnitedStates,but
Stalincan’tbethesymbolofRussia?25”.

StatisticsshowingtheUSSR’sprogressinheavyindustryareoftenputfor-
wardtoemphasizethe“objectiverole”playedbyStalininthemodernizationof
thecountry.Accordingtothistypeofargumentation,theVictorywouldnot
havebeenpossiblewithoutStalin,sinceitwashewhohadsetthecountryon
thepathofmodernization,enablingittoreachanindustrialandmilitarylevel
sufficienttoconductandwinthewar.Ifnomodernizationhadbeencarried
out, the Russian nation would have been destroyed, as was foreseen by the
“Barbarossa”26militaryplan:thus,itwasthankstoStalin,thesebloggersmain-
tain,thattheyarealivetoday.TheMolotov-Ribbentroppactmadeitpossible
topostponewar,leavingthecountrymoretimeandpossibilitiestomobilize.

FacedwiththeexultationofStalin’sindustrialachievements,his“adversar-
ies”raiseethicalarguments,underscoringtheimmoralityofglorifyingtyrants,
notwithstandingtheir“objectiveachievements”(i.e., materialprogress)indif-
ferentdomain.HighlightedisthecomplicityandcollaborationbetweenHitler
andStalin,leadingtothesplittingofEuropeinaccordancewiththesecretpro-
tocolsoftheMolotov–Ribbentroppact:forthesebloggers,therewasnodiffer-
encebetweenthesetwotyrants.

24 ‘m_b_polyakov’(February18,2010),‘LeonidGozmanoStaline’/‘LeonidGozmanonStalin’,
Livejournal, <http://ru-politics.livejournal.com/28052206.html> (accessed March 10,
2012).

25 ‘kudrjashovai’(March4,2010),‘Prazdnikbezrazdora’/‘Holidaywithoutdiscord’,Livejour-
nal,<http://vsoloviev.livejournal.com/229779.html?thread=7452307#t7452307>(accessed
February1,2014).

26 Seemoreonthedevelopmentoftheideologicalbasesofoperation“Barbarossa”:André
Mineau(2004), Operation Barbarossa. Ideology and Ethics Against Human Dignity. Am-
sterdam:Rodopi.
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Often,familywarmemoriesthathavebeenhandeddownthegenerations
are mobilised to counter the “Stalinist” narrative: grandparents’ testimonies
are called upon to legitimate the viewpoint of the speaker. “You know, my
grand-dad is a veteran. He was through all the war. And I have never heard
fromhimthedesiretolookattheportraitsofStalin”,statesuser‘ptitsa’.Inan-
otherthread,user‘tushinets’appealstomemoriesofhistwograndfathers:“As
bothofmygrandfatherstoldme,nobodyeveryelled“ForStalin!”duringthe
attack”.User‘voskresenskii’echoesthisopinionbystatingthatseeingthepor-
traitsofStalinwillbetoughforhis93years-oldgrandmotherandhistwode-
ceasedgrandfathers,“butalsotheir10brothersandsisters,whichhadallbeen
throughtheentirewar.Andsomeofthemwereafterwardssenttocampsbe-
causetheywerepartisans27”.

For those bloggers, the question of Stalin is above all one of leadership
methods:canoneleavemoralityasideandjustifythemassrepressionsbythe
“positive”aspectsoftheregime,beittheindustrializationofthecountrythat
enabledtheVictoryinthismosthorribleofwars?Bloggersoftenraisetheex-
ampleofGermany,wherethememoryworkthathasbeencarriedoutnolon-
gerpermitsonetoclaimthatNazismhadits“goodsides”.Anothercontroversial
aspectinthedebateisthekeyargumentofStalin’s“defenders”,whoclaimthat
asthesoldierslaunchedtheirattacktheycriedout“ForStalin”,thusproving
theessentialroleoftheLeaderintheVictory.ForStalin’s“adversaries”,thisis
onlyamythcreatedbySovietpropagandaafterthewarinabidtoshoreupthe
totalitarianregime.Intheirview,peoplefoughtnotfortheParty,andstillless
forStalin,butinsteadforHolyMotherRussia,andfortheirownfamilieswho,
evenbehindthefrontline,werethreatenedbothbyHitler’stroopsandbySta-
lin’s reprisals28: from this viewpoint, the war was, indeed, a “people’s” war

27 ‘ptitsa_fenix’(April13,2010),‘Stalinuh*i’/‘F*ckStalin’,Livejournal, <http://uskov.livejour-
nal.com/116289.html?thread=6340161#t6340161;‘tushinets’>(March6,2010),‘Provokatsiya
Luzhkova–plakatiStalinavMoskve’/‘Luzhkov’sProvocation–Stalin’sPosters inMos-
cow’,Livejournal,<http://ru-politics.livejournal.com/28423494.html?thread=405188934#t
405188934;‘voskresenskii’>(March5,2010), ‘Luzhkov iStalin’/‘LuzhkovandStalin’,Live-
journal, <http://ru-antidogma.livejournal.com/716617.html?thread=20441417#t20441417>
(accessedFebruary1,2014)

28 Accordingtothelegislationtheninforce,encircledofficerscouldbejudgedfor“abandon-
ingtheirpositionswithaviewtofacilitatetheenemyadvance”(Art.193paragraph21of
the Penal Code of the USSR); officers that had become prisoners could be judged for
“abandoningthemilitaryunit” (Art. 193,paragraph7), “fleeing fromtheenemy”(para-
graph8)or“captureunjustifiedbythemilitarysituation”(paragraph22).Thus,thevery
factofbeingmadeaprisonerwasconsideredacrime,followingtheexampleofactsof
betrayal.Penalresponsibilityof“familymembersoftraitorstothefatherland”couldbe
evoked,inwhichcasetheyweresentencedinabsentia(Polian2002,124).
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(‘narodnaia voina’).Underscoringthefearthatreignedinthearmyduetothe
policyofbanningallretreatfromthebattlefieldwithoutorders,theymaintain
thatthesoldiershadnootherchoicebuttofight.

Analyzingtheblogospheredebatemakesitpossibletogetameasureofex-
isting societal controversies over the role reserved for Stalin in the national
holiday:initiativesbycitizengroupstopromotehisimageasasymbolofthe
Victoryquicklycameupagainstcounter-reactionsontheinternet,leadingto
theconstructionofspacesofdifferentopinions.Ishouldnotethatthediscrep-
ancyexpressedintheblogosphereisapartofawiderculturaldiscourse,where
thedebatesonStalin’sroleinthewarareoftenarticulatedintermsofopposi-
tionofmoralargumentsandargumentsaboutefficiencyoftheStatemachine
(Bomsford,Bordugov,2006).Thequestion“Whowonthewar, thepeopleor
Stalin”persistsinthemediadiscourseaswellandremergesregularlyondiffer-
entoccasions29,30,31.

Butin2010,theinternetnotonlybecameabattle-groundfortheinternet
userswhowantedtoexpresssomethingonthesubject:itbecameameansto
organizeandcreateasustainableofflinesocialmobilizationaimingnotonlyto
reintroduceStalin intothecommemorativespace inhisroleofavictor,but
alsotopromotealastingpatrioticviewofSoviethistorybyopposingittowhat
isconsideredtobea“dominantdiscourse”.Inordertoillustratethebirthand
evolutionofamobilizationofthistype,Iwilllookatthecase-studyofamove-
mentinitiatedbybloggers,“TheVictoryBus”,or“theStalinobus”.

 Mobilizations around “the Victory Bus”: New Form of Memory 
Activism, Old Discrepancies

Thehistoryofthe“Stalinobus”beganinApril2010,asareactiontothedebate
aroundplacards.DisapprovingofthedecisionofCityCounciltorenouncethe
project,abloggercalledViktorLoginov,a28-year-oldresidentofSaint-Peters-
burg,statedthatcivilsocietywill“restorethehistoricaltruthoftheGreatPa-
trioticWar”onitsown.Heorganizedamoneycollectiononhisblogforabus
tocarryaneffigyofStalinthroughthecitywiththeslogan“EternalGlorytothe
Victors!”(‘Podarok k 9 maia’2010).HisLivejournalposttitled“ApresentforMay
9”, aroused great enthusiasm among bloggers deceived by the failure of the
project,whofoundtheideatremendous:therequiredamountof17thousand

29 Ekho Moskvy,May8,2010.
30 Komsomol’skaia Pravda,May8,2010.
31 Novaia Gazeta,November12,2012.
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Roubles(425Euros)wasquicklycollectedand,despitetheabsenceofauthori-
zationbythemunicipalauthorities,acontractwithaprivatetransportcom-
panywassignedtohavethebusrunninginthecitystartingfromMay7.

AswiththecaseoftheeffigyofStalin,theblogosphereservedusasanob-
servation field of the campaigns underway. When news of the “Stalinobus”
spreadthroughouttheblogosphere,internetusersagainsttheideaofseeing
StalininthestreetsofSaint-Petersburgdeclared“afightagainsttheimageof
the tyrant”. One popular blogger, Andrei Malgin (‘avmalgin’, 13,864 readers),
publishedonhisblogof17Aprildetailedinstructionsformakinghomemade
“bombs”representinganemptylightbulbfilledwithredpaint,asymbolofthe
bloodspiltbytheRussianpeople: inthetexttitled“let’swelcometheGreat
Generalwithdignity”,heproposedtohisreaderstothrowthese“bombs”atthe
imagesofStalinadorningbuses.Thispublicationgenerated298commentar-
ies:whileaminorityofbloggerscalledforpeopleto“reconcilewiththeirhis-
toryandtostopthisbrawlovertheVictory”,themajoritywereradicallysplit.
Someradicalbloggersproposed“quitesimplytoburnthebuses”,whileforoth-
ercommentators,throwersofbombsanddestroyersofposterswere“doingthe
workofNazis”and“vilifyingthehistoryofRussia”.Theresultofthebloggers
mobilizationwasthecontinualdesecrationofthebus:attheendofthefirst
day’stravel,thefaceofStalinwascompletelysulliedbypaint.Responsibility
forthisact,qualifiedbytheorganizersoftheadvertas“vandalism”,wasclaimed
bytheSt.PetersburgdepartmentoftheliberalpoliticalpartyIabloko.Simulta-
neously,thestrugglecontinuedontheinternet,mainlyusingimages:“defend-
ers”ofStalinthusdrewandpublishedacaricaturerepresentingHitlerthanking
key figures of the Russian liberal opposition (“Thanks! Thanks, my dearest
ones!”)fortheireffortsagainstStalin’simage(Figure6.1).

 Patriotic Mobilization Online: Crowdfunding for the Generalissimo

Whiletheeffortsofliberalpartsofsociety,asaresponsetothisconcreteinitia-
tive,wereonlyshortterm,thepro-Stalinmovement,emboldenedbyitsinitial
success,becamesustainableandunveiledabroadprogrammetore-evaluate
theimageofStalinandthewholeoftheSoviethistory.Infact,farfrombeing
anisolatedactinthemonthsofAprilandMay2010,“Stalinobus”movement
rapidlytookonaconsiderablescope,buildingupitssocialcapitalthrougha
mobilization of enthusiastically “patriotic” internet users. This spontaneous
movement formed very quickly around the organization committee: apart
fromthepioneerandtheauthoroftheideaof“Stalinobus”ViktorLoginov(LJ
‘viklamist’),membersofthecommitteeincludedDmitriiLyskov(LJ‘_lord_’),a
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32-yearsoldjournalistandhistorianbelongingtoa“patriotic”wingofRussian
historiography32,andalsoAndreyMartianov(LJ‘gunter_spb’),animpassioned
writerandtranslatorofthehistoryoftheSecondWorldWarwhocharacterizes
hispoliticalopinionsas“deeplyanti-liberal”,aswellasotherpopularbloggers
whooftenhadseveralhundredsofpermanentreaders.33Themovementfast
establisheditselfonthemainsocialnetworks:“Stalinobus”communitieswere
created on Facebook34,Vkontakte35, andTwitter36; the movement procured
itselfthreeidenticalsites,includingoneintheRussiannationaldomain(.рф/
rf, ‘RussianFederation’)andanother inthedomainoftheSovietUnion(.su,

32 DmitriiLyskovhaswrittenseveralbooksonthequestionofStalin’srepressions:“Stalin-
skie“repressii”.Velikaialozh’dvadtsatogoveka”/“Stalin’s“repressions”.Thegreatestlieof
twentiethcentury”(2009),“1937.GlavniimifХХveka”/“1937.Themainmythofthe20th
century’(2010).

33 <http://los-desdichados.livejournal.com/profile>, <http://periskop.livejournal.com/pro-
file>, <http://rene-spb.livejournal.com/profile>, <http://s0tnik.livejournal.com/profile>
etc.AccessedFebruary20,2018.

34 <https://www.facebook.com/stalinobus>,accessedFebruary20,2018.
35 Vkontakte [In Contact] is the most popular free Russian social media site and boasts

morethan100millionactiveusersandadailyaudienceofmorethan25millionusers
<http://vk.com/stalinobus>,accessedFebruary20,2018.

36 <http://twitter.com/#!/stalinobus>,accessedFebruary20,2018.

Figure6.1
Caricaturedrawnbytheblogger
“kalininsky”.Amongthe
“spitters”,onecansee,for
example,humanrights
defendersValeriaNovodvorskaia
andLudmilaAlekseeva,
Presidentof“Holocaust”
foundationAllaGerber,chess
championandopposition
politicianGarryKasparov,liberal
journalistNikolaiSvanidzeand
oppositionpoliticianIliaIashin.
Notethegrammaticallyincorrect
Germaninthecaricature.Source: 
<http://kalininskiy.livejournal.
com/188521.html>,accessed28
February,2018.
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‘SovietUnion’)37;abloggercommunitycalled“TheCommissariatofthePeople
forHistoricalTruth”38gatheredmorethansixhundredblogger-partisansfor
themovement.39Thenameofcommunityisnotincidental:itshowstheen-
gagementofthebloggerstorestore“historicaltruth”byrevalorisingtheroleof
StalinintheGreatPatrioticWar.

Thefunctioningofdigitalcommunitiesnetworksrallyingunderthebanner
of “Stalinobus” isgovernedbyseveralprinciples.Firstofall, theydisplayan
opennesstowardsinitiativescomingfrombelow,andfromallcornersofRus-
sia:allofthenetwork’scommunitiesdisplayasetof“do-it-yourself”stylein-
structionstitled“Howtoorganizeacampaigninmytown”.Theorganization
committeeisalsoopentoquestionsfrominternetuserswhowouldlikethe
bustodorunsthroughtheirtowns.Nextcomestheprincipleofcrowdfunding,
transparency and mutual financial aid: money collections organized by the
bloggersoperateviaanonlinepaymentsystem“YandexMoney”,andscreen-
shots of the account are regularly published so that every internet user can
monitorthetransactions;itisworthnotingthatthesametransparentsystem
wasusedin2012byoppositionbloggerAlexeyNavalnytofinancehismunici-
palcampaign.Excessesofcollectedmoneyareredistributedbytheorganiza-
tion committee among towns where the collected sums are insufficient to
enabletheproject’simplementation.Lastly,theorganizationstressesinpar-
ticularitscompleteindependencefrompoliticalmovementsandthestate:in
apressreleasedatedFebruary2011,itemphasizedtheindependentandprivate
characteroftheinitiative,whichaimedto“celebrate(…)the66thanniversary
oftheGreatVictory(…)notonlyundertheauspicesoftheofficialcommemo-
ration,butpersonally,thatis,asagroupofRussiancitizens,independentof
partiesandpoliticalorganizations”(‘Avtobus Pobedy poiavitsia’,2011.02.28).

SincethefirstinitiativeofMay2010,themovementhascontinuedtorally
greaternumbersofInternetusersunderthe“Stalinobus”banner:whilein2010
thebusonlyraninSaint-Petersburg,in2011thelistofcitieswasextendedto
Moscow, Omsk, Kirov, Volgograd, Ufa, Novosibirsk, Sebastopol, and Irkutsk
(‘Aktsiia “Avtobus Pobedy”’ 2011), thus assuming a genuinely national dimen-
sion.Atthepresenttime,themovementclaims,ingeographicalterms,toem-
bracetheentireFederation“fromKaliningradtotheUrals”and“fromtheUrals
totheKurileIslands”,andisendowedwithlocalself-designatedcoordinators.

37 <http://сталинобус.рф/>, <http://stalinobus.info/>, <http://stalinobus.su/>, accessed
February20,2018.

38 ‘NarodniiKomissariatIstoricheskoiDostovernosti’.Thenameofthecommunityrevisits
Sovietabbreviations,suchas,forexample,theNKVD:thePeople’sCommissariatforInter-
nalAffairs,etc.<http://ru_nkid.livejournal.com/>,accessedFebruary20,2018.

39 273members,350permanentreaders.
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 Civic Memory Action as a Response to the “De-Stalinization 
Programme”

Farfrombeingamereaccident,themovement’ssuccessmustinsteadbecon-
sideredpartofamoregeneraltendencytore-evaluatethewholeoftheSoviet
historythroughsomekeyeventsandhistoricalfigures,theradicalmanifesta-
tions of which are articulated in the space of public memory (Etkind 2009;
Dubin2009,2011).Forbetterorforworse,theRussianauthoritieshavetried
since2008todevelopa“useable”pastandpromote,intermittently,adiscourse
condemningStalinandStalinism(Sherlock2011:93).Onecanmentioninthis
connectionthe“DestalinizationCommission”formedin2011onabasisofthe
program“Onperpetuationofmemoryofvictimsof the totalitarianregime”,
prepared by the Working Group on Historical Memory of the Presidential
Council for Civil Society Development and Human Rights. Some State-fi-
nancedblockbusters,asNikitaMikhalkov’s“BurntbytheSun–2”film(2011)
devotedtotheGreatPatrioticWarsubject,alsopromotednegativerepresenta-
tions of Stalin’s role in the war. Also, Russian political authorities regularly
criticiseStalin’s legacy,as forexampleDmitriiMedvedev’s,expressing inhis
publicstatementshisnegativeattitudetothishistoricalpersonage:thus, for
Russian Prime Minister, Stalin “was in war against his own people” (Dmitrii
MedvedevFacebook,2012).

Evenifgovernment’sattemptsin“destalinization”directionremainedquite
limitedandpublicstatementsambiguous,the“patrioticcircles”ofRunethave
notremainedstaticinthefaceofthesedevelopments.Ananalysisofthema-
terials published on the movement’s various relays (sites, blogs, social net-
works) reveals its motto: in contemporary Russia, history and memory are
fieldsofstruggleinwhich“just”interpretations,thatistosay“patriotic”ones,
areopposedtothefalsifyingdiscourse,belittlingnationalhistorybyreducing
Stalin’sroleintheVictorytosilenceanddenyinghishistoricalmerits.Infact,
themovementispositionedas“civicresistancetorevisionismandtothere-
evaluationoftheresultsoftheSecondWorldWarandtheGreatPatrioticWar,
andtoso-calledde-Sovietization/de-Stalinization(“CommissariatofthePeo-
ple for Truth”) and as “an educational project” (‘Pochemu ia podderzhivaiu’
2010.03.19).Inthisway,thedisseminationandpreservationofthemythofthe
“GreatStalin”hastakentheappearanceofacriticalre-evaluationofSoviethis-
tory.Accordingtothemembersofthemovement,eversincethecollapseof
theSovietUnion,Soviethistoryhasbeenavictimofarealcampaigntodis-
credit and defame it, undertaken by “anti-Soviet and anti-Russian forces”,
whichaiminparticularattheVictory,thesymbolofRussiannationalpride,
by attacking the image of Stalin – inseparable from it. Following this logic,
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blackeningStalinmeansblackeningVictory.Onewidespreadopinion,accord-
ingtowhichtheVictorywaswonbythepeopleinspiteofStalin,isconsidered
alogicalconsequenceofthis“informationwar”.Theaimofthiscampaignis
allegedlytocultivateshameintheRussianpeopleandpromotea“complexof
collectiveguilt” for theentireseventyyearsofSoviethistory,presenting the
period as “an inexplicable aberration, a chain of catastrophes and of mon-
strouscrimes”(‘Pochemu ia podderzhivaiu’2010.03.19);theyaimtoundermine
“the internationalauthorityof theGreatRussia”andto“shape inour fellow
citizensanegativeattitudetowardthehistoryoftheircountry”(‘Avtobus Po-
bedy 9 Maia’2012).

Itisexactlythisdiscourseagainstwhichparticipantsopposetheirversionof
“accurate”Soviethistory:beyondStalin’sreintroductionintothecommemora-
tivespaceasavictor,thepointistorehabilitateandpurifySoviethistoryfrom
being“smeared”.Basedonvariousdeclarationsmadebythemovement,itis
easytoseethatthisrehabilitationconsistsinforegroundingthememoryofa
glorioushistoryofthewartothedetrimentofadarkerone:forexample,dis-
cussingtheissueofRussiansocietyhavingtofulfilladutyofmemory,theor-
ganizersspeakof“allthedefendersoftheFatherlandwho,inthehardyearsof
theGreatPatrioticWarfoughtandworkedforVictorywiththenameofJoseph
Stalinontheir lipsandunder[Stalin’s] leadership” (‘Avtobus Pobedy 9 Maia’
2012);ontheotherhand,nothingissaidaboutthememoryofthevictimsof
Stalinandofhispolicies;thesepagesofhistorydonotseemtoconcernthe
movement,butareinsteadconsidered“calumnies”and“smearattempts.”

TheambitiontopromoteapatrioticandinfactveryselectiveviewofSta-
lin’sroleinthewarishighlightedbythemovement’sreactionstocertainstate
initiatives in the domain of history and memory. In February 2011, a “pro-
grammeofnationalreconciliationandofimmortalizationofthememoriesof
victimsoftotalitarianregime”wasadoptedbytheRussianauthorities.Elabo-
ratedbytheDevelopmentCommitteeforCivilSocietyandHumanRightsin
closecollaborationwithMemorial,theprogrammesetouttoachieveanum-
berofmeasuresinthedomainofhistoryandmemoryinordertogetbeyond
thetotalitarianheritageofpresent-dayRussia(openingofarchivesfromthe
SecondWorldWar,compensationforvictimsofStalinistterror,creationofbi-
partitecommissionsfromRussiaandtheBalticcountriesonthemostcomplex
issuesincommonhistory,etc.).Baptizedincurrentlanguagethe“Programme
forthede-StalinizationofRussia”,itgavethesocialdebateonStalinandStalin-
ism a second wind. The “Stalinobus” organizers quickly took a stance. In a
pressreleasefromFebruary2011,theyviolentlycriticisedcurrentpolicieson
historyandmemory.Accordingtothem,“de-Stalinization”representsadanger
fornationalmemory:“Thechangeofcontextobligesustosaythatthestate,
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thoughitdeclaresanabsenceofadominantideology,isintheprocessoftry-
ingtoimposeaunivocalviewofhistory,toinfectcitizenswiththeideathatthe
entireSovietperiodwasbutablackstainonRussianhistory.Fromthenega-
tionofStalin’sroleintheVictoryitisbutasteptothenegationofawholeset
ofachievementsoftheSovietstate(…)andtothenegationoftheGreatVic-
tory”,affirmsthepressrelease(‘Press-reliz Aktsii’,2011)

Theauthorofthecallaffirmedthat,facedwiththeprojectof“de-Staliniza-
tion”, themovementwoulddouble itsefforts toprevent the “vilifyingofna-
tionalhistory”.Therecurrentthemeofcivicresistancetoa“falsified”history
imposed from above enabled “Stalinobus” to appear as a space of patriotic
counter-historyandcounter-memory,onedevelopedontheinternetthanksto
the mobilization potential that it offers. In fact, less than two years after it
emerged,theprojectextendedbeyondtheRussianbordersthankstothegrow-
ingactivismofinternetusers:hence,on10April2012,onemonthbeforethe
commemoration of the 67th anniversary of the Victory, 30 Russian, and 3
Ukrainiantownsconfirmedtheirparticipationintheproject;137420Roubles,
oralmost3500EuroswerecollectedbyInternetactiviststomakeitpossibleto
expandthenetworkofcirculationtoensurethat“ourvoiceandourprotestis
heard from Vladivostok to Kaliningrad” (‘Avtobus Pobedy. Promezhutochnye 
Rezul’taty’,2012).Inaddition,theorganizersannounced“theconfirmationof
activistsfromtheBalticcountries”:theaimwastohavethe“Stalinobus”travel
toRigaandTallinn.Eveniftheorganizerscameupagainstconsiderableresis-
tancefromthemunicipalauthoritiesinboththesecapitals,theydidnotre-
nounce their provocative approach, though they were fully aware of the
possibleconsequences,includingtheclashofdifferingnationalversionsofthe
SecondWorldWaroranumpteenth“memorywar”furtherpoisoningtheal-
readystrainedrelationsbetweenRussiaandtheBalticcountries.In2013,the
organizers continued their actions, this time, supported by the Communist
Partyandsometradeunions;however,thebusesstillcirculatedoncrowdfund-
ingprinciple:in2013,theStalinobusactionnamed“GivetheVictoryhername
back!”(‘Stalinobus2013’,2013)wasmainlysponsoredbyindividualcontribu-
tions.Besides,theorganizationwideneditsscopeofaction,campaigningfor
othermeasurestostrengthenthelinkbetweenStalinandVictory,forexample,
renamingVolgogradbackintoStalingrad(‘Makety dlia aktsii’,2013).

Theproject’ssuccesscontinuestoattractinternetactivists,sometimesvery
youngones,tothe“justcause”:forexample,thecoordinatorof“Stalinobus”in
Ufa,thecapitalofBashkiria,wasonlybornin1986.40Thissamesuccess,how-
ever, provokes, starting from 2011, fierce reactions from representatives of

40 EldarLatypov-Shi.<http://www.latypov-shi.livejournal.com>,accessedFebruary20,2018.
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liberalpoliticalparties,defendersofHumanRightsandsomeStateofficials:in
April28th2011,thePresidentoftheDevelopmentCommitteeforCivilSociety
andHumanRightsandoneoftheauthorsof“Destalinizationprogram”Mikhail
FedotovcomplainedtotheFederalAntimonopolyServiceabouttheStalino-
busproject,onthegroundsthatplacingStalin’sportraitsonbusesis“provoca-
tive”andviolatesthelawonadvertising.Anothermemberof“Destalinization
committee”,SergeiKrivenko,promisedtoinformheadsofregionsaboutthe
action,emphasisingthefactthatthe“Destalinization”programmewasiniti-
atedbyPresidentMedvedevandcarriedoutbyPresidentPutin.Theleaderof
thepoliticalparty“Iabloko”SergeiMitrokhinstatesthat,justasbefore,mem-
bersandactivistsofhispartywouldpaintoverStalin’simagewithredpaint.
Forhim,“Stateauthoritiesmustshowgreaterfirmness[onthisissue].(…)Per-
hapsthewarwouldnevertakeplace,shoulditnotbefortheidioticStalin’s
politicsandhiscronyismwithHitler”(Izvestia,31.01.2013)

Notwithstandingtheresistance,theauthorsoftheprojectdisplayambition
andoptimismaboutthefuture,maintainingnotonlytheirdeterminationto
continuetoexpandthemovement“based on the internet community(myital-
ics,–EM)andwiththehelpofinterestedcitizens”,butalsotoseekoutother
forms of struggle in the “information war”, including: publishing brochures,
launchingajournal,strengtheningtheworkontheinternetetc.Theorganizers
announcedatthestartof2012thatatthecurrentmoment“thepointistocre-
atealegallyrecognizedNGO”(“CommissariatofthePeople”).

Whilethisspectaculardevelopmentin2010and2011seemedtoforecastnot
onlythegrowthofthemovement’spopularityontheinternetandthepossible
emergenceofimitators,butalsoitseruptioninthefieldofmemorialNGOs,
withtheinevitablerestructuringoftheinstitutionalmemoriallandscapeand
an important turn in Russian collective memory, the Stalinobus movement
startedtofalterasacivichistoricalinitiativeupfrom2013.Thedecreaseofac-
tivists’interesttotheprojectwasduetoitsrecuperationbyneoliberalpatri-
oticpoliticalforces.Thusin2013,theStalinobusorganisationprocesswassplit,
thesimilaractionwasorganisedbytheactivistsofthemovement“Essenceof
Time”41(“Sut’Vremeni”),anavatarofclassicRussianintelligentsiadiscussion
clubwithastrongneo-Sovietpatrioticbias.Itseminentleader,SergeiKurgin-
ian, bears a neo-conservative antiliberal ideology. This self-styled academic
hasbecomein2010aTVcommentatorandwaspurposefullypromotedongov-
ernmental television via The Historical Process TV Show. During this show,
KurginyandefendedStalin’slegacyand,globally,theUSSRperiodastheperiod
ofpowerandglory.Healsoplayedaneminentroleduringthe2011anti-Putin

41 <http://eot.su/tags/stalinobus>.
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protests,organisingcounter-manifestationsagainstliberalopposition.Itpays
tonotethattheofficialLiveJournalStalinobusprojectcommunityclaimed‘a
temporaryhold-on”of theiractivitiesbecauseof ‘lackofcapacities to influ-
encethemediaenvironment’.Thus,theStalinobuscollectiveencouragedall
theimitatorstocarryontheprojectontheirown:theprojectstartedtoliveits
own live as an independent concept. However, the official community an-
nouncedthattheirstrugglefortheRussianhistorywillcontinue:otherforms
ofactionweretobeelaborated(Press-Reliz, 24April2013).

Today,theactivityoftheoriginalStalinobus communitywasreorientedto
crowdfundingmoneytosupport“Novorossiia”,termdesigningaconfederation
of self-proclaimed separatist pro-Russian Ukrainian republics. The root LJ
community as well as Facebook and Vkontakte branches have adopted the
State-promotedimperialpatrioticrhetoric,linkingcurrentsituatinginUkraine
totheoverallhistoricalcontextoftheGreatandMightyRussianEmpire.Not
only this development emphasizes the proximity of Stalinist ideology and
modernRussianpatriotismrootedintothegloriousimperialpast;italsoshows
that“memorywatchdogs”areinfactthesocialbasisofnewimperialpatriotic
discourse.Fromtheirpointofview,thehistoricaljusticeisabouttobefinally
accomplished.

 Conclusion

InthischapterIhavearguedseveralpoints.First,thatthedebateonStalin’s
roleintheGreatPatrioticWar(andinRussianhistoryingeneral)isfarfrom
beingclosed:theconfrontationbetweenconflictinginterpretationshasgiven
risetomultipledebatesinpublicspace,whichbecomeparticularlyardentas
commemorativeoccasionsnear.Themissingmemorywork,repressedtrauma,
andtheabsenceofadefinedandcoherentmemorypolicywithregardtothe
Stalinist heritage constitute the main obstacles to homogenizing collective
memory.Astudyofthedebatesandmobilizationsintheblogosphereconfirms
thattheyoungurbaneliteisassplitontheissueofStalinandStalinismasthe
Russiansocietyasawhole:Russiaisstillhauntedbyits“unburiedpast”(Et-
kind,2009:182).

Second,whiletendenciestore-evaluatetheSoviethistoryemergeandare
articulated in public space, internet plays an increasingly important role in
mobilizationsbearingonhistoryandmemory.Abolishingthebordersbetween
profaneandscientificdiscourse,betweenproducersandconsumersofhistori-
calknowledge,internetfostersthegreatestpluralityofinterpretations,whose
influencerestsnotonhistoricalveracitybutinsteadontheauthors’abilityto
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makethemselvesheardinthevastseaoftheInternet. Whiletheemergencyof
“memorywatchdogs”primarilyonlinecanbeobserved, theopennessof the
internetfacilitatesthepermanentclashofinterpretationsoftheroleofStalin
intheSecondWorldWar.Thosespacesofalternativememoryare,inthepres-
entRussiancontext,partofa logicof struggle for the “true”memoryof the
GreatPatrioticWar,asopposedtothe“falsified”one.Thereturnofthe“Great
Leader” inhiscapacityofvictoroftheGreatPatrioticWar ispresentedasa
criticalandnecessaryre-evaluationoftheSoviethistoryinthecontextofthe
state’sinabilitytocarryoutacoherentmemorypolitics.42TheState’sattempt
to “destalinize” Russian history accentuated memory activism that struggles
forthereturntothegloriousversionoftheGreatPatrioticWar.Thisactivism
emphasizesthefactthatthroughitsabilitytofosterdebateandformgroupsof
opinion,theinternetisbecoming,andincreasinglyso,amilieuinwhichthe
spacesofpatrioticcounter-historyandcounter-memoryarecreatedinopposi-
tiontotheofficiallypromoteddiscourse.

Third,supportersofthe“patriotic”viewofhistorywhoadopttheappear-
anceofa“criticalre-evaluationofhistory”aregainingmoreandmoredigital
ground.Theyarethemostactive,highermobilizedthanliberalcivilsociety,
andweb-savvy.Theresultingmobilizationsmayturnouttobeeithershortor
longterm,dependinguponthegoalspursued;oncelaunchedbyinternetus-
ers,theyareliabletoleavetheboundsoftheinternet43andenterthefieldof
offline civicaction.Thesuccessofthe“Stalinobus”initiativeonlyconfirmthe
mobilizingpotentialofthe“struggleforpatriotichistory”.Inthecontextofthe
state’sinabilitytoestablishacoherentmemorypolicyforre-thinkinghistorical
Stalinism,thedigitalcommunitiesemergedfrombelowcanbeconsideredthe
avant-garde of the global movement of patriotic re-evaluation of the Soviet
history.Themarkedsuccessofthepro-Stalinmovementwithincommemora-
tivespacedemonstratesitsmobilizingpotential,revealingtheneed,beingex-
pressedbysectionsofsocietyvia “patriotic”communities, foranalternative
readingoftheSoviethistory. Inplus, the latestdevelopments inconnection
withtheUkrainiancrisisindicatethatthisparticular“patriotic”visionofthe
Soviet history often goes hand in hand with a certain neo-imperial way of
thinkingandreceptivenesstoState-promotedpatrioticideology.

42 FormoreabouttheambiguitiesinthememorypoliticsoftheRussianstateseethechap-
terbyMalinovaandthechapterbySniegoninthisvolume.

43 The term “internet bounds” can be applied with good reason to the Russian context,
wherethesituationof“digitaldivide”,i.e. theinequalitybetweenthosewhohaveaccess
to internetandthosewhodon’t isquitesharp: indeed,accordingtothe2012statistics,
onlyhalfofthepopulationisconnected(Lenta.ru,June2,2012)
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Theretrospectiveviewin2018onthe findingsof thisstudyconducted in
2010-2011allowstoconfirmandnuancethem.WhileLiveJournalhavelostdigi-
talgroundandhenceitsinfluenceinshapingthedebatearoundcontroversial
historicalfigures,Livejournal’s“oldguard”(influencerswithhugenumberof
followerskeepingtheirjournalactivedespitethediminishingroleoftheplat-
form)continuetoharvesthundredsofcommentsbysolelypostingafewlines
aboutStalin(“Idon’tunderstandhowwecanstillhavepeoplerespectingthis
oldmoustachedGeorgianandhisdeeds”,asLivejournalinfluencer“tema”put
itinJanuary2018,instigatinga768-commentsworthdebate).Inparallel,the
debate is full swing on more recent social media (eg. Facebook, Vkontakte,
Twitter).Forexample,Facebookpublicgroupsboast72communitiesdedicat-
ed to Stalin, from which 41 are Cyrillic.Totalizing more than 37K members,
thesecommunitiesmainlypromoteanddiffuseagloriousimageofStalinasa
militaryleaderandagreatChiefofState.Ontheotherspectrumofthedebate,
onlyoneCyrilliccommunity,counting345members,isdedicatedtothecrimes
ofStalin.

ThesestatisticsechothebroadersituationintheRussiancurrentpercep-
tionofStalin’sroleintheGreatPatrioticWar–accordingtorecentpollsofthe
Levadacentre,thenumberofcriticshavesteadilydecreasedduringthe2000s,
totoucha“historicalminimum”inMay2017(only12%attributedtoStalinthe
USSR’sgianthumanlossesduringthewar,ascomparedto34%in1997).While
thedebatecontinuestoprovehighlypolarizingonsocialmedia,itseemsthat
thepublicopinionhasreachedaconsensusonthetopic.
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Chapter7

“Your Stork Might Disappear Forever!”: Russian 
Public Awareness Advertising and Incentivizing 
Motherhood

Elena Rakhimova-Sommers

Thisstudyinvestigatestherhetoricandimageryemployedinthemarketingof
Russia’s ongoing campaign aimed at incentivizing motherhood.1 The cam-
paignbeganin 2006asagovernmentinitiativetofightthecountry’sdeclinein
populationbyofferingwomenwhatwereseenasincentivestohavemorechil-
dren.2 Since visual texts such as advertisements are particularly embedded
withculturalandhistoricalcontext,currentRussianpublicawarenessadver-
tisingoffersawindowintotheworkingsofanewpronatalistideologythatfo-
cuses on creating associations between fertility, social adequacy, patriotism, 
andethnicandnationalhomogeneity.

ThefluctuatingrelationshipbetweentheRussianstateand“itsmothers”is
closelyintertwinedwithlargerpoliticalstruggles.Thestartofanewmillenni-
umbroughtashiftfromaretreattore-engagementonthepartofthestatein
mattersofwomen’sbodies.Women’sfertilitybegantobeconsideredinterms
ofthecountry’sethnicandpoliticalsurvival,viewedthroughthelensofanxi-
etyabouttheinfluxofimmigrantsandillegalworkersfromCentralAsia.As
Russiaintroducesanewnationalideawithathreechildmodelatitscenter,it
findsitselfintheawkwardbusinessofsellingthejoysofprocreationwhilealso
attemptingtorebranditsimageathomeandabroad.

 The Birth and Decline of the “State-Mother-Child Triad”

Before we examine the twenty-first century post-Soviet concept of woman-
hoodandmotherhood,itisessentialtotakestockofthehistoryoftheSoviet
state-motherrelationship,which ismarkedby thestate’sanxietyabout “the

1 МоимдорогимРоссийскимдрузьямиколлегам:надеюсьэтастатьябудетвоспринята
какчастьпозитивнойипродуктивнойдискуссииповопросам,которыеволнуютвсех
ктолюбитиподдерживаетРоссию.

2 AversionofthispaperwaspublishedinFrom Russia with Love Conference Proceedings April 
19, 2013.

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
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privatesphere”anditseffortstocontrolit.AstudybyOlgaIssoupovaexplores
theevolutionofthenotionofmotherhoodfromtheSoviet1920stotheRussian
1990s by analyzing a cross-section of women’s magazines: the official Soviet
statejournal Voprosy materinstva i mladenchestva(QuestionsofMotherhood
and Infancy), the Russian editions of Cosmopolitan, Good Housekeeping
(Domashnii ochag), Motherhood (Materinstvo), and the two most popular
women’s magazines of the Soviet era – Rabotnitsa and Krestianka (Woman 
WorkerandPeasant Woman).Issoupovaarguesthatfromthe1917Octoberrev-
olutionon,“thestatesoughttodevelopaspecialalliancewithmothers”(Is-
soupova 2000, 31). She defines the nature of this relationship as “the
state-mother-childtriad,”fromwhichfathersweresymbolicallyexcluded,and
suggests that in the private sphere “the Soviet State has usurped the role of
men…tosuchanextentthatithadallbutceasedtoexist”(Issoupova2000,31,
50).

IssoupovaidentifiesthreecharacteristicfeaturesoftheSovietgovernment’s
interpretationofthe“women’squestion”:motherhoodwasregardedasasocial
andnotaprivatematter,asa“natural”destinyofwomen,and“asafunction
whichwastobe facilitatedandrewardedbythestate”(Issoupova2000,32).
Theauthorities’gripontheinstitutionofmotherhoodisbestillustratedbythe
statemonopolyonallobstetricsservicesandaccesstoabortions.Beginning
withthepost1917legalizationofabortion,theprocedurewascarefullyregu-
latedbythestate,whichintermittentlybanneditorreinstateditdependingon
thedemographicclimateofthetime.Thestateenactedthesepolicieswhile
failingtosupplycontraceptiontoitspopulation,makingabortionessentially
theonlyoptionforthemajorityofSovietwomen.3

The collapse of the Soviet Union and the ensuing economic crisis essen-
tiallybroughtanendto the“state-mother-child triad,”asmaternitystopped
beingviewedasastatefunction.Asstatesupportformotherswasreducedand
daycareserviceswereshiftedtotheprivatesphere,thepressplacednewem-
phasis on individual responsibility in family-planning decisions. Issoupova
pointsoutthatasthestatebeganto“handwomenpotentialcontrolovertheir
bodies,” it faced publiccriticismof “desertion” (40).The Russians found the
post-Soviet state responsible for neglecting its parental responsibilities and

3 Abortionswere legalized in 1920andbanned from1936until 1955. In2011, theRussian
Parliamentpassedalawrestrictingabortiontothefirsttwelveweeksofpregnancy,withan
exceptionupto22weeksifthepregnancyistheresultofrape.(Theprocedurecanbeper-
formedformedicalnecessityatanypointduringpregnancy).Thenewlawmademandatory
awaitingperiodoftwotosevendaystoallowthewomantimetoreconsiderherdecision.
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lamentedthelackofstateactiononissueslikechildpovertyamidasenseofa
loomingdemographiccrisis(44).

 Demographic Crisis and Maternity Capital

Russia’sdemographicsituationgraduallyworsenedwiththedissolutionofthe
SovietUnionin1991,whenthecountrywasdevastatedbyaneconomiccrisis.
In1994,lifeexpectancyfellto57.7yearsformenandto61.2yearsforwomen
(Notzonetal.,1998).TheTotalFertilityRate(TFR),theaveragenumberofchil-
drenaRussianwomanwouldbearinherlifetime,fellto1.17in1999(Rifkin-
Fish2006,158).Myownpersonalconversationswithacross-sectionofRussian
womenallreflectthesamesentimentinregardstoreproductivedecisionsdur-
ingthedireeconomicclimateofBorisYeltsin’s1991-1999presidentialterm.The
consensus among the interviewed women is that “under Yeltsin, women
stopped giving birth.”4To combat the 1990s demographic decline, the State
Duma introducedapronatalistmeasure,alawestablishinggovernmentsup-
portknownas“maternitycapital.”BeginningwithJanuary2007,womenthat
givebirthtooradoptasecondorconsecutivechildareentitledtoa“maternity
capital”fundofapproximately$11,000whichtheycanobtain,asaonceina
lifetime measure, after the child reaches the age of three. The funds can be
usedtowardsacquiringhousing,payingforchildren’seducation,orinvesting
in the mother’s retirement fund. According to Slonimzyk and Yurko’s study
Assessing the Impact of the Maternity Capital Policy in Russia (2013),outofthree
millionmaternitycapitalcertificatesissuedby2012,aboutaquarter(23.9%)
werefullyclaimed.

Predictably, over ninety percent of the certificates were used towards ac-
quiringandimprovinghousingconditions.5Russiahasbeenplaguedbychron-
ichousingshortageproblemssincethebirthoftheSovietUnion.Asignificant
numberofRussianfamiliescontinuetoliveindifficultconditionswhereitis
notuncommonforparents,theiradultoffspring,andsometimesagrandpar-
enttoshareatwo-roomapartmentforyears.Inthe2013presidentialaddressto
theFederalAssembly,VladimirPutinaddressedtheissueofqualitypermanent
housing,butdidsoonly in relation to theservicemenofRussia’sArmyand
Navy.Makingtheissueagovernmentpriority,PresidentPutinappealedtothe
DepartmentofDefensetohelpmilitaryfamiliesonacasebycasebasis.Putin’s
2006 Strategic plan did call for a special program for improving housing

4 Myown,personalconversationswithRussianwomen,researchdata,unpublished,2012.
5 SlonimzykandYurkocitethePensionFundoftheRussianFederationAnnualReport2012.
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conditionsforfamilieswiththreeormorechildrenbyusingthefunds“leftover
afterthecompletionoftheSochiOlympicfacilities,theAPECfacilitiesinRus-
sia’sFarEast,andthehousingprogramforservicemen”(КT).Consideringthe
SochiOlympicswerereportedtobethemostexpensiveinhistory,itmightbe
difficulttoexpectasignificantimprovementofthehousingsituation,whichin
Russiaremainsoneofthekeyfactorsinfamilyplanningdecisions.

After four years of the maternity capital program, Russia’s Total Fertility
Rate(TFR) roseto1.58,butdemographerscautionedagainstattributingthese
resultstotheeffectivenessofthegovernment’spronatalistpolicies.Afterall,
thecumulativeeffectofmaternitycapitalonfertilitycametoamere0.15chil-
drenperwoman(SlonimzykandYurko2013,36).SlonimzykandYurko’sstudy
concludesthat“muchoftheincreaseinbirthratespost2007wasduetore-
schedulingofbirthsandnotlong-termincreasesinfertility”(Slonimzykand
Yurko2013,37).Thefollowing,frequentlycitedstoryfromthecityofUlianovsk
servesasanexampleofthe“reschedulingofbirth”practiceandpointstoalack
ofacomprehensivegovernmentapproachtoRussia’sdemographicsituation.
Ontheheelsofthegovernment’sdesignationof2008asTheYearofFamilyand
theintroductionofanew“DayofFamily,Love,andFidelity”holiday(July8th),
thecityofUlyanovskcameupwithitsownpronatalist“GiveBirthtoaPatriot
ontheDayofRussia!”campaign.Thisinitiativerewardscouplesthatproduce
anoffspringonJune12th,theDayofRussianIndependence,withacarcalled
“APatriot”noless.Tofacilitatethecoordinationofsuchameasure,September
12thisdesignatedas“TheDayofFamilySocializing,”whichthestraightforward
localscall“thedayofconception.”Onthisday,thecitygovernorrecommends
thatemployers let theiremployeesgohome,andstoresareprohibitedfrom
sellingalcohol.

On February 13th 2012, President Putin published a sixteen page article,
“Building Justice: a Social Policy for Russia,” in the Komsomolskaya Pravda
newspaper.Theverylastpageofthisextensivestrategicplan,titled“TheCon-
servationofRussia,”outlinesthecountry’sdemographicdeclineandmakesa
passionateappealtothecountry,warningofethnicandpoliticalextinction:
“Ourterritoryishometoabout40%oftheworld’snaturalresources,whereas
thepopulationofRussiamakesonly2%oftheglobalpopulation.”Putincon-
tinues,saying:“Ibelievetheconclusionisclear.Shouldwefailtocarryouta
large-scaleandlong-termprojectfordemographicdevelopment,thebuild-up
ofhumanresourcesandterritorialdevelopment,weriskbecomingan‘empty
space’inglobalterms,andthenourfatewillbedeterminedbysomeoneelse,
not us” (Putin, 2012). Projecting that Russia’s population–at 143 million in
2012–isboundtoshrinkto107millionby2050,Putincallsfora“comprehensive
populationconservationstrategy”thatwouldbringthenumberto154million”
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(Putin, 2012). At the closing of the article, Putin equates passivity with dra-
maticlossoflife,sayingthat“thehistoricalpriceofchoicebetweenactionand
inaction is almost 50 million human lives within the next 40 years” (Putin,
2012).

Thisnewnationalidea,anAmerican-esquedreamwithathreechildmodel
atitscenter,ischanneledthroughsocialawarenessadvertisingcampaignsthat
focusonthemessageofreproductionasameansofsocialfulfillment.Thisis
notanentirelynewapproach.VictoriaE.Bonnell,inherIconography of Power.
Soviet Political Posters under Lenin and Stalin,demonstratesthatbetween1926
and 1957, in a series of now iconic propaganda posters, the Soviet woman’s
body becomes an experimental canvas for the changing needs of the state.
Startingoutasalarger-than-lifefigurewithandrogynousfeatureswhenheavy
industrial labor is expected of her, she then undergoes various transforma-
tions:sheeitherslimsdownorgainsweight,appearswithchildrenorwithout,
herchestandhipseitherexpandingorbecomingunderstateddependingon
whetherthepoliticsofthetimefocusonproductionorreproduction(Bonnell
1999,105).

 Triplets, Storks, Toys, and Cosmonauts: Crafting a Message of 
Urgency

Thispartofthestudywillanalyzeacross-sectionofsocialawarenessadvertis-
ing initiatives: the2008Moscowsubwaybillboard“TheCountryNeedsYour
Records,”the2011campaign“TheyWereBornThird,”usheredinbythenPresi-
dentDmitriMedvedevintheAltairegionandKamchatkaPeninsula,andthe
twowinningshortfilmsofthe2012SocialAdvertisingConferencecontestin
thecityofNovosibirsk.The“BoosttheBirthrate”campaignsinSiberiaandthe
FarEast demonstratepronatalistpoliciesoutsideofMoscowandpointtothe
federalgovernment’seffortstorevitalizetheseregions.

The Moscow subway billboard, “The Country Needs Your Records. Three
personsareborninRussiaeveryminute,”featuresamodestlydressedyoung
“every mom” holding three identical babies on her lap.6The outlines of the
mom’sbraarevisiblethroughthefabric,revealingahealthybust.Sheseemsto
havebroadchild-bearinghips.Thenoun“records,”“рекорды,”in“TheCountry
NeedsYourRecords,”carriesadistinctOlympic-Gamesconnotation,equating

6 ConsideringhowmucheffortaRussianwomandevotestoherwardrobe,femaleinternetusers
tookissuewiththefactthatthepictured“everymom”ispoorlydressed.
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motherhood with competition,and is meant to prompt action.7 By implica-
tion,sinceeveryminute“threepersons”areborninRussia,youtoocanjointhe
renewalprocessandhelpthecountrywin.Thelanguageoftheadisalsoremi-
niscentofthe1930sStakhanovitecampaign,launchedbytheCommunistPar-
tytocelebrateandrewardmodelSovietworkerswhosetproductionrecords.
Theplural“you,”“ваши”in“TheCountryNeedsYourRecords”(“Стране нужны 
ваши рекорды”)groupsallwomeninoneclass.Replacingthemoretradition-
al“babiesareborn”with“personsareborn”aimstoelevatemotherhoodtoan
actofdutywhilealsomultiplyingthemother’semblemofworthbythree.

7 Theopeningceremonyofthe2014SochiOlympicGames,thebiggestglobaladvertisingand
publicrelationsmachineofthemall,alsohadademographic“accent.”Itfeatureddozensof
youngmenhandingoverdozensoftwinstodozensofyoungwomen,whodonnedredker-
chiefs,andpushedredstrollersagainsttheword,“Children,”inscribedonthestadiumfloor
ingiantletters.

Figure7.1 
“The country needs your 
records.”Photofromthe
author’spersonalcollection.
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Aweddingring,anecessarywholesomecomponentofawesternad,isnot
pictured,thoughthemomiswearingagoldenbraceletandearrings.Absent
fromthepictureisanotherdetail–adad.Thereisnohintofhimintheback-
groundmakingbreakfastorleavingforwork.Theposethatmomismadeto
assumeisunnatural(oneofherlegsservesasabenchforhertwoboys).She
andtheeerilyclone-liketripletsarestiff,herbodylanguageisstrained,andas
a result the image reads forced. Awkwardly smiling and barely managing to
balancethetripletsonherlap,ourmomlooksnotonlydecidedlyalone,but
alsosomehowlostandabandoned.Thead,amisguidedattemptatan“every
mom” image, advances a certain standard of femininity that reinforces the
childcaringroleasexclusivelyfeminine.Thisbillboardspeaksvolumesabout
theneedforanationalconversationabouttheroleoffathersandpartnersin
familydynamicandthepatternofthe“absentfather”intheSoviet/Post-Soviet
iconography,whichwillbeaddressedlaterinthischapter.

The2010“TheyWereBornThird” initiativewas introducedbytheCharitable
Foundation for the Protection of the Family, Motherhood, and Childhood.8
The foundation’s official site includes a separate category for “Anti-abortion
SocialAdSeries”thatfeaturesmilingtoddlers,womeninthemidstofagoniz-
ingdecisions,togetherwithimagesofnuclearholocaustandfetusskeletons
accompaniedbysuchslogansas“Russians,wakeup!”and“Birthcontrolisthe
ideal method of mass genocide.”9 When “They Were Born Third” was co-
launchedwiththeRussianOTPBank, itspresidentV.V.Korovin lamented“a
catastrophicdecline inthenumberofRussianmultiplechild families(from
23.5millionor9.8%in1989,to1.4millionor6.6%in2002)”andsuggestedthat
thethreechildfamilymodelwillsolvethedemographicproblemintheRus-
sianFederation.10Thisstatementechoedanearlierendorsementofthecam-
paignbythenRussianPresidentMedvedevinhis2010addresstotheFederal
Assembly.

“TheyWereBornThird”campaigntargetedtheAltairegion,theKamchatka
Peninsula,thecitiesofNovosibirsk,Omsk,andlaterMoscow,Rostov,andNi-
zhniyNovgorod.Aseriesofbillboardadseachfeaturedaphotoofadifferent
Russian historical figure such as cosmonaut Yuri Gagarin, Russian poetess
AnnaAkhmatova,thewriterAntonChekhov,andothers.Eachcelebrityphoto
isframedbyanoutlineofapregnantwomen’sstomachandisaccompaniedby
thewords,“TheyWereBornThird.”

8 Благотворительны фонд защиты семьи, материнства и детства: <https://semyarus
sia.ru>.

9 <https://semyarussia.ru>.
10 <http://www.advertology.ru/article90140.htm>accessedFeb.7,2018.
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Consumershadafielddaywiththe“TheyWereBornThird”adintheirsar-
casm-filledinternetpostsontheRussiansocialnetworkingservice,LiveJour-
nal.Onediscussionthreadmockedthenewinitiativeasyetanother“attackof
the social ad industry,” pondering why Stalin, also a third child, was not in-
cludedandchallengingtheauthoritiesto“widenthepropagandahorizonsby
including ‘those who were born fourth,’ such as Lenin, Hitler or better yet,
Mendeleev,theseventeenthchildinthefamily,”since“onehasgottopopulate
theFarEastsomehow.”ThesameLiveJournalusernotedthatthispropaganda
piecewasnolessirritatingthanthe2008one,“TheCountryNeedsYourRe-
cords”andarguedthatthese“primitiveeffortsmaskthecompleteabsenceof
any kind of social guarantees.” She advocated for additional vacation time,
100%paidsickleavesforbothparentsofthreechildren,prioritydaycareplace-
ment,freemedicine,favorablebankcreditsforhomebuilding,taxbreaks,and
specialdealswiththemakersofdiapers,babyfood,clothes,andtoys.Women
shared their frustrating experiences regarding lack of childcare options, be-
moanedthe“witheringoftheirdreams,”andsaidthatthosewomenwho“went
forthethirdchildcancountonlyonthemselvesforsurvival.”11

Whilethetwoaboveanalyzedsocialawarenessadsrepresenttheendprod-
uctofeachofthepronatalistprojects,the2012SocialAdvertisingConference
incityofNovosibirskisanopportunitytoseetheseinitiativesinthemaking. 12
TheNovosibirskconferencewasafivedaytrainingcampfortheadvertising
professionals.Theeventincludedround-tablesandworkshopsandculminat-
edinasocialadcontest,withtwowinningshortfilmsselectedoutoffifty-six
submissions.Themissionofsocialadvertisingwasoutlinedasfollows:“toin-
fluenceperceptionstereotypes,habitsandmodelsofhumanbehaviorinorder
tosolveanumberofsocialissues.”TheconferencewebbrochurecitedPutin’s
addresstotheFederalAssemblywhereheadvocatesforthethreechildmodel:
“Demographersarguethatthechoicetohavethesecondchildispotentially
thechoiceforthethird.It is importantthatthefamilymakesthisstep.And
despitethehesitationsofsomeexperts,andwithallduerespect,I’mconvinced
thatthenorminRussiamustbethefamilywiththreechildren.13

Participantswerechargedwith“theproductionofmaterialsthatwouldad-
vancetraditionalnormsandvaluesinthesphereofdemographicpolitics.”Ina
symbolic gesture, the conference’s homepage opens with a quote from the

11 <http://kalinnka.livejournal.com/547043.html>.
12 Transcriptsandconferencematerialsareavailableon-line.Allfurtherdiscussedmaterials

of theNovosibirskconferenceareobtained fromitsofficialwebsite:<http://www.slide
share.net/filurin/201212-15730507>.Translationismine.

13 Materials of the Novosibirsk conference: <http://www.slideshare.net/filurin/201212-1573
0507>.Mytranslation.
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RussianStateLawthatdefinespublicawarenessadvertisingas“information,
disseminatedinanyformandbyuseofanymeans,aimedataccomplishing
philanthropicorothersociallyusefulgoals,andinsuringstateinterests.”This
legalspeaksignifiesafocusedefforttoredefinethenotionofmotherhoodasa
blendofself-fulfillment,socialadequacy,andpatrioticduty.

Theadvertising conference focusedontwogroups:1)“educatedurbanpro-
fessionalcouplesintheirtwentiesandthirties”and2)“financiallycomfortable
middleclasscoupleswithtwochildren.”Theconferenceoutlinedtheproblem
withtheyoungerdemographicinthefollowingway:“youngurbanprofession-
alcouplesintheirtwentiesandthirtiesoftenpostponechildbirth‘tilllater,’a
decisionwhichsometimesleadstoabandoningtheideaofchildbirthaltogeth-
er.”Thechargewastofind“aplatformtopersuadeyoungfamiliesontheissue
of theadvantagesofearlychildbirth”byemployinga“tomorrowwillbetoo
late” message that would create an association between delaying childbirth
and infertility. Because Russians are known to attribute their medical prob-
lemsto theenvironment,advertisingagenciesareencouragedtoexaggerate
theenvironmentalcausesofinfertility.Conferenceguidelinesrecommended
linkingananxietyinducing“tomorrowwillbetoolate”messagewiththeidea
ofloomingmedicalcomplicationsasafailproofnarrative.

Whiletheseage-oldscaretacticsarenotentirelyuncommon,whatisofin-
terestisanewandaslightlymoresubtlepartofthecharge–thecultivationof
asocialinadequacymessage.Theshortfilm-makerswereencouragedtopro-
motetheideathat“postponingchildbirthfortoolong,youriskendingupalto-
getherchildlessandsociallyinadequate.”Theassociationofchildlessnesswith
inferiorityisquitenewforRussia,especiallyasitrelatestoprofessionalwom-
en,andtheconferenceparticipantsseemtohavebeenawarethattheyhadto
treadlightly.Thewinnerofthiscategory,theshortfilm“TheStork,”presentsan
attractive,professionallyandpersonallyfulfilledbusinesswoman,who,itsug-
gests,couldbenefitfromanurgentreminderthatlifemarchesonandfertility
doesnotlastforever.“TheStork,”takestheaudiencethroughfourscenes,each
accompaniedbya lullabytune.Thefirstshowsafashionablydressedyoung
woman shopping, her fatigued but willing beau trailing behind her. As the
womanpicksupadresshangerfromaclothingrack,thegaprevealsastork
thatgazesintohereyes.Visiblyannoyed,sheshovesthehangerbackandwalks
away.Thecontrastbetweentheaggressivewomanandwhatappearstobea
fragile cartoon-like figure, something a child might have made out of card-
boardforafirstgradeproject,becomesinstantlyapparent.Thesecondscene
showsourchildlesswoman,withherhairup,inasmartbeigesuit,inheroffice.
As she enthusiastically types away at the computer, the camera points to a
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framedpictureofherandaboyfriendonherdesk.Whenthestorkappears,
stretchingouthisneckandreachingforher,sheblockshimwithhermonitor.

The next encounter takes place while she is on a date in a trendy coffee
shop.Heretoothestorkisangrilydismissed.Theadendsonasnowynight,as
thewomanissnugglingonacouch,watchingTVwithavaguelyidentifiable
male.Whenthestorkknocksonherwindow,sheresolutelyshutsthecurtains.
Visibly defeated, the stork disintegrates into pieces. As we watch, the stork
pieces merge with the snowfall, and a gentle male voice sounds an alarm:
“Whilestillyoung,youarestrongandfullofhealth.Butyearsgobyand,post-
poningpregnancy,youaredecreasingyourchancestoconceiveandgivebirth
toahealthy child.Lateryourstorkmightdisappearforever!”14Thead’sanxiety
inducingtacticsappeartobeeffectiveasmedicalcomplicationsduetoinade-
quate healthcare and environmental factors are known fears among young
Russianwomen.Itisarguablewhetherornottheaddeliversontherequired
associationbetweenchildlessnessandfemalesocialinadequacy,butiteffec-
tivelyshapesaselfishdivaportraitasthefragile,vulnerable,andchildlikestork
isnomatchforthesterile,icequeen’sdecimatingstare.

“TheStork”echoes ideologicallymotivated, “litanous”constructionofde-
mographicanalyses, characteristicof the1990swhenRussia’seconomicand
political decline was directly linked to its failure to reproduce (Rivkin-Fish
2006,154).Suchdiscussionsonwomen’shealthcharacteristicallysidestepso-
cioeconomic problems but frame the issues of fertility in terms of Russian
identityandthefutureoftheRussiannationitself.Whiletherhetoricseemsto
havegottenmoresubtlewithtime,onecanobservethattheadvertisingindus-
tryhaskeptthecoreingredientsoftherecipethesame.“TheStork”adcom-
binestheuseofscaretacticswithdangersofirreversiblemedicalcomplications,
whileequatingawoman’sabilitytoreproducewithalifewelllived.

 The Absent Father

Thefourscenesofthe“TheStork”arelinkedbyacertainnarratorialabsence.
Whattheyhaveincommoniswhattheylack–ahusband/father/partnerim-
age.Althoughthesuccessfulbusinesswomanisfeaturedwithtwomalefigures,
their presence is marginal and fleeting, and their roles are ambiguous. The
heroinecomesacrossasaloneonherlifejourneyandcertainlyinherchild-

14 “Вмолодоститыполнасилиздоровья,ногодыидут,и,откладываябеременность
на потом, ты снижаешь свои шансы зачать и родить ЗДОРОВОГО ребёнка. Ведь
потомтвойаистможетисчезнутьнавсегда!”



187“yourStorkMightDisappearForever!”

bearingdecision,adiscursivepatternthatisimportanttoaddress.WhileRus-
siahasadistincttraditionofamotherhoodnarrative,thereislittleifanything
tofallbackonasfarasa“school”offatherhoodportrayal.Thisgenderedspace
waspreviouslyoccupiedintheSovieticonographybyasuccessionofSoviet
politicalleadersbeginningwithLeninandStalin.Intermsofanationalcon-
sciousness, the “father of the nation” space is currently filled, but it still re-
mainsemptyintheadvertisingterrain.Tothisend,itisinformativetoreferto
anindepthstudyofsixtyyearsoffamilyrelatedadvertisinginGood House-
keeping magazine (Marshal et al., 2014). Examining discursive shifts in the
advertisingportrayalsof the father’s role in family identityconstruction, re-
searchersidentifiedseven“epochsoffathering”amongwhichare“theabsent
father”(year2000),and“theinvisiblebutimplied”fatherfigure(year2010).The
studysuggeststhattheabsentfather“culturalscript”reflectssociety’sgeneral
anxietyanduncertainlyabouttheroleoffatherswithinthefamilydynamic,a
patternandsentimentthatcertainlyreflectscurrentRussianreality.

JohnnyRodin’sandPelleAberg’s2014studyshowsthatalthoughthepost-
Sovieteracreatedconditionsfora“breadwinnermodel,”whichassignsfinan-
cialanddisciplineresponsibilitiestomen,theRussianfatherhooddiscourse
“continuestoinvolveanunclearandsometimesweakroleforthefather”(13). 
Althoughthegenderedspacemadevacantbythe“retreatofthestate”created
aninvitationforamalefatherfiguretostepin,Russianmendonotappearto
beready for thenew involved,engaged,andhands-onrole,which thepost-
Sovietwomenwouldwelcome.RodinandAbergarguethat“men’stiestotheir
childrenareinmanycasesweakduetothehighnumberofnon-maritalbirths
andhighdivorcerates,whichfrequentlyimplyseparationfromthechildren
too”(13).Issoupovasuggeststhat“thefutureofmotherhood,fatherhoodand
parenthoodisstillinthebalance,withthegulfbetweenthenewideasandthe
existingrealitylikelytodolittletoresolvethegendertensionsbequeathedby
theSovietstate”(50).

ThesecondwinneroftheNovosibirsksocialadcontest,“Toystore,”makes
anefforttobridgethisgendergapandrepairthefatherfigurevoidbytargeting
“financiallycomfortablecouplesintheirthirtiesandfortieswithtwokids”(my
emphasis).Thegoalsetupbycontestorganizerswastocapitalizeonwhatwas
identifiedasanemergingfashionabletrend–“havingathirdchildasasymbol
of stability, wellbeing, family health, and the woman’s social success.” “Toy
store” shows a textbook family unit – mom, dad, and two blond, perfectly
groomedchildren–onashoppingtrip,butsuggeststhateventhisidealislack-
ingandthatreal“happinessyoucanafford”isjustaroundthecorner.When
thedaughtersuggestivelypicksoutatoybabystrollerandtheboywinksknow-
inglyathis father, theparents smileandamalevoicedelivers themessage:
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“Children already read your thoughts. Leave your doubts behind. The third
child is happiness you can afford!” In the last frame the now family of five
(momisholdingabundledupnewborn)appealstotheaudience:“We’vegot
three.Whataboutyou?”

Bytargetingupper-middleclasscoupleswithtwoormorechildren,the“Toy
store”ademphasizesindividualfinancialresponsibilityinthemattersofchild-
bearingandchild-rearingwhileatthesametimehopestocapitalizeonare-
centculturalshiftinthetreatmentoflargefamilies.Duringtheeconomically
andpoliticallytumultuous1990shavingalargenumberofchildrenwasviewed
asunquestionablynegative.Giventhattheresponsibilityforreproductionwas
transferredtotheprivatesphere,havingmorethanonechildwasseenasan
irresponsiblebehaviorcharacteristicoftheunder-educatedclassandagate-
wayto the lumpenizationof society.Suchsentiments,whilestillverymuch
“audible”asrelatedtolow-incomefamilieswithmultiplechildren,eventually
gave way to a new cultural trend, in which financially comfortable families
withmultiplechildrenareviewedasasignofnationalhealthandprosperity.

Theadindustry’sattempttocapitalizeonthefinanciallycomfortablefami-
liesmissesthemarkastheuppermiddleclassrepresentsamerefractionofthe
Russianpopulation.Additionally,despiteitsattemptstosellaninspiringim-
ageofadesirable family, the“Toystore”adfailsbecause itsmannequin-like
ensembleofcharacterslacksthenaturalintimacysharedbyparentsandchil-
dren. Just likeherawkwardly smilingandoverdressed for theoccasionhus-
bandandkids,theheavilymadeup“mom,”inanoutdated1980seracocktail
dressandhighheels,looksverymuchoutofplaceinaToys-R-Us-liketoystore.
Inacountryplaguedbyinadequatehealthcaresystem,difficulthousingcondi-
tions,lackofquality,affordabledaycareoptions,andweeks’long“prophylac-
tic”hotwatershutoffsinentireapartmentdistricts,thesesickly-sweetimages
ofersatzfamilytogethernesshavelittlechanceofmotivatinganywomanto
action.

Russian social awareness ads on demographic topics lack sophistication
andnuance,andfailtoconnectwiththeirtargetaudience.Thisfactdoesnot
appeartoescapetheindustryprofessionalsasmoreandmorearticlesandsur-
veyson“WhyDoSocialAdsFailinRussia?”arebeginningtoemerge.Forex-
ample, a recent Survey on the Effectiveness of Russian Social Awareness 
Advertising devoted to demographic topics asked internet users to evaluate
“TheyWereBornThird”foritslevelof“effectiveness”and“abilitytoconvince
theaudiencetoforgoabortionsorhaveathirdchild.”Thesurveyalsoaskedfor
helpinidentifyingflawsinthesocialadsafterwhichitrequestedinformation
abouttheuser’sage,gender,marital,educational,andfinancialstatus.15

15 <https://www.survio.com/survey/d/R5X7M5I7A3F8B4E9U>.
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Whileasocialadmaybeabletoconvinceaconsumertoconsiderdrinking
responsiblyorgiveupsmoking,theremaynotbeasuccessfuladthat influ-
encesawoman’sdecisiontohaveasecondorthirdchild.Anewsetof2017-18
Russiangovernmentinitiatives,followingreportsofcontinualpopulationde-
cline,reflectRussiangovernment’sgrowingawarenessregardinganeedfora
comprehensive approach to demographic issues. Speaking at the November
28,2017meetingofthepresidentialcouncilfortheimplementationofa2012-
2017NationalChildren’sStrategy,PresidentPutinvoicedhisconcernaboutthe
“acute demographic situation in Russia,” urging “active and consistent work
alongallavenues: loweringdeathratesandstimulationofbirthrates.”Putin
announcedthegovernmentwould“resetRussia’snationaldemographicpro-
gram”withaparticularfocusonlow-incomefamilies.Heintroducedanewfi-
nancialsupportinitiativebeginninginJanuary2018bywhichparentswould
receiveabout$180permonth,foreighteenmonthsafterthebirthoftheirfirst
child.ThisfederalaidwouldbedistributedtothesixtyRussianregionswhere
thebirthrateaverageistwochildrenorless.Also,speciallowerinterestrate
mortgageswouldbeavailableforfamilieswithtwoormorechildren.Addition-
ally,thePresidentchargedthegovernmenttoworkoutatimelineforrecon-
structionof thecountry’spediatricclinics inorder toensureaccessibleand
qualityhealthcare.16

 Some Concluding Thoughts: A Woman’s Body as Experimental 
Canvas

The issue of incentivizingmotherhood isalwaysproblematic.Short-term fi-
nancialprogramshavehistoricallyproven tobe ineffective,aschild-bearing
decisions,regardlessofgeography,aredeterminedbyareliablesystemofso-
cialsupportandmedicalcare.Hopingtofacilitateapronatalistshiftinacul-
ture, in which one-child family has been an expected national standard for
overseventyyears,theRussiangovernmentseemstobeseekingtofindaway
tore-engagewiththeeverydayofitscitizensandre-entertheirprivatelives.
TheuntranslatableandculturallyelusiveRussiannotionof“byt,”“theevery-
day,”yetagainfindsitselfatthecenterofpoliticsinthenewmillennium,after
Russia’srapidandpainfultransitionfromasocialisttoamarket-orientedecon-
omy.17Embracingthesuddenarrayofchoicesandeagertocreatebrightand

16 <https://iz.ru/676425/2017-11-28/putin-prizval-stimulirovat-rozhdaemost-v-rossii>.
17 SvetlanaBoym’sstudyofthephenomenonof“byt”andtheRussianpeculiarconception

ofprivatelifeshowsthatRussianshavehistoricallyconsideredtheideaofprivacytobea
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cozydomesticnests,newpost-SovietconsumerisredefiningtheSovietcon-
ceptof“byt”fromthatofacceptedmediocreeverydaynesstothewelloverdue,
highly soughtafter,andeagerlyembraced lifestyleofmaterial comfort.This
newconceptof“byt”doesnotnecessarilyincludeamulti-childfamily.

Theadvertisingindustry’spronatalistpushfora“newwoman”tobeusedin
theproductionofRussiannessandtheRussiantomorrow continuesapattern
ofSovieticonographypoliticswithwomenaspassivegroundforthenation’s
politicalandeconomicdesires.Withnewculturaldevelopmentsrapidlyush-
ering new interpretations of “byt” and “private life,” pronatalist ads’ implied
messages regarding a set of things women owe impose preferred models of
womanhoodandmotherhoodthataresuretobeineffectiveinthepost-Soviet
space.
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Chapter8

Fashionable Irony and Stiob: the Use of Soviet 
Heritage in Russian Fashion Design and Soviet 
Subcultures

Ekaterina Kalinina

 Introduction1

PoliticalreformationwithintheCommunistPartyoftheSovietUnionstarted
in1985.Widelyknownasperestroika,itbroughtadraughtoffreshairintothe
lifeofSovietsubcultures.Previousbansonmusicians’performancesandart-
ists’ exhibitions were lifted, and many young people who shared the same
sense of dissatisfaction and protest towards the dominant ideology and the
Sovietlifestylegotanopportunitytoexpresstheirdiscontentopenly(Kveberg
2012,9).Andjustlikethat,dressculturebecameoneoftheplatformsforthe
mediationofprotestandanimportantindicatorofaparticularworldviewthat
questionedthedominantcommunistideology.Membersofsubculturesopen-
lymockedtheSovietlifestylenotleastinthewayhowtheydressedbycomb-
ing and mixing together garments and accessories that hardly could be
imaginedtogether.Theirirony–a‘rhetoricalandstructuralstrategyofresis-
tanceandopposition’(Hutcheon1994,12)–andstiob – a‘ridiculingthattends
toveertowardsmortifyingandevenhumiliating’ (Klebanov2013,235)–be-
camethetoolstounpackpowerhierarchies.

AfterthedisintegrationoftheSovietUnion,whenforeigncommoditiesof
varyingqualityfloodedtheRussianmarket,manydesignersbuilttheirbrand
identities on podrazhanie inostrannomu, or ‘foreignism’, i.e. trying to appear
anythingbutRussian.Withtime,however,youngandaspiringdesignersfelt
theneedtocreateadistinctRussianculturalidentityandsoonenoughRussian
themes indeed became the entrance card to the global fashion markets –
something new, something different, something special. What was striking
aboutthemostsuccessfulofthesebrandswasahumorousattitudetolife,to
theselfandtothesymbolsofthepast.Thedesignersproposedlookingatthe
Russian past and identity ironically, often without searching for a profound

1 Thischapter isaneditedandupdatedversionofachapterofmydoctoraldissertation:
Kalinina,E(2014)Mediated Post-Soviet Nostalgia.Stockholm:SödertörnUniversity.

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/


193SovietHeritageInRussianFashionDesignAndSovietSubcultures

_full_alt_author_running_head(neemstramienB2voorditchapterennul0inhierna):0
_full_alt_articletitle_running_head(oude_articletitle_deel,vulhiernain):SovietheritageinRussianfashiondesignandsovietsubcultures
_full_article_language:enindien anders: engelse articletitle:0

meaning.Theysuggestedacceptingboththepastandthepresentandlaugh-
ingatsomeaspectsofit.

This humorous twist had another ‘fashionable’ reincarnation coinciding
withVladimirPutin’sthirdpresidentialterm(2012-2018).Severalpro-Kremlin
designersandbrandssuchasAntoninaShapovalovaandPUTINVERSTEHER
were launched as political projects promoting a mixture of state patriotism
andacultofpersonalhappinessinadisarmingironicmanner.However,while
theSoviet subculturesused stiob asaneffectivestrategy tomock theSoviet
regime, the pro-Kremlin designers promoted official version of patriotism
where these modes of joking were used as a strategy to disarm and attract
moresympathisers.Againstthisbackground,itseemsrelevanttoraiseaques-
tionabouttheusageofironyandstiobbothinthepromotionalstrategiesand
inthetreatmentofnationalhistoryinRussiandresscultureinthe1980s-2010s.

 The Rebellious Stiob of the Soviet Subcultures

TherelationsbetweentheSovietsystemandSovietsubcultureswereacom-
plexmatter.Eventhoughmanysubcultureswere inoppositionto theCom-
munistparty,theyneverthelesswerelargelytoleratedbythestateduringlate
socialism(Steinholt2005,Zhuk2010).AsGregoryKveberg(2012)writes,apol-
icyoftoleranceallowedofficialcultureandsubculturestoevolvetogetherina
dialectical process, with the banning of some cultures in the Soviet Union
leadingtotheemergenceofothers,creatingsomesortofhybridculture,where
official and non-official elements were deeply intertwined (Yurchak 2006).
Thisdialecticsprovideda fruitfularena for theoutburstofcreativity,which
spilledovertothedressculturethatinitsturnbecameoneofthemaininstru-
mentsadaptedbysubculturestomocktheSovietwayoflife.Theunderdevel-
opedSovietfashionindustrywithitsconstantdeficitandmoreoftenthannot
poorqualityof itsproductsnotonlybredartisanaldress-makersandseam-
stresses, but also begot out-of-the-box solutions such as the use of second-
handgarments(Bartlett2010,Gronow&Zhuravlev2015,Gurova2008).

Forsubcultures,thecreativeappropriationofsecond-handclothesalsohad
an important function – to overturn Soviet the ready-made truths some of
thesegarmentsoraccessoriessymbolised.ElenaKhudyakova,forexample,ap-
propriatedSovietmilitaryandworkinguniformssuchasvatnik, awarmjacket
used in the Tsarist and Soviet armies as well as in the punitive systems.2

2 Vatnik(Teplushka)isanelementofmilitaryammunitionduringwintertime.Vatnikwasmade
oftextileofgreencolourandhadaquiltedcottonlining.Itwasusuallyputundergreatcoat,
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ArtisticcollaborationbetweenGoshaOstretsovandTimurNovikovresultedin
thecollectionconsistingofcostumesofCommunist invadersandwasdedi-
catedtotheresettlementofCommunismontootherplanets.Ostretsovlucidly
ridiculedboththeidealsofmilitarymightoftheSovietarmyandtheideaof
worldrevolutionbyaddingchildren’stoysandplasticbabynightpotstomili-
taryuniforms.

Thetypeofmockerythemembersofthesubculturesdevelopedisconsid-
eredtobeaspecificSovietphenomenon–stiob, atypeofirony,whichisde-
finedbyitsseriousattitudetotheideologicalsymbolsofthesystem(Yurchak
1999,2006).SvetlanaBoym(2001,154)wrotethatstiob‘istheultimatecreation
ofhomosovieticusandpost-sovieticusthatallowsonetodomesticatecultural
myths’. It ‘usesshockinglanguagetoavoidaconfrontationwithshockingis-
sues’,aswellastautology,overstatementsandtrivia(Boym2001,154).

Paradingthestreetsdressedinridiculouslookingoutfitswasakindofpub-
licintellectualepatage,anaggressiveandprovocativedisempowermentofhe-
gemonyofthesystemthroughusingthesemioticresourcesavailablewithin
theSovietdiscourseofpower.Butitwasnotonlythecommunistideologyit-
selfthatwasbeinglaughedatandmocked,itwasalsothesubmissiveloyalty
andsincereattitudestothisideology.Throughgaudyhyperbole,clowningand
semiotic surplus Soviet tackiness, vulgarity and fetishism were overempha-
sized.Byusingthesameinstrumentsasthestateusedinordertomanifestits
powerposition,thesubcultureschallengedandsiftedpowerinthesocietyof
latesocialism.

AccordingtoMichelFoucault,resistancetohegemonicdiscoursesisanatu-
ralpartofhowpowerisexercised(2002).Wherethereispower,thereisalways
resistance.Hewritesthatresistancetoacertaindiscoursealwaysoccurswith-
init,withthesamewordsandconcepts(Foucault2002).Itisnotpossibleto
exerciseresistancetoadiscoursewithoutalsobeingapartofit.Resistanceis
possiblewhendiscoursesfightforthecreationofmeaningatstrategicallyor-
ganized resistance points, which can break down positions of power in the
dominantdiscourseandforcenewgroupings(Foucault2002,106).Inpractice
it meant an automatic reproduction of the form of the sign (a banner or a
militaryuniform,anightpot,atank-toy),andplacementofthesignintoadif-
ferentcontext(adresswasmadeoutofthisredbannerorauniformandatank
toywasplacedonahat).Hencetheabsurdnessofthewholeideologicalcon-
struction,whichmightnotbeapparentintheordinarycontext,becamevisi-
ble.

howeveritwasallowedtowearitwithoutacoatwhileathomeorduringstudies(Chernov
2011).
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Thisironictreatmentofthere-appropriatedsymbolsofSovietideologydid
notalwaysmeanacompletedegradingof these inheritedsigns. Italsocon-
tainedawarmandcaringattitudetowardsthem.Afteralltheywereapartof
theeverydaylifeanditwaspossibleforcertainaffirmativeandnaiveaspectsof
Sovietculturetopreservetheirconstructivesignificance.Withtimeprogress-
ingcriticalattitudestowardstheSovietsystemtransformedintoexplicitcyni-
cismandnegativeassessmentofmanyspheresofSovietlife.Afterthefallof
theSovietUnion,theSovietperiodbecamediscredited,whiletheidentityof
anaverageSovietpersonwasdistortedbytheoverwhelmingpresenceofthe
ugly truths of the past.The new Russian political elites demonstratively re-
jectedtheSovietideasandtriedtogetridoftheconsequencesofthe‘Soviet
experiment’andtobringthecountrybacktothe‘normal’condition.Atthat:

What before had been seen as a symbol of ‘national pride’, now was
viewed as ‘collective trauma’. Such reformatting demanded changes in
thecustomarypractices:notonlytheemphasisfromthe‘heroes’(which
seizedtobeheroes)shouldhavebeenputonthe‘victims’,butalsothe
perpetrators should have been punished. Such work demanded great
resourcesandwascomplementedwithgreatrisks.Thepointwasnotin
thefactthattherevealingofthe‘real’rolesof‘heroes’,‘perpetrators’and
‘victims’inthesociety,whichwentthroughthecivilwar,isapainfulpro-
cess; but such abrupt change of the implication of a historical event,
functioning as a myth, interferes the whole construction of collective
identity. It is not that easy to substitute ‘national pride’ with ‘national
trauma’(Malinova2015).

BymockingSovietsymbolssuchasPioneerandmilitaryuniforms,themem-
bersofsubcultureswhowerestillactiveafterthedemiseoftheUnionnotonly
removed their heroic pathos, but also re-established sincere and warm atti-
tudes to these symbols, which had often been dismissed during perestroika
andduringthe1990s.

Oneoftheessentialaspectsofthesedressculturesisadistinctrelationto
Westernconsumption.TheSovietstatefailedtoeliminatetheappealofWest-
erngoods,whichinthesocietyofconstantdeficitofbothnecessaryandluxu-
rysartorialobjectsacquiredastatusofsacred–everyonedreamtofpossessing
Americanjeans(Pilkington1994,Roth-Ey2011,Rybak,1990).Fashionistashad
goodcontactsontheblackmarketandwereabletolayhandsonsartorialim-
port,forwhichtheywereaccusedofcreatingacultofWesternconsumption.
ButinsteadofsimplymimickingtheWesternfashionstheSovietsubcultures
createdtheirownuniquedressstylesbymixingvariouselementsandstyles
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informedbytheculturalandsocialconditionstheylivedin.Theysearchedfor
inspiration everywhere – among the stalls of flee-markets, grandmothers’
wardrobes,andgarbagepiles,henceprovingthatthesartorialappealwasnot
restrictedtotheWesternlooks,butalsoincludedSovietcommodities(Petlura
2012,Morozov2012).

This mode of treating second-hand objects in order to question the nor-
malisedsocialstructuresbytheSovietsubculturesiscomparablewiththecut
’n’mix,bricolageattitudeofWesternpunkasanalysednotleastbyDickHeb-
dige(1979).IfoneistofollowHebdige’slogic,allsubculturesshouldundertake
thesamepath:startingasstyleschallengingdominantideology-(ies),hegemo-
ny-(ies)andsocialnormalization(s)throughitssymbolicformsofresistance,
theylaterbecomecommodifiedbyeventualentrepreneurstodeclinelater;the
Sovietsubcultures,oratleastsomeoftheirpracticesoncesubversive,rebel-
lious,andradical,shouldatsomepointhavebecomecontainedandservedthe
mainstreamideology-(ies).Itseemsthatthiswastoacertainextendthetrajec-
torymanySovietsubculturesfollowed.

Theimpulsivebreakoutofsubculturefashionstartedtofadeoutsometime
around 1995, even though the Tishinka flee-market in Moscow, the main
thresholdofthisculture,wasstillalive(Basteron-line).Thereweremanyrea-
sonsforthisdecline.First,aroundthesametimetheWesternformatsofglossy
magazines, such as Cosmopolitan and Vogue, introduced Western brands in
Russia.Second,subculturedesignswerenotfitforthetougheconomicrulesof
the1990s,letalonetobeadoptedbylarge-scalemassproduction(whichwasin
deepdepressionby1998andstillstrugglingtorecoverby2017).Third,whenit
becamepossible,someofthedesignersandartistsemigratedtotheWestand
continuedtheircareerasprofessionaldesigners.Meanwhile,someofthemleft
thesubculturesceneforpersonalreasons.However,itwouldbewrongtosay
thatsuchconceptualartisticpracticesdiedforgood.ArtistAlexanderPetlura,
forexample,continuedworkingwiththerecyclingofsecondhandclothesand
wasandstillisthemostprominentfigureinMoscowwithhismassivecollec-
tionofhistoricaldress,whichhehasexhibitedinhisexplorativeandprovok-
ingperformancesandinstallations.

Onecansay for sure thatat least themockingofSoviet idealscombined
withsincereattitudestoitwaspickedupbydesignerfashion.

 The Commercial Stiob and the Use of the Soviet Heritage

Inthe2000ssomethesubcultureswereabsorbedbythegrowingcommercial
sectorofdesign,whichseizedtheopportunityandappropriatedironicuseof
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theSovietsymbols.Almostsimultaneouslyseveraldesignersandartistsintro-
ducedcollectionswhereconceptualartanddesignwereblendedinadeliber-
ate provocative way. Designers such as Olga Soldatova (fashion design and
jewellery),KatiaBochavar(brandMUCH2MUCH,jewellery),DenisSimachev
(fashiondesign),MaximChernitsov(fashiondesign)createdthought-provok-
ingcollectionsbyproducingrichandhighconnotativedesigns.In2005,Cher-
nitsovpresentedhiscollectionHomocosmodromo,inwhichheexploredthe
themeofspacetravelusingimagesofIuriiGagarinandtheSovietspacedogs.
In his subsequent work he elaborated more on the Russian theme, taking a
profoundphilosophicalapproachtoit(Chernitsov2012).Oneexampleisthe
Fall–Winter2010/2011collection,Russkii Dukh(‘Russianspirit’),wherethede-
signerinvestigatesinratherpoignantformtheappearancesofRussianspiritu-
ality.

Startingfrom2003designerDenisSimachevhaspresentedseveralcollec-
tionswherehescrutinizedtheSovietthemeamongothers.HeusedtheOlym-
pic symbols to signify the period of the 1980s, which framed the happy
undertonesofthecollection–thecelebrationofyouthandlight-heartedmo-
mentsofunlimiteddaydreaming.OlgaSoldatovaandKatyaBochavar(whoare
more artists than strictly speaking fashion designers) created several collec-
tionsofaccessoriesandjewellery,wheretheyplayedwithsucheasilyrecogni-
sableSovietsymbolsastheredstar,imagesofVladimirLenin,animatedfilms
characters, and the symbol of the Soviet industrial pride – airplanes. Com-
paredtoDenisSimachevandMaximChernitsovtheyalsoworkedwithrecy-
cledmaterials.KatiaBochavar,forexample,usedpioneerpins,badgeswiththe
imageofVladimirLenin,theredstaraswellastheoldSovietmedals,which
shecombinedwithbroochesinformofinsects(collections:Leninasasuper-
hero,RussianPhoenix).

What unites these brands is their positioning as shocking and insightful
counterculturalobserverswithkeyobjectionsbothtocapitalistconsumercul-
tureandSovietideology–somekindofnihilistictroublemakersthatinvited
smartdecodersintotherealmofironyandstiob.Thedescriptionsonthede-
signers’websites(suchasMUCH2MUCHandDenisSimachev)statedthatthe
brandspromotedirony,provocation,intelligenceandforDenisSimachev–sex
appeal. For example, the name of the brand MUCH2MUCH already signifies
hyperbolaandexaggeration.Thedescriptioninthedesignerblogstates:

MUCH2MUCHmarriestwofields:jewelrydesignandconceptualart,ina
deliberate, provocative way. It not only recycles and combines various
materialsandobjects tocreateeach individualpiecebut,most impor-
tantly,italsorecyclesandcombinesideasrelativetothesematerialsin
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ordertobringaboutentirelynewones.Eachpiecetellsastory.Eachisa
part of a larger narrative that is intrinsic to modern life. Many of my
pieces weave together stories of different cultures, aesthetics, and life-
stylesand,asaresult,becomemetaphorsofthemodernworlditself:a
delicate balance of seemingly incompatible notions that nonetheless
strive forharmony. I feel that thiscreatesadeeperappreciationof the
roleofartinmaintainingthisfragilebalance(MUCH2MUCH,blog).

ThesimilarcouldbealsosaidaboutthefashionbrandofDenisSimachev,who
uses an inverted logo and both Cyrillic and Latin letters to emphasize the
brand’sspecialoutlookonlife.Thedescriptionreads:‘thebrandlooksatthings
fromanextraordinarypointofview,doubtscommonvaluesandbringsout
hiddenfacts’(DenisSimachev,officialwebsite).

Throughtheapplicationof theSovietanimated filmscharacters (suchas
Cheburashka,VolkandZaiats),the1980’sOlympicmascot,andtheSovietcom-
edy characters, the designer revealed exaggerated sentimentality associated
withtheseSovietculturaliconsbothinthepastandtoday.Atthesametime
theconstantreproductionoftheseculturaliconsoftheSovietchildhoodmade
themalmostobsolete–ontheoneside,theirreuseinthisnewfashioncontext
functionsasa stimulus for flashbackmemorieswhichremindpeopleabout
positivemomentsoftheirlives,ontheotherhandthisrepetitionrisksleaving
anemptyform,asimulacrum,whichisusedforacreatingamomentaryemo-
tionalconnectionbetweenthecustomerofthebrandandthepast.Thepast
andespeciallychildhoodhasbecomeatreasuretroveofnewbusinessideas.
Beingpackagedinanattractiveway(anditisverydifficulttopackagechild-
hoodandSovietcomedyiconsinanon-attractiveway)andbeingeasilydigest-
ible and aesthetically pleasing, it becomes a very successful marketing and
advertising tool, especially among young adults. In the culture where child-
hoodandsincerityarethemostusableelementsforattractinganysortofat-
tention,playingwithchildhoodmemoriesandsentimentsisoneofthebest
sellingstrategies.Atthesametime,strivingforauniqueidentity,youngpeople
are lookingback intothepast to findstylesthatsuit themandwouldmake
themdistinguishableinthecrowdsofthemainstream.Havingat-shirtwith
yourfavouriteanimatedfilmcharactersimultaneouslymarksabelongingtoa
specificgeneration,inthiscasethelastgenerationoftheSovietchildren(born
approximatelybetween1980and1991),apositiveattitudetowardsone’spast,
andalsoself-reflexiveironicattitude.

Whatisimportanttokeepinmindwhenitcomestotheanalysisofthese
brands and Denis Simachev in particular, is that the recycling of the easily
recognisable Soviet symbols (or even objects as in the case with the brand
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MUCH2MUCH)doesnotsignalnostalgiafortheSovietperiod,inasenseofthe
longingforthetimeofthepastandwillingtorestoreit.Itisabrandingstrategy
and a marketing strategy, which uses positive emotions to sell a product. It
doesnotmeanthatthereisnocommercialnostalgia,wherethepastisbeing
commodifiedanditselfbecomesaproductonecansellandbuy.Itisdefinitely
thecase,andthedesignersarealsoawareofthat,aswellastheyareawareof
thenostalgiadebates.TheyconsciouslydenyanypoliticalnostalgiafortheSo-
vietpast,pointingoutthattheircontributionisintheironicattitudebothto
thepastandtothepresent.So,despiteoftheuseoftheSovietpastbeingan
importantelementinRussianfashioninthemid-2000s,itistheattitudewith
whichthispastisbeingusedinfashiondesignthatIfindthemostsignificant.
DenisSimachevsays:‘Itiswidelyacceptedtoknitone’sbrowsandsay,‘Yes,it
was very difficult, it was a terrible period in the history of our country’. Of
courseonecanmoanaboutit,butonecanalsosmileandfighteverythingbad
thathappenedwithhumour’(Simachev2013).WhatDenisSimachevsellsisan
ironicattitudetothepast,thepresentandthefuture,inotherwords,itisthe
ironicstandtowardstheideaoftime,changeandage.Hesays:‘Iobserveitall
fromadistanceandpick funnymoments. I trytotransplantall these funny
momentsontoclothing,orsomeeventorlifestyle,inordertosellit.Aperson
does not buy something Soviet, but he or she buys an emotion’ (Simachev
2013).

Thereisnothingrandominthemockingandre-examinationofthepastby
thesedesigners.Toincludeironydoesnotnecessarilymeantoexcludeserious-
nessandpurposeofthiscreativeproduction.ThedescriptiontoKatiaBocha-
var’scollectionstates:

Leninwasourgrandfather,akind,yetausteregod.Achildhoodphoto-
graph of my father shows him looking just like the Baby Lenin on the
Oktyabrenokbadges–thefirstregaliaofayoungCommunist.Thissame
badgewouldbepinnedonthechestofeveryseven-year-oldduringthe
first days of September. I myself was officially made a Pioneer at the
LeninMuseumonRedSquare.Theyplacedaredtiearoundmyneckand
pinnedthebadgeofayoungLeninistclosertotheheart,beforeleading
ustotheMausoleum.WhenIwasateenager,IjoinedtheKomsomol.On
this badge, our Vladimir Ilyich was portrayed striding boldly forward,
offeringhimselfasanopentargetforthetideofeventsrushingby.‘Lenin
asaSuperhero’isamockingcry,addressedtoourownpast:‘Nobodyis
afraid of you anymore, you Asian tyrant, medieval princeling, dried
dummy…’Wearethelastoneswhokeepyouclosetoourhearts(Leninas
asuperhero,Bochavar,officialwebsite).
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Rememberingiscentraltothelinkingofthepastwiththelived:throughper-
sonal memories about Vladimir Lenin, the designer enters collective child-
hoodmemoriesofthewholegenerationofSovietchildrenpointingoutthat
theyare‘thelastones’whohavedirectmemoriesofthisfigureandtheSoviet
periodasawhole.Thedescriptionofthecollectionthuscombinesasincere
memoryaboutone’spastandamockingattitudetoit,whichliberatesfromthe
tyrannyofSovietideologicalhegemony.

TheSovietpastispresentinthememoriesofthedesignersandhasamate-
rialformnotonlyintheobjectstheyoperatewith(pinswithLenin’shead),but
alsointhemodernurbanpalimpsest.Onecannotavoidadirectconfrontation
withthelayersofhistory,whichispresentintheeverydaylife–architecture,
interiordesignandinpeople’sapartment’s,andeveninpeople’sbehaviorsand
attitudes.ArtdirectoroftheDenisSimachevbrandIvanMakarovsuggeststhat
materialmarkers(monuments,buildings,interiorsetc.)andemotionalstruc-
tures(behaviouralandemotionalcharacteristicsofhomosovieticus)arepres-
entonmanydifferentlevelsincontemporaryRussiansocietyandthatitwas
impossibletooverlookthemwhileworkingonthecollectionsbecausefashion,
ashebelieves,isamirrorofwhateverhappensinsociety(Makarov2013).One
didnothavetobenostalgicfortheSoviettimessincetheSoviet‘aura’hasnev-
erdisappearedfromthefabricofday-to-daylife(onpalimpsestseeOushakine
2009).Hencethedesignersarenotinterestedincopyingorrevivingthispast.
Theywanttocomeincontactwiththepositiveaspectsoftheimmediatepast
andpresentandthenputtheminquestion.

Thedesignsarenotdepthless.Itisnotatrivialkitschassomemightthink.
AccordingtoThomasKulka(1996),foraculturalformtobecertifiedaskitsch:
thesubjectmatterinquestionhastobeemotionallycharged;ithastobeim-
mediatelyidentifiable;anditshouldreinforceourbasicbeliefandsentiments,
rather than subject them for critical examination. A closer look at the gar-
mentsofthesedesignerssuggeststhatkitschisappropriatedinordertomock.
OneofthebestexamplesistheportraitsofVladimirPutininthefloweryframe
orRomanAbramovitchonthet-shirts(DenisSimachevbrand).Hencethese
kitschymockingdesignsproduceadoubtaboutthebrands’beliefintheirown
apparentmessages.Inthesecases,itsapplicationdivergesfromKulka’sdefini-
tionasitdestabilizestheprospectofflawlessnessbyinsinuatingitsconcealed
motives.Thesebrandshintat something lyingunderneath thekitschyrecy-
clingofSovietsymbolsandicons–theyopenupratherthanclosedownen-
quiry.WhattheybringupfordiscussionisaninherentpresenceoftheSoviet
inthecultureandidentityofmodernRussia–thefactthatVladimirPutinap-
pearedonthet-shirtisnotrandom,butitratherpointsouttotheemergence
ofanewcultofpersonality.
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AnotheraspectwherethisanalysisgoesagainstKulka’smodel, iswhenit
comestotheworkingtogetherofkitschandirony.Kulkawritesthat‘oneofthe
salientfeaturesofkitschisthatitisalwaysunivocal,unambiguous,anddeadly
serious.Itisthisseriousnessthatmakeskitschsopathetic.Anditisoftenits
pathosthatmakeskitschridiculous...ironyisincompatiblewithkitsch’(Kulka
1996,111).Inthesecasesweseetheopposite–kitschandironycometogether.
ItbecomesespeciallyvisibleinthedesignsofKatiaBochavarandDenisSim-
achev who, I would say, produce kitschified parodies of kitsch, some sort of
parodyofkitschinakitschymanner,wherekitschistheseriousattitudetothe
Sovietideology,Sovietkitschandconsumerculturealltogether.

Thedesigners’useoftheSovietpastcannotbereducedto‘aestheticcanni-
balization’(Jameson1991).Ofcourse, itcannotofferwhatFrederic Jameson
(1991)calls‘genuinehistoricity’–‘social,historicalandexistentialpresentand
thepastas‘referent’’as‘ultimateobjects’.Butthedesigners’deliberaterefusal
todosocannotbereadasnaïve.Whattheydoinrealityistoquestionthevery
possibilityofanysystem,includingthecommunistandthecapitalistone,any
ideologyandany‘totalizing’history.Thesedesignsaredoublyironic(thereisa
doublecoding)–theyareironicbothoftheSovietpastandthecapitalistpres-
ent.TheyareironictowardsthesystemandtheaestheticsofSovietkitsch,but
theyarealsoironicaboutthecapitalistmarketlogic,thateverythingcanbe
boughtandsold.Moreover,theyalsotakeanironicstandtowardsthemselves
asbeingapartofthebothsystems(beingbornandraisedintheSovietperiod
andnowcapitalizingontheirownpast).Itisself-reflexiveironicintroversion
suggestedbylookingbacktothepast.Itrevealsthesocialimplicationofthis
design–the Soviet is still within us and we still take it seriously. We have not learnt 
to see it clearly by distancing ourselves from it.DrawingonFoucault’stheoryof
poweranddiscourse,onecansuggestthatinthisparticularcasethedesigners
useinstrumentsofbothsystemsinordertorevealtheworkingoftheirideolo-
gies.Inthisprocesstheironicechoingofthepastmarksbothcontinuityand
change.Ituses itshistoricalmemorytosignalthatthiskindofself-reflexive
discourseisalwaysboundtosocialdiscourse.Inthiscase,thestiobofthede-
signersbecameamodeofself-reflexivitybecauseitsincorporationofthepast
into its very structures points to the ideological context in a more obvious
mannerthanotherformsofhumor.Stioballowsspeakingtoasocialdiscourse
bybeingwithinit,butwithoutbeingtotallyrecuperatedbyit.

Onecouldalsoarguethat this ironicattitudetowardstheSovietsymbols
wasreachedthroughtheapplicationofasemioticdevicecalled‘camp’.Susan
Sontagsuggeststhat‘theessenceofcampistheunnatural:ofartificeandexag-
geration’ (Sontag1964,53).Camp ‘inserts thesignifier intoquotationmarks,
theatricalizingitattheexpenseofthesignified’(Christian2001,118).Whatis
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most significant about camp is that it is also double-coded both as a clever
protestagainstnostalgiafortheSovietpastandasareinforcementofnostalgia
fortheSoviet–simultaneouslysubversiveandreactionary.Campdoesnotso
much‘’subvert’ordisplacethedominantcodeasitjuxtaposesthelatterwith
the ‘perverse’ code, rendering the sign available to a doubled interpretation
[&]itconvertsthesignintoalure.Campcreatesanoscillationbetweendiscur-
sivecodes(Christian2001,137).Hence,campcanalsobeappliedasananalyti-
calcategory,becauseitallowsfordouble-talkandironicattitudetothesubject
ofinquiry.

Denis Simachev claimed exclusivity in introducing an ironic attitude to-
wardstheSovietpast:‘InregardtothereferencestotheUSSR,Ishouldsaythat
nooneeverplayedwiththistypeofhumour.Nooneeverlookedatitwithsuch
stiob’(Simachev2013).AsIhavepointedoutintheprevioussection,however,
stiobhadbeenusedbythemembersofsubculturesasastrategyintheirdisem-
poweringof theSovietsystem,sothatthedesignerwasactually followinga
trailthathadalreadybeenblazed.Letaloneheandtheotherdesignersactive
in thisperiodwerenot theonlyoneswhotookan ironicstandtowards the
past.However,thosewhofollowedthemonthiscreativetrailhadusedironyin
adifferentmanner.

 Stiob ‘Kremlin Style’ and the Political Uses of the Past

DuringVladimirPutinpresidency,fashionbecameaplatformforvisualpropa-
ganda. Kremlin-friendly fashion brands such as Antonina Shapovalova and
PUTINVERSTEHERpromotedstateideologybyproducingdesignsfortheloyal
youthmovements.

AsaresponsetotheUkrainianOrangerevolutionof2004Obscherossiyskaya 
obschestvennaya organizatsiya sodeystviya razvitiyu suverennoy demokratii 
(OOO SRSD) molodezhnoe dvizhenie Nashi(All-of-RussiaCivilOrganizationfor
thePromotionandDevelopmentofSovereignDemocracyYouthMovement
Nashi)wasofficiallylaunchedbythepoliticiansBorisandVasiliiYakimenkoin
2005(Shevchuk,Kamishev2005).Nashiclaimedtobeananti-fascistorganiza-
tion(subsumingcommunistsandliberalsundertheterm‘fascists’)supporting
PresidentVladimirPutininhisbattleagainsttheoligarchs(Rosbalt2005).Af-
teranumberofscandalswherethecommissarsofNashiwereinvolved,itbe-
cameevidentthattheprojecthadtoberebrandedorcloseddown.In2012its
leaderVasiliiYakimenkodeclaredthatthehistoryofthemovementinitsexist-
ingformhadended,andanewpoliticalpartywouldbefoundedtosucceedit.
In2013itwasdecidedtodevelopsmallerprojectswithclearobjectivesaimed
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atpromotingpatriotismundertheumbrellaorganizationVserossiiskoe Soob-
shchestvo Molodezhi(‘All-RussianYouthAssociation’)(Atwal2009,2012).

AftertheMoscowstreetsprotestscausedbyelectionfraudduringthepar-
liamentaryelectionsin2011itbecamecleartotheadvocatesofKremlin’spo-
litical line that youth politics should be reorganized and the means of
persuasionofyoungpeopleshouldbechanged,asthestreetpoliticsappliedby
Nashiyouthmovementwerenolongereffective.Atthesametime,thecrimi-
nalprosecutionoftheactivistsaftertheBolotnaiaSquaredemonstrationon
the6thofMay2012inMoscowhadacoolingdowneffectonthemassprotest
movementinRussia.Asaresultthestatehascreatedanotheryouthorganisa-
tion–Set’(Network),whichstartedtopromoteRussianculturalvaluesasde-
fined by the state and its ideologists. Set’ became a response to the fastly
spreadingideasofliberaldemocracyanditsideasofcivicengagementinRus-
siabyprovidinganalternativeformedaroundneoconservative ideas,ortho-
doxy,andsupportforthepresident.Insteadoffocusingonthemobilizationof
loyal crowds for demonstrations and street protests, the Kremlin turned to-
wardsculturalandpatrioticupbringingofyoungpeople.Thisishowoneofthe
membersofthenewmovementSet’explainstheneedofreformationofthe
youthpoliticsinRussia:‘Wehaveunderstoodthatthereisnothingtobedone
onthestreetsaswehavewonthere,butthereshouldbesomethingnewdone
inyouthpolitics’(quotedinTumanovandSurnacheva2014).

BothNashiandSet’havetheirownin-housedesigners,somekindofpro-
moters of the ideologies the organisations advance. Antonina Shapovalova,
one of the leaders of pro-Kremlin youth movement Nashi, became the very
firstdesignertopromotepatrioticglamour,whichin2015reacheditszenith
(Feldman2015a).Shapovalovaprovidedvisual supportof severalcampaigns
calling foractionto join thearmyand increasebirthrates.3Thestrengthof
thisfashionpropagandawasindeedinthemediumusedtodisseminatepoliti-
cal messages: fashion often seems to be a non-threatening field and hence
functionswelltodisarmandtakepeopleoff-guard.

In2010AntoninaShapovalovamadeacollectionwhichwasinspiredbya
militarytheme–theCollectionFall/Winter2010-2011,orotherwisecalledPo-
beda#22.Thecollectionconsistedofmen’sandwomen’swear–dresses,bod-
ices and skirts, trousers and jackets adorned with chains, metal studs and
rivets, sequins, rough edges, geometric shapes and blackened gold. Erotic
glamorizationwasemphasizedwiththemeansofblood-colormake-upthat
covered the naked legs of the female models. The collection also included

3 FormoreaboutcampaignspromotingnativityseethechapterbyRakhimova-Sommersinthis
volume.
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t-shirtswithvarious‘patriotic’prints,whichissomesortofatrademarkofthe
Shapovalovabrand.Theyweredecoratedwiththenumber65(pointingoutto
the65thanniversaryoftheGreatVictory),aswellaswithaphoristicphrases
callingforcontributionstothedemographicpictureofthecountrywiththe
slogans: ‘Mating is pleasant and helpful!’ Razmnozhat’sia priiatno i polezno!
andmockingthosewhoditchmilitaryservice.

Shapovalova’sdesignscalledforpatrioticdevotiontoRussiaintheformof
personal involvement in supporting the state’s decisions and actions, which
shecalls‘anactivecivicposition’(Shapovalova2013).Byamalgamatingpatri-
oticactionwithcreativepracticeshedefinedtheroleofculturalindustriesin
thepoliticsofthestateassupportiveandpropagandistic.Bylookingforinspi-
ration for her collections in the past, she also introduced a specific take on
history,whichisdeprivedbothofthenegativereminiscencesanddirectmem-
oriesoftheSovietpast.SheoperateswithwhatMarianneHirsh(2008)calls
post-memories, i.e.thesecondandthirdgeneration’smemoriesabouthistori-
caleventsthattheyhaveneverexperiencedpersonallybutratherthroughme-
dia and popular culture. Shapovalova’s perception of the Soviet past is
influencedbythemainstreammediaandpoliticaldiscourses,especially the
discoursesonWWIIandtheindisputableheroicroleoftheRedArmyinthe
liberationofEurope.Hence itcomeswith little surprise that thevisual lan-
guage of Shapovalova’s patriotism aimed at strengthening and directing the
passions of young people towards personal sacrifices for the state and the
country.

IwouldarguethatShapovalova’susebothofhistoryasaninspirationalma-
terialandofironyandstiobastoolsforunpackingthepastandpresentand
constructingRussianidentityistheoppositeofwhatthemembersofthesub-
culturesdidinthe1980s.Insteadofquestioningmilitarypowerandstagnant
powerhierarchies,sheglorifiesthecountry’smilitarymightandreinforcesPu-
tin’s ‘powervertical’ throughher fashiondesign. InShapovalova’scollection,
sheturnstothemainunitingevent–theGreatPatrioticWarandtheVictory
Day,henceintensifyingthecultofthewaranditscentralizingroleinthere-
constructionofnationalidentityinRussia.Whiledoingsosheredirectsatten-
tiontowardsthesincerityofsacrificeinamilitarybattleanditsheroicnature.
Shesays:

ItsohappensthatlatelyweperceivethecelebrationofVictorytoofor-
mally. For 65 years, an emotional message became weak and is broad-
casted more out of inertia, and not from the heart. In this collection,
Iwanttofocusonthepersonalattitudetovictory,thinkabouttheplace
ofheroisminthecontextoftheeveryday.(Shapovalova,officialwebsite)
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Shapovalova frequently invokes sincerity as an important value which Rus-
sianshavelost,butshouldhaveamongtheirprincipalvirtues.Byexcavating
memoriesoftheGreatPatrioticWar,Shapovalovaindirectlylooksbackonand
romanticisesSoviettimesbysearchingforsinceritythere.Thissincerityhad
tworelatedbutdistinctmeanings:asawaytoexplorelifeinthepast(inthis
case, theSoviet past), andas an intrinsiccharacteristic of that life itself: ‘In
boththesesenses,sincerityisfurtherrelatedtoasetofotherterms:idealism,
romanticism, humanism, purity, friendship, comradeship, self-sacrifice, etc.’
(Yurchak2008,257).Shapovalovaclaimssinceritytowardsthepast,while in
factsheisoneofthosewhocontributestotheKremlin’sdiscursiveandritual-
isticofficialdom.

However,itisdifficulttocatchheronbeinginsincere–anycriticandac-
cusationsofbeingapoliticalprojectthedesignerfightsbackbypresentingher
brandasstiob.Shecalledita‘provocationwithasmile’,anddisarmedanyone
who tried to make her responsible for promoting official propaganda, even
thoughitisclearthatAntoninaShapovalovaactedasamouthpieceformany
ofNashi’sprojects.Whilethesubcultureusedstiob asaneffectivestrategyto
mocktheSovietregime,inapro-statemovementthatpromotestheofficial,
patrioticline,stiob becomesapowerfultoolfordisempowermentofthepropa-
ganda’s target audiences.The designer not only admits that her designs are
propagandistic, but overidentifies with the propaganda and ridicules it. By
makingtheviewerbelievethatherworkisjustaharmlessjoke,thedesigner
inducestheviewerorconsumertolethisorherguarddownandassumethat
itisnotpropaganda.Shapovalova’ssecondstepistoclaimthathercollections
are ‘provocative’andtooveridentifywithprovocativeaction.Theword ‘pro-
vocative’ is usually understood as a negative attribute, indicating an action
committedtocauseastrongreactionbycreatingadifficultsituationorconse-
quencesfortheonebeingprovoked.However,inthiscaseprovocationisseen
asapositiveactdirectedtowardsmobilizingyoungpeopletobemoreactivein
thelifeofthecountry.However,thismobilizationissupposedtobeideologi-
cally‘correct’–activitiesshouldfallwithintheideologicalguidelineslaidout
bytheyouthmovementandtherulingparty.Byclaimingthatherdesignsare
provocative,thedesignersafeguardsherselffromcriticismbyannouncingthat
everythingshesaysanddoesisonlyajoke,althoughwithagrainoftruthinit:
‘Everyprintisajoke,and,asweknow,thereisapartoftruthineveryjoke!’
(Shapovalova2013).

PatrioticfashionhasnotstoppedwithShapovalovabutintensifiedwiththe
annexationofCrimea.Theyear2014wasrichonpatrioticcreativityinRussia
advancing‘patrioticfashion’.Patrioticfrenzy,whichoverwhelmedRussianso-
cietyinconnectionwiththeCrimeanannexationandthefeelingofempathy
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forpeoplelivinginDonbasregioninEasternUkraine,furthermaterializedin
dress culture. Internet shops offered a variety of t-shirts with encouraging
printssuchas ‘Russia’, ‘IamRussian’, ‘Crimeaisours’, ‘Politepeople’etc.The
youthorganisationSet’stagedan‘ironicclothesexchangecampaigns’insev-
eralcitiesinRussia.Peoplecouldget‘patriotic’t-shirtsinexchangeforclothes
of‘foreign’fashionbrands.DesignersworkingforandtogetherwithSet’medi-
atedpoliticalmessagesthroughculturalandartisticpractices.Set’slaunched
severalinitiativessuchascompetitionsforthebestdesigntostimulateyoung
artists and fashion designers to produce patriotic designs that would boost
moral spirit and reflect Russian identity. Young Ukrainian Anna Kreydenko
evenbecametheownin-housedesignerofSet’andsoonafterdebutingwith
herfirstcollectionalreadyshowcaseditatthefashionshowNovyi Russkii(‘The
NewRussian’)organizedbySet’inSevastopol,Crimea,inMay2014.

KreydenkoispartofthedesignercollectivePUTINVERSTEHER,whichpro-
videsanotherexitingexampleofappropriationofstiob.Thenameofthebrand
isitselfanironicappropriationoftheGermantermPutin-versteher,the‘prom-
inentGermanPutin-Empathizers(fromVersteheror,literally‘understander’in
German)’who‘serveasPutin’sfirstlineofdefenseagainstEuropeansanctions
for the Anschluss of Crimea’ (Gregory 2014). The brand overidentifies with
thosewhosupportRussiaandPutin’spolitics,turnsthenegativeconnotation
ofthewordaroundandmakesititsstrengthbypointingouttothe‘patriotic’
aspectofit.Theslogansays:‘BywearingtheclothesbyPUTINVERSTEHERyou
notonlysupportPutin,youchallengethewholeworldwithitscorporations,
revolutions,humanitarianbombing,doublestandardsandbeardywomen’(of-
ficial Facebook page <https://www.facebook.com/Putinversteher-92325493
7704512/>).Whilethedescriptionofthebrandreferstosuchsensitiveissuesas
gaymarriageandnon-governmentalorganizations,theimageryofthebrand
consistsofmilitarysymbolscombinedwithromanticoutfits,whichvisually
supportthemovement’smanifestowhichproclaimsitsroleindefending‘tra-
ditionalfamilyvalues’,Russiancultureandhistory,thelegacyoftheGreatPa-
trioticWar,andsupportforthepresidentoftheRussianFederation.

ThistypeofironyisallowedandapprovedwithintheframesoftheKrem-
lin’spoliticaldiscourse.Shapovalova’scase, togetherwithKatyaDobryakova
andAlexanderKonasov,AnyaVanyaandPUTINVESTEHERmakesaviewerbe-
lievethat ‘freedomofartisticexpression’ isallowed inRussia.Theyplaythe
roleof‘agentprovocateur’byopenlymockingeventhepresidentofthecoun-
try. Antonina Shapovalova’s underwear with slogans like ‘PUTin the Best’ or
Volodia, ia s Toboi(Volodia,Iamwithyou)aswellast-shirtsandsweatersof
PUTINVERSTEHERwithimagesofPutinandotherprominentRussianpoliti-
ciansareinrealityamockeryofthosewhobelieveinthepossibilityofcriti-
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cism directed towards the political elites of Russia. In fact, mockery and
criticismarepossibleonlyiftheyareallowedandsponsoredbythestateitself.

Even their revoking of the military thematic and the use of war imagery
restswithintheboundariesofthelimitedcriticism.Itpromotesheroicpathos,
notcallsforreflectiononwaratrocitiesorcriticismtowardstheactionsofthe
RedArmyinEurope.Thedualityofthesedesignsisalsowellillustratedthrough
the combination of the evening and cocktail garments with propaganda t-
shirtswithcatchyslogans,whichmockEuropeandemocracyandvalues,Euro-
peansanctionsagainstRussianpoliticiansandevenTurkey.4Itpromisesthe
massesaccess towealthandpowerofelites throughsacrificeanddevotion,
andthethemeofwarservesthispurposewell.Certainly,warfarecannotbe
attractive, so the designers turn war into a game and a glamourous event,
wherebloodbecomesanaccessoryandtragedyofthewarisinthepast.The
imageryof thecatwalks,with fleetingdresses in thewomen’s line,createsa
myth of a distant past and projects it into an alternative present or future
wherewarsare,orwillbe,victoriousanddeathimpossible.5Theirdesignsfo-
cusdramaticallynotonlyonthetantalisingpromisesofautopianfuture,but
moreimportantlyontheutopianversionofthepastandpresent.

Justlikemanyartistsanddesignersopenedupinthepasttorevolutionary
ideasandpropaganda,thisnewgenerationofdesignersrespondedtothecall
toworktowardsthecountry’srestorationafter‘thegreatestgeopoliticalcatas-
tropheofthe20thcentury’andthesupposedanarchyofthe1990s.

 Concluding Remarks

Thefashionbrandspresentedinthelastsectionofthischapterillustrateanew
turninRussianfashioncultureandtheKremlin’syouthpolitics: fashionbe-
comesanactivepropagandatoolthatmediatesthestatepoliticsandideology.
TheKremlindesignersshowtheircollectionsduringtheofficialfestivitiesand
haveexclusiveentrancetothemostvisitedculturalplatforms.This isanew
typeoffashion,whichisorientatedtoideologicallyindoctrinatemasseswith

4 OnNovember24,2015aRussianmilitaryplanewastakendownbyTurkishmilitaryforces.
ThisincidentcausedadiplomaticcrisisbetweenRussiaandTurkeyandresultedinviralanti-
TurkishcampaigninRussia.Several’patrioticdesigners’suchasAlexanderKonosov(famous
forhispatrioticprints,suchas’Theyarepatriots,andyou?’)andKatyaBodryakovaannounced
aproductionof’patriotic’t-shirtstosupportRussia’ssanctionstowardsTurkey.Seemoreat:
<http://rusnovosti.ru/posts/399148>,accessedFebruary21,2018.

5 FormoreexamplesofthefuturisticimageryanditsfunctionintheRussiancontemporary
cultureseethechapterbyMajsovainthisvolume.
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themeansofvisualpropaganda.Atthesametime,theKremlinharvests‘ideo-
logicallycorrect’commercialfashionbrandsandbenefitsfromtheir‘right’pa-
triotism, which is promoted through ‘post-popular’ (Konosov), non-banal
(Dobriakova)ironicdesigns.Theironiclanguageandimmediacyoftheimag-
eryofthesebrandsmakeadirectappealtoanemotionalratherthanintellec-
tual response.Targetingpredominantlyyoungpeople, these fashiondesigns
intensifymythsaboutWorldWarIIandfacilitatethemobilisationofthestate
ideologyinwhichtheauthorityofthepresentdictatesacertainpresentation
ofthepast.Incontrasttothesecond-handclothesfoundatfleamarketsstalls
(andusedbyartistssuchasAlexanderPetlura,whobelievedthatthesegar-
mentsbreathehistoryandallowustobecomepartofhistorybywearingthem,
orbyreenactmentgroupswhosemembersbelievethatwearingtheoriginal
garmentsstimulatesandenhancestheexperienceoftheeventsbymaterialis-
ingthem),moderndesigncreatesnotaconnectionwithhistory,buttheillu-
sionofsuchaconnection.Asnewfashionproducts,whichdonottransmissa
conscious memory of former users and has none of the strangeness of old
clothes,whichunavoidablyexistsinthecaseofvintagedressanddeepensthe
gapbetweenthepastandthepresent,thesedesignshavethepotentialtoap-
pealtomainstreamcustomers.Thestrangenessofthepastalsoisminimised
bytheremovalofallnegativememories,whileonlypositiveemotionsaresold
forconsumption.Intheirtoolboxesironyandstiobbecomeinstrumentsfor
there-establishmentofstatehegemonythroughdisempowermentandconfu-
sionoftheconsumer.Atthesametimetheyhaveanotheralluringduality:they
simultaneouslylayclaimtohistoricityanddenythattheydosobyhidingbe-
hindanotionoffashionassomethingsuperficial.Inthiswayfashionbecomes
aperfectweaponofmanipulation:itdisarmsitsviewerandthenmediatesits
messagestillmoreeffectivelythananypamphletorspeechwouldhavedone.
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Chapter9

Humour as a Mode of Hegemonic Control:  
Comic Representations of Belarusian and 
Ukrainian Leaders in Official Russian Media

Alena Minchenia, Barbara Törnquist-Plewa and Yuliya Yurchuk

 Introduction

Theexistingmultidisciplinaryscholarshiponpoliticalhumourwidelyagrees
aboutthediscursivepowerofjokes.Therecurrentpatternsofjoking(whois
laughingatwhomandwhy)reflectandcreatepowerstructures(Purdie1993,
129;Attardo2014).Inspiredbythisinsight,wewanttoinquireandreflecton
thefunction,dynamics,andsocialeffectsofpoliticalhumourinframingand
conveyingthepoliticalimaginationinaparticularpoliticalcontext–relations
betweenRussiaanditstwoneighbours,BelarusandUkraine.Thus,inthefol-
lowing,wewillexaminethecontentofaselectednumberofRussianpolitical
jokesandhumorouscartoonsdealingwithBelarusianandUkrainianleaders
andaskhowRussian-BelarusianandRussian-UkrainianrelationshipsandRus-
sia’s self-perception feature in these representations. The aim is to explore
whatgeopoliticalideasdefinethecontentofthesejokes.Wefindthisdiscus-
sionmorethantimelyinthecontextofthestrengtheningofimperialistten-
denciesintheregionofEasternEuropeasexpressedbytheRussianannexation
ofCrimeaandthewarinUkraine.

BelarusandUkrainehavealotincommon,butstilldifferinmanyrespects,
whichleadsustoinquireaboutthesimilaritiesanddifferencesinrepresenta-
tionsofthesetwocountriesinRussiansatiricalprogrammes.Bothbecamein-
dependentstatesaslateas1991inconnectiontothefalloftheSovietUnion
andaresituatedinageopoliticallycontestedscene,betweenRussiatotheeast
andtheEUandNATOtothewest.Bothcountrieshavealonghistoryofpoliti-
cal,economic,andculturaldependencyonRussia.Throughoutthe19thand
almost the whole of the 20th centuries, Belarusian territory and most of
UkrainebelongedfirsttotheRussianandlatertotheSovietempires.Belarus
andUkraineareSlavic-speakingand,thoughtheyhavetheirownnationallan-
guages,theRussianlanguageholdsastrongpositionandisrecognizedasoffi-
cialinBelarus.Moreover,RussianmediaarewidelyaccessibleinbothBelarus
andUkraine,andthereforetheirinhabitantsareexposedtomessagescoming

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
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fromMoscow.AfterthecollapseoftheSovietUnion,however,thetwocoun-
triestookquitedifferenttracksinrelationtoRussia.WhileUkraineunderwent
changesofgovernmentinitspursuitofdemocracythatwereoftenturbulent,
andoscillatedbetweentheEUandRussia,Belaruschieflyremainedunderthe
ruleofonepresidentanditseconomicdependenceontheRussianFederation
increased.

TheBelarusiangovernmenthaslongpursuedthepolicyofclosecoopera-
tion with Russia, which is discursively framed in terms of familial intimacy
betweenthetwocountriesandastheenactmentoftheirbrotherlyties.The
RussiangovernmentfinanciallysupportsBelarusianauthority,providingcred-
itsand lowprices fornaturalgasandoil (e.g. Ioffe2008).At thesametime,
since2015BelarushassearchedforsupportinEurope.Thecircumstancesthat
leadtothisaretwofold.Ontheonehand,in2015theEUfirstsuspendedand
then,inFebruary2016,liftedsanctionsagainstBelarusianofficials,whichhad
been introduced in 2010 because of the violent suppression of the peaceful
protestsagainstfraudinthepresidentialelection.Ontheotherhand,theRus-
sian authorities, confrontedwith theeconomysuffering fromthe restrictive
Europeanmeasuresandlowoilprices,arenotwillingtofinanceLukashenka’s
systemwithoutrealconcessionsonimportantissues(e.g.theplacementofa
RussianmilitaryairbaseinBelarus,recognitionoftheRepublicofAbkhazia
andSouthOssetia,andsupportofRussianpoliticsinrelationtoUkraine).Go-
ing in either direction – turning towards Europe or continuing negotiations
with Russia – can endanger Lukashenka’s personal power and, therefore, is
considered dangerous. This dubious setting defines the current geopolitical
orientationofBelarus.

ThecaseofUkraineseemstobedifferentgiventheopenlyhostilerelation-
shipbetweenRussiaandUkrainesince2014whentheRussianFederationan-
nexed Crimea and supported separatists in Eastern Ukraine that led to the
long-termmilitaryconflictinthecountry(Grant2015;Wilson2014).Thewar
shapes its own dynamic in terms of power relations. Therefore, in order to
makethecasestakenupheremorecomparable,wedecidedthatitwouldbeof
particularinteresttoseehowUkrainewaspresentedintheRussiansatirical
mediaprecedingtheopenhostilitybetweenthecountriesandinmediaaim-
ingatentertainmentratherthanpoliticalanalysis.Thus,theanalyseddatare-
fertothetimewhenRussiaandUkrainehadacomplexrelationshiposcillating
betweenthecoolnessofantipathyandthewarmthoffriendship.Acool,an-
tagonisticrelationshipwascharacteristicoftheperiodwhenViktorIushchen-
kowasthepresidentofUkraine.HisaimsofcloserintegrationwithNATOand
theEUweretreatedasabetrayalofRussianinterests.Areturntoa friendly
Russian-Ukrainian relationship happened chiefly when Viktor Ianukovych
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becamepresidentin2010,ashesupportedclosercooperationwiththeRussian
Federation.

Inwhatfollows,wewillattempttoshowthatpopularculturalproducts,in
theformofhumour,canshedlightonsomelessernoticedaspectsofBelaru-
sian-RussianandUkrainian-Russianrelations.Theycandisclosethegeopoliti-
calimaginationthatunderliespoliticsandlaybarethedeeperculturalsubtext
ofpowerrelationsbetweenpoliticalplayers.

 Studying Humour: Presenting Theoretical Perspectives and 
Empirical Data

Ourargumentabouttheentanglementofgeopoliticalideasbasedonpower
relations and humorous representations originates in the recent theoretical
developmentinthefieldofgeopolitics.Sincethe1990s,therehasbeenashift
fromtheclassicalunderstandingofgeopoliticsasfocusingonstatesandoffi-
cialpolicy-makerstoabroaderperspectivethatasksfortheincorporationof
mundanephenomena,suchaspopularculture,asasiteforanalysingknowl-
edge(re)production,and(re)enactmentofinternationalrelationsandpoliti-
calinequalities(DittmerandGray2010;DittmerandDodds2008;Sharp1996).
AsDittmerandGrayputit,“[c]entraltothedevelopmentofcriticalgeopolitics
hasbeentherecognitionofgeopoliticsassomethingeverydaythatoccursout-
side of academic and policymaking discourse; this form of geopolitical dis-
coursehasbeentermed ‘populargeopolitics’”(2010,1664).Theshifttowards
populargeopoliticswasbasedontherethinkingofanarrowunderstandingof
powerandpoliticalagency.EngagingwiththeFoucauldianconceptualization
ofpowerasmultipleanddiffused,thescholarshiponpopulargeopoliticsap-
proaches different cultural phenomena (e.g. cinema, literature, television,
magazines,etc.)asmobilizingandenactingpolitics(DittmerandDodds2008;
Sharp1996).Fromthisperspective,everydaycultureissaturatedwithinterpre-
tationofgeographicalentitiesondifferentscales(local,national,transnation-
al) inpolitical terms, suchas the lociofpowervs.marginsandperipheries,
sourcesofthreatordangervs.placesofsafety,orbordersasdivisionsvs.terri-
toriesofalliances.

Withinthisframeworkseparateattemptshavebeenmadetodefinehumour
asarevealingandrelevantobjectforgeopoliticalanalysis(Ridanpää2009;Pur-
cell, Brown and Gokmen, 2010; Dodds and Kirby 2013). For example, for his
analysisJuhaRidanpäätakesthecaseofthereceptionoftheMuhammadcar-
tooncontroversyinFinland.Whatis importantforusisthattheauthornot
onlyconcentratesontheOtheringofMuslimsandtheinequalityconstructed
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throughtheserepresentations,but,bylookingattheresultingdiscussionson
theissueofcomicimagesoftheOther,heanalysesaspecificityofFinnishso-
ciety(Ridanpää2009).Thiswayofaskingquestionsandapproachinghumor-
ousrepresentations,whichreliesontheclassicpostcolonialcritiquethatthe
Other implies a particular construction of the Self (Said 1978, Gandhi 1998,
Harper2002),isalsoattheheartofthispaper.

Next,wewouldliketopresentsomefoundationalideasabouthumourand
political humour in particular. The philosophical understanding of humour
connectedtothewritingsofAristotle,Kant,andKierkegaardhighlightsincon-
gruityasitsmainfeature.Humourisseenas“theenjoymentofincongruity”
(TsakonaandPopa2011,4;alsoseeMorreall1987;Attardo2014).Thisunder-
standingbecamethe foundation formorerecentresearchdone in the field.
Employingthisperspective,TsakonaandPopaproposetoconceptualizepo-
litical humour as “a communicative resource spotting, highlighting, and at-
tacking incongruitiesoriginating inpoliticaldiscourse andaction” (Tsakona
andPopa2011,6).Atthesametime,Billigaddsanothercriterion,besidesin-
congruity, to define humour. He suggests that humour is always embedded
intothesystemofsocialhierarchies(2005).Thisinturnbringsustotheissue
ofpower.

Anotherlineoftheoreticaldiscussionthatsetsthebackgroundforthefol-
lowinganalysis isconnectedtoconflicting interpretationsofhumouras,on
theonehand,beingsubversiveandchallengingthepowerofthenormative,
and,ontheother,humourassupportingandstrengtheningtheexistingsocial
order (e.g.Klumbyte2011;Paletz 1990;TsakonaandPopa2011;Weaver2010).
Thereissubstantialempiricalsupportforbothofthesetwopositionsinexist-
ingscholarship.Forexample,researchonaLithuanianSovietsatiricalmaga-
zine(Klumbite2011),thehumorousactionsoftheSerbianOtpormovement
(Sorensen2008),ortheemotionslinkedtoprotestsinCentralEuropeinthe
1980sand90s(Flam2004)demonstrateshowhumourservesasatoolfordi-
minishingpowerandchallengingitsomnipresentcharacter.

Atthesametime, there isasubstantialamountofresearchrevealingthe
otheraspectofhumour,namelythatitsupportsandreproducesthedominant
order(e.g.Gouin2004;PearceandHajizada2014;TsakonaandPopa2011).For
instance,KrikmanandLaineste(2009)showthatjokesandanecdotesindiffer-
ent(post)socialistcountriesfunctionaspartoftheexistingsocio-politicalsys-
temandWeather(2011)andPerez(2016)reveal thatantiracist,anti-Muslim,
andanti-Semicjokesbecomeamechanismensuringstabilityofsocialinclu-
sion/exclusion.1Moreover,humourisdirectlyemployedbypowerfulagentsof

1 Forironyandhumourintheserviceoftheexistingpowersystem,alsoseethechapterby
EkaterinaKalininainthisbook.



215HumourAsAModeOfHegemonicControl

differentscale(fromindividualtoofficialmediaandstaterepresentatives)to
maintainandreproducesystemicdomination.Forexample,PearceandHa-
jizada(2014)showthathumour,beingrecognizedasatoolappealingandac-
cessible to a wide audience, is used by the official regime in Azerbaijan to
discredititsopponents.Researchdealingwithracismandislamophobiacom-
pilesanarchiveofcasesthatexplicateshowasymmetriesbetweendifferent
geopolitical regions and white Western privileges are preserved in humour
(e.g.,Cotter2014,Hervik2018,Malmqvist2015,Weather2011).Aftertenyears
Hervik(2018)refersbacktotheso-calledMuhammadcartoonscontroversies
toshowhowhegemonicimaginationofrace,religion,andspacealreadyheav-
ilycriticizedin2005iseasilyevokedandemployedinperceptionsofthe“Co-
penhagenShooting”anddiscoursesonterrorismin2015.

Furthermore, the examples presented above point to the tendency, ob-
servedamongothersbyTsakonaandPopa(2011,7),thathumourcommuni-
catedthroughofficialmediachannelsmostlydoesnotintendtobringabout
politicalchanges,butratherpreservethestatusquo.2This idea isespecially
instructivefortheanalysisofhumourinthecontextofstate-controlledmedia,
whichisthecaseinourstudy.Inthefollowing,wewilldealwithhumourpro-
ducedbythemajorRussianTVchannelPervyi kanalthatservestheneedsof
Russianpoliticalelites.Therefore,weseetheanalysedjokesandcartoonsas
humourproducedfromapositionofpowerandawayoftranslatingtheRus-
sianelites’mainstreamperceptionofRussian-BelarussianandRussian-Ukrai-
nianrelationshipsandBelarusianandUkrainianleadersintoapopularform.

Our sample of humorous representations was constructed based on the
following criteria. We selected video clips: (1) produced by the Russian TV
channelPervyi kanal;(2)thatarefragmentsofentertainingandhumorousTV-
programmes;(3)inallwhichsatireandmockeryaredirectedatBelarusianand
Ukrainianpoliticalleaders,namelyAliaxandrLukashenka(amongtheBelaru-
sianpoliticalfigures),andIuliaTymoshenko,ArseniyIatseniuk,ViktorIanu-
kovych,andViktorIushchenko(amongtheUkrainianpoliticians).Weanalysed
31 cartoons from the project “Mul’tlichnosti” (CartoonPersonalities) and 11

2 Thisdoesnotmeanthatthehumourtransmittedbytheunofficialmediaisgenerallysubver-
sive.Forexample,Miazhevich(2015)andMinchenia(2016)showthecontrarytotheestab-
lishedperception,on-linehumourhasalimitedpotentialtocounterthehegemonicstate
orderforanumberofreasons.AsMiazhevichshows,UkrainianandBelarusianstatesemploy
differentstrategiesincontrollinginternetmedia.Moreover,alternativemediahaveamarginal
positionwhileTVcontinuestodominatethemediasphere(Miazhevich2015).Researchby
Minchenia(2016)addsthatindependentinternetmediainBelarus,althoughbeingsensitive
tothepowerimbalancebetweenRussiaandBelarus,reproduceothernormativedivisions,
suchasWestvs.Eastandagenderedconstructionofpolitics.
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episodes of the programmes “Projektorparishilton” (ParishiltonSearchlight),
“Bol’shaya raznitsa”(BigDifference),and“Vechernii Urgant”(EveningwithUr-
gant).“Bol’shaya raznitsa”isaco-productionofUkrainianandRussianchan-
nels. The Ukrainian TV channel Inter broadcasted the programme in its
“Ukrainianversion”,whichincludedsomeguestsfromUkrainebutchieflythe
samecontentaswasshowninRussia.Weanalysedthevideosthatwereshown
inRussia.

Ourvisualdataconsistsoftwotypesofvideoclips:animatedcartoonsand
fragments of TV programmes with skits. The analytical difference between
themisconnectedtotheimportanceofvisualdataper se.Inotherwords,car-
toonsaretobeanalysedbytakingintoaccountboththeircontent–themes,
stories,anddialogues–andform,whicharevisualsignsthatcreatetheirown
meanings.At thesametime, fragmentsofTVprogrammesmostlyconstruct
humorousrepresentationsbythemeansofnarration.Intheprogramme“Pro-
jektorparishilton”,fourmaleTVpresenterspartakeinhumorousbanterwhile
readinganddiscussingissuestakenfromnewspapers,whilein“Vechernii Ur-
gant”thehostdeliverahumorousspeechatthebeginningoftheprogramme.
Therefore,inthesecasesweconcentrateouranalysisonthediscursivelevelof
TVhumour.Theanalysedmaterialbelongstotheperiodof2008to2013.TheTV
show“Mul’tlichnosti”wasclosedin2013and“Projektorparishilton”in2012.We
didnotincludematerialaftertheMaidanRevolutionin2014sincetheopen
Ukrainian-Russian conflict created a new media situation in Ukraine that
wouldhavemadethecomparisonwithBelarusrelatedmaterialproblematic.
WiththeannexationofCrimea,Ukrainebegantoredefineitsinformationand
mediapolitics(e.g.Bolin,Jordan&Ståhlberg2016,Pantti2016,Nygren&Hök
2016).RussianTVchannelswerebannedinUkraineandthecooperationbe-
tweenTVproductioncompanieswasinterrupted.Thus,thisdevelopmentde-
servesaseparateanalysisthatcannotbecoveredhere.

 The Power of Money and the Cold War Imaginary: Representing 
Russian-Belarusian Relationships in Russian TV Humour about 
Lukashenka

LetusbeginwithdiscussingwhatthepersonageofLukashenkalookslikein
thecartoonseries“Mul’tlichnosti”andhowtheserepresentationsmirrorRus-
sia’sownimageofpolitics.Thenwewilldiscuss themainthemesandplots
identifiedinthevisualdataandlookathowthepoliticalrelationshipofRussia
toBelarusandvice versaareimagined.
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TheanimatedcharacterofLukashenkafromtheshow“Mul’tlichnosti”lives
aloneinawoodenhouseand,inthebackground,onecanhearthesoundof
cattle.Nootherpersonisportrayedlivinginthearea.ItsemptinessandLu-
kashenka’s loneliness are emphasized by the scarcity of furniture – there is
onlyathronestandingintheroomandLukashenka’sportraitshangingonthe
walls.At thesametime, thesesignsofambitionandegocentrismarecoun-
teredbythestrawandlogslyingjustnearthethroneandbigsacksfullofpota-
toes that Lukashenka is portrayed as pealing by himself. His wooden house
withmodest,villageinterior(exceptthethrone),thesoundofcattle,andhis
surprise at discovering some technical possibilities (like the turning chairs
fromtheshow“TheVoice”inwhichheisportrayedasajudgeinoneofthe
episodes)aresignsrepresentingBelarusasbackwardandunmodern.Similar
imagesareconstructedinotherTV-shows.In“Vechernii Urgant”,thehostIvan
Urgantsays,whileshowingaportraitofLukashenkaonhisMacBook,“Wetry
tocombineallincompatiblethings.LukashenkaandApplehaveneverbeen
this close to each other before.” (Vechernii Urgant, May 14, 2012)3.Thus, the
figureofLukashenkaispresentedasintenselyold-fashionedandalientoev-
erythingtechnologicallyadvancedandpopular,assignifiedintheshowbythe
Apple products. Moreover, in the other evening shows under analysis, the
hostsaddresstopicsthatconstructBelarusasstilllivinginSoviettimesordis-
cursivelyconnectitsproductswithold(Soviet)symbols.Forexample,Vecher-
nii Urgant mocks the proposal of Belarusian members of Parliament of
reintroducing gymnastics at work places (April 2013)4, “Projektorparishilton”
(June2009)5statesthatnoone(exceptRussians)wouldbuyBelarusiantrac-
tors, as they have not seen the Soviet cartoon that shows how the machine
works.

AlthoughinthesecomicalrepresentationsLukashenkawearsasuitandtie,
heispresentedasanuneducatedpeasant.Hespeaksakindoftrasianka –the
mixture of Russian and Belarusian languages with the distinct accent of a

3 Unfortunately,thevideoofthejokeisnolongeravailable,buttherearenumerousreports
quotingexactlythisrepresentationofLukashenkainBelarusianInternetmedia–e.g.<https://
nn.by/?c=ar&i=73443&lang=ru>,<http://udf.by/news/nopolitic/59683-cenzura-ont-vyrezala-
shutku-urganta-pro-lukashenko.html>,accessedMarch5,2018.

4 Unfortunately,thevideoofthejokeisnolongeravailable,buttherearenumerousreports
pointingtothisrepresentationofLukashenkainBelarusianInternetmedia–e.g.<https://
gomel.today/rus/news/belarus/41732/>,<http://5min.by/news/-populjarnij-rossijskij-televe
duschij-ivan.html>,accessedMarch5,2018.

5 Projektorparishilton(Video)<https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=45R0ZFG_klk>,accessed
March5,2018.
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Belarusian village person.6 Sometimes, he is also represented as playing the
bayan–afolkmusicalinstrument–signifyingthatLukashenkaandhiscon-
textarebackward,simple,andrural.Thus,Lukashenka’sothernessiscreated
bytheclassicincongruitybetweenhighandlow,or,asinthiscase,aparticular
combinationofprovincialityandlowbrowqualitiesandclaimstothehighest
powerinthecountry,sothattheformermakesthelatterlookungroundedand
ridiculous.Inturn,thismeansthatRussia’simageisimplicitlyconstructedas
economically and culturally superior in contrast, as a centre and a modern,
urban,andtechnologicallyadvancedstatewithmodern,educated,andsophis-
ticatedleaders.Needlesstosay,thiskindofrepresentationistypicalforethnic
stereotyping in the context of unequal power relations such as colonial or
postcolonialdependency(Said1978).

Thisanalyticalobservationreceivesfurthersupportwheninteractionsbe-
tweendifferentanimatedpersonagesandthepresentedtopicsofdiscussionin
cartoonsandeveningshowsaretakenintoaccount.Themainthemepresent
inallofthevideofragmentsanalysedhereisthefinancialdeficiencyofBelarus
anditsdependencyonRussia.Lukashenkaisportrayedasdesperatelyneeding
money.Incartoonshenotonlyliterallybegsformoneybysinginganddancing
infrontoftheRussianMinisterofFinanceKudrin(episode15)7,butalsosteals
somethingslikeacandlestickfromtheBritishQueen(episode15)8ortriesto
sellatractortoBarackObamaandHillaryClinton(episode39,“Taxi-2”)9.Sig-
nificantly,nooneseemstotakehimseriously.Inepisode15Lukashenkaap-
proachesBerlusconi,Merkel,andElizabethIItoaskformoney,butdoesnot
succeed in getting any financial help. In this context, Russia is literally pre-
sentedastheonlysolutionasLukashenkacomesbacktosinganddancefor
theRussianministerKudrinlaterintheepisode.

ThisideaofRussia’sfinancialsuperiorityandBelarus’sunescapabledepen-
dencycanbefoundinothercartoonsandeveningshowsaswell.Inepisode4,
“WhoWantstoBeaMillionaire?”10,thepersonageofLukashenkacomestothe
populargameshowtowinsomemoney.ExactlythesamestoryofLukashenka,
comingtotheRussiangameshowtoimprovehisfinances,waslaterpresented

6 ForathoroughexplanationofthelinguisticsituationinBelarusingeneralandthephe-
nomenonoftrasiankainparticularseeTsykhun(2006,61-76).

7 Mul’tlichnosti. Episode 15 (Video) <https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jv3oxdcJvEg>,
accessedMarch5,2018.

8 Mul’tlichnosti. Episode 15 (Video) <https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fqfAtrZxAmY>,
accessedMarch5,2018.

9 Mul’tlichnosti.Episode39(Video)<https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=MkJgdHm66lE>,
accessedMarch5,2018.

10 Mul’tlichnosti. Episode 4 (Video) <https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=mslpL2XftI4>,
accessedMarch1,2018.
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in theshow“Bol’shaya raznitsa” (episode23)11.Thehostsof theother show,
“Projektorparishilton”, in an episode in June 2009, are discussing tensions
around new credit requested by Lukashenka from the Russian government,
whenoneofthemsays: “AlexandrGrigorievich[i.e.Lukashenka], thosewho
knowyou,donotinviteyoutovisitthem”12.TheythenconcludethatBelaru-
sians,intheirsearchformoney,canonlygotothepenguinsinAntarctica.In
this joke, penguins are the only creatures on Earth that can be deceived by
Belarusian financial credibility. It should be noted that the discursive move
fromLukashenkaasanobjectofmockerytothestateanditspeople(e.g.from
Lukashenka being an unwelcomed guest as a politician to Belarusians who
should go to Antarctica with the hope of persuading penguins to economic
collaboration)hasanimportantfunctioninthisjoke.Inthisway,theobjectof
mockeryisgraduallyexpandedfromtheBelarusianleadertotheBelarusian
stateandBelarusianpeople.

ItcannotbedeniedthatthecontinuousRussianfinancialsupportofBelar-
usdoeshaveaplaceintheeconomicrelationshipbetweenRussiaandBelarus,
butwhatisimportanthereishowthisfactunfoldsandisinterpretedbypopu-
larculture.Notonlyisitconstructedasanextremeeconomicdependencyand
disparitytosuchanextentthatRussiangameshowsbecomeasourceforBe-
larus’sbudgetimprovements,butalsoRussiaisrepresentedastheonlypossi-
blechoice,theonlypossiblesalvationfrompovertyandbackwardness.Intwo
oftheepisodesof“Mul’tlichnosti”13,thepersonageofLukashenkacomesback
toRussiaafterhisattemptsofsearchingforsupportelsewhere.

AnotherdimensionofRussia’ssuperioritycanbefoundintheportrayalof
Lukashenka’spersonality.Incartoonsandeveningshownarratives,heispre-
sentedasapersonwithlittleknowledgeandlimitedintellectualabilities,un-
criticalofhimselfandsometimesnotwell-mannered.Thecartoonsportraying
hisparticipationindifferentpopularTVshows,suchas“What?Where?When?”
(episode 37)14, “TheVoice” (episode 42)15, and “WhoWants to Be a Million-

11 Bol’shaya Raznitsa, Episode 23 (Video) <https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9BImGL
S0nsg,accessedMarch1,2018.

12 Projektorparishilton (Video) <https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=45R0ZFG_klk>, ac-
cessedMarch5,2018.

13 Mul’tlichnosti. Episode 15 (Video) <https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fqfAtrZxAmY,
Mul’tlichnosti>.Episode22(Video),<https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=VPsExmNAp_
Q>,accessedMarch5,2018.

14 Mul’tlichnosti. Episode 37 (Video) <https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=tPrSJygfDHs>,
accessedMarch1,2018.

15 Mul’tlichnosti. Episode 42 (Video) <https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5gxAkFOo
Amk>,accessedMarch1,2018.
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aire?”(episode4)16usethesamepattern.Lukashenkaisneverabletogivethe
rightanswerstoevenverybasicquestions,butheboastsalotofhisabilities
andvalueshimselfhighly.Heispresentedasacunningpeasantthatusually
compensatesforhisbadeducationeitherwithvarioustricksanddeceptionor
by manipulating someone’s feelings. He is typically portrayed as speaking
aboutfeelingsofbrotherhoodbetweenRussiaandBelaruswheneverheasks
Russiaformoney.Althoughthisreferencetothehistoricallystrongandspecial
ties between Russians and Belarusians has a direct relation to Lukashenka’s
realspeeches,inthisparticularcontextitalsoallowsfortheconstructionof
Russia as the intelligent counterpart that sees through the cheap, deceptive
tricks yet remains benevolent and prepared to help the Belarusian younger
brother.ThisdiscursiveconstructionoccludesRussia’sownpoliticalinterestin
preservingthestatus quoinBelarusandmasksthepoweritexercisesoverthe
Belarusianstatebypresentingitsinvolvementasaformofaid.

Significantly, Lukashenka is never portrayed as communicating directly
withthepresidentofRussia(eitherMedvedevorPutin)onequalfootingand
professionally.Atthesametime,thepersonageofLukashenkainteractswith
AmericanpresidentObama,AmericanforeignsecretaryHillaryClinton,and
theBritishqueenElizabethII,althoughthisisnotthecaseinreality,providing
thathislegitimacyisunrecognizedbytheEUandtheUSAandheandsome
othergovernmentalofficials inBelaruswereundersanctionsat thetime. In
episode22,“Skolkovo”17,Lukashenkaconcealshispersonalitybypretendingto
beajournalistfirstfromMahileu(aregionalBelarusiantown,calledMogilev
inRussian),thenfromKyrgyzstan,andfinallyfromMoldova,attendingapress-
conferencebyPresidentMedvedev.ThisisnotonlyareferencetoLukashen-
ka’strickstogetmoneyfromRussia,butanexplicitconstructionofhierarchy
–whocanapproachtheRussianleaderandhowshoulditbedone.

Inepisode16,“Den’Militsii”(“ThePoliceDay”)18,thepersonageofLukash-
enkaaddressesMedvedev,whoisnevershownbutispresumablyamongthe
audience,inasceneduringaconcertcelebratingthedayofthepolice.Lukash-
enkaapologizesforthecriticalstatementshehadmadepreviouslyaboutRus-
sia.Itisthehostoftheevening,Malakhov,whoisportrayedascommunicating
withLukashenkadirectlyinthescene.Heasksdifferentkindsoftoughques-
tionsanddemandsthatLukashenkamakeachoiceofwhomhewillbefriends

16 Mul’tlichnosti. Episode 4 (Video) <https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=mslpL2XftI4>,
accessedMarch1,2018.

17 Mul’tlichnosti. Episode 22 (Video) <https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6rh_Rvj7fOU>,
accessedMarch1,2018.

18 Mul’tlichnosti. Episode 16 (Video) <https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=sb5A4Yjjr2E>,
accessedMarch1,2018.
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with–RussiaorEurope.Interestingly,thiscomicepisodewastransmittedbe-
fore the presidential election in Belarus in 2010.This was the period during
which some EU politicians, such as the Ministers of International Affairs of
GermanyandPoland,GuidoWesterwelleandRadoslavSikorskirespectively,
cametoMinsktomeetLukashenkapersonallyandpromisedsignificantfinan-
cialsupportforthecountryontheconditionthatanopen,democraticelec-
tionwasconducted.

Anumberof importantanalyticalpoints shouldbemade in this respect.
Firstofall, thedichotomousviewof internationalrelationsmadeupoftwo
poles,withRussiaononesideandtheEUand/ortheUSAontheother,under-
pins all the scripts presented here of Lukashenka searching for money. Sec-
ondly,thisdichotomouschoicerevealsworldpoliticsbeingimaginedinterms
oftheColdWarera,withtheexplicitideaofenemiesandalliancesofprotec-
tion.TherepresenteddialoguebetweenthepersonageofLukashenkaandthe
compèreMalakhovisbasedontheassumptionthatcollaborationbetweenBe-
larus and Europe closes any possibility for cooperation with Russia. It also
shows that dichotomous thinking about geopolitical power has long been
presentinRussianpopularculture,beforeanyexplicitpoliticalactionssuchas
RussianaggressioninUkraine.

 Between Traitors, Thieves, and Old Little Bothers: Representing 
Russian-Ukrainian Relationships in Russian TV Humour on 
Ukrainian Political Leaders

JudgingfromthecoverageonTV,Ukrainedoesnotseemtobeasinterestingas
Belarusasarecipientofmockeryandhumour.Thismightbebasedonthefact
thatthereisnoonepoliticalfigurethatwouldstandforthewholecountryin
Ukraine.Inotherwords,thereisnoLukashenka-likefigurethatwouldprovide
consistency,continuity,andsimplicity formediarepresentations. InTVpro-
grammes,theUkrainianpoliticalspectrumisrepresentedbyIuliaTymoshen-
ko,ArseniiIatseniuk,ViktorIanukovych,andViktorIushchenko.

Intheperiodoftimeunderanalysis(2008-2013),theUkrainianthemebe-
camemostpopular in thewinterof2009/2010(e.g.Mul’tlichnosti December
2009,January2010)19andalmostdisappearedstartingintheautumnof2010.
FromOctober2010 to theendof2012, forexample,Mul’tlichnosti only aired
threeepisodesinwhichUkrainewasdepicted.ThepopularityoftheUkrainian

19 Mul’tlichnosti (Video) <https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1RbXpnb0I7M>, <https://
www.youtube.com/watch?v=iT6nVv58OBc>,accessedMarch5,2018.
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themecoincidedwiththepresidentialelection in thecountry.Awholeepi-
sodeofMul’tlichnostiwasdedicatedtotheUkrainianelections20.Thisepisode
wasbroadcastontheeveningofJanuary17,thedayonwhichUkrainianscast
theirballots.Iushchenko,Ianukovych,Tymoshenko,andIatseniukareshown
togetherincourtwhereanimaginaryjury,obviouslyimpersonatingtheUkrai-
nianpeople,hastopassitssentence.Tymoshenkoexpectstowinmorevotes
evenwhilesheworriesaboutherlackofpopularityamongtheUkrainianpeo-
ple.Ianukovychboastsabouthispopularityamongthepeopleofonespecific
regionofUkraine,Donbas,andregretsthatthewholecountryisnotlikeDon-
bas.Inthismanner,Ianukovychisportrayedasa“regionalchoice”,whichcan
provetobeproblematicwhenitcomestothesecondroundoftheelections.
ThechoiceofclothingisemblematicinrepresentingtheUkrainianpolitical
figures–Iushchenkowearsatraditional,embroideredUkrainianshirt(vyshy-
vanka),whichrepresentshisconnectiontopopularpeasantcultureandthus
implies his populism and nationalism. Ianukovych is dressed in a simple,
striped T-shirt that probably emphasizes his working class background. Ty-
moshenkowearsafashionabledressandherrecognizablehairstyle(shealso
underlinesthatthevisittothehairdressercostheralotofmoneythatshewill
notbepaidbacksinceshehadnotreceivedasmanyvotesasexpected).Iatse-
niuk,meanwhile,wearsasuitandtie,whichistheleastnoticeablecostumein
comparisonwithothercandidates inthiscontext,andthuspresentshimas
Mr.Nobody,aboringfigurewithoutpersonality.

Thesecondroundoftheelections,withcandidatesTymoshenkoandIanu-
kovych,washeldon7February.Yanukovychreceivedthemajorityofvotesand
becamethepresident.Interestingly,thisvictorywasnotdirectlyreflectedin
the TV programmes under analysis. On February 13, 2010, the programme
Mul’tlichnostimentioneditindirectlythroughthefigureofIuliaTymoshenko,
whowasportrayedassufferingbecausethe“peopledonotloveher”21.Remark-
ably, Tymoshenko always gets a strongly gendered representation based on
stereotypesofwomenasbeautiful,emotional,andconcernedwiththeirap-
pearanceandtheopinionofothers.Itisworthpointingoutthatthisgender
bias is characteristic not only of the representations of Tymoshenko in the
analysedsegments,butisalsocommonofherrepresentationinUkraineand
intheinternationalpressandsimilartotherepresentationofotherwomenin
politics(Kis’2007;Voronova2014;Zhurzhenko2008).Inthisrespect,humour-

20 Mul’tlichnosti (Video) <https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jQoPCGowml0>, accessed
March5,2018.

21 Mul’tlichnosti (Video) <https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=X3E_1W0ud_E>, accessed
March5,2018.
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isticmediafollowsuitandplayonstereotypes.However,thisgenderedrepre-
sentation paradoxically allows, in our view, the portrayal of Tymoshenko’s
charactertobemorecomplexthanthemaleleaders.Sheispresentedaswise,
keen,intelligent,andsubjugatedatthesametime.Hergendermakesherdif-
ferent from the other candidates since she deviates from the stereotypical
imageofapoliticalleader(whoisaman),ontheonehand,andfromtheste-
reotypicalimageofawoman(adocilesubjectthatdependsonmen),onthe
other.Thus,Tymoshenko’sgenderallowstheTVproducerstoportrayherboth
asstrongandweakatthesametime.Sheisshownasaruthlesspoliticianwho
hasherownagendabutstill,asawoman,sheisseenasnotquiteequaltoher
opponents,whoareallmen.Inthiscontext,hermereexistenceonthepolitical
sceneispicturedasasourceofhumour.

Ukrainian politicians are portrayed as petty thieves that steal resources
(gas)fromtheirbiggerandricherneighbourRussia(Mul’tlichnostiNovember
15,2009;December13,2009;December28,2009)22inahighlyunprofessional
manner.Theyare lazy andpreoccupiedonlywith their small worries about
keeping power and establishing alliances with those who would guarantee
theminsecuringtheirpower.Thus,Iushchenko’sandTymoshenko’sattempts
ofestablishingcontactswithNATO,theUSA,andtheEUarerepresentedasa
pursuitoftheirownpersonalinterests,whichareatthesametimeabetrayal
ofthelargergeopoliticalinterestsofRussia.IushchenkoandTymoshenkoare
presentedasunreliablepeoplewithoutanyidealsorvaluesexceptmoney.In
oneoftheepisodes,IushchenkoandTymoshenkosingthesong“Weneedto
becomeaNATOmember”inwhichtheyexplainthatifthishappens,NATOwill
give themmoneyandtheywillbecomerich.Theyarealso ready tosell the
wholecountry“inretail”totheEU(Mul’tlichnosti 28.12.2009)23.Tymoshenko
andIushchenkocontinuouslynagBarackObamaformoney(e.g.Mul’tlichnosti 
13.12.2009)24.They also ask Russia for money and are even ready to sell the
Crimean city of Sevastopol, but Russia refuses their offer (Mul’tlichnosti
28.12.2009)25.SometimestheyareshowninthecompanyofBelarusianpresi-
dentLukashenkaandGeorgianpresidentSaakashvili,whoarealsopresented
as beggars in this context. Interestingly, Ianukovych is not portrayed in this
way.OnlythosewhoseekthehelpofothergeopoliticalplayersbeyondRussia

22 Mul’tlichnosti (Video) <https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1RbXpnb0I7M>, <https://
www.youtube.com/).watch?v=iT6nVv58OBc>,accessedMarch5,2018.

23 Mul’tlichnosti (Video) <https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=iT6nVv58OBc>, accessed
March5,2018.

24 VideoonYoutubeisnolongeravailable.
25 Mul’tlichnosti (Video) <https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=iT6nVv58OBc>, accessed

March5,2018.
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arepresentedasthievesandtraitors.WhileUkraineisportrayedasgoverned
bypeoplewhohavenointerestsexcepttheirown,leadersoftheUSA,theEU,
andRussia,ontheotherhand,arepresentedasequalpartnerswhohavetheir
owngeopoliticalinterests.

Distinguishing features in the portrayal of Ukrainian political figures are
provincialism,orientalism,andanunwillingnesstoseethemasdistinctsub-
jects,whichisrepresentedbyunderliningtheirdependencyonRussia.These
traitsarechieflyrevealedthroughrepresentationsofIushchenkoandTymosh-
enko.Theyaremostoftenshownasfunnyneighboursandpettythieveswho
arecontinuallytryingtostealsomething(i.e.gas)fromtheirwealthyandbig
neighbour(Russia).Iushchenkoisportrayedasastereotypicalpeasantinter-
estedonlyinsingingandenjoyinghislife,whichisapopularrepresentationof
Ukrainians in Russian literature starting from the 19th century (Thompson
2000).Tymoshenkoisalsoportrayedasaprovincialtypeoflordwhoisnever-
thelessdependentonthebenevolenceofmoreinfluentiallords(Russiaorthe
USA).

InProjektorparishilton,oneofthehosts,OleksandrTsekalo,isofUkrainian
origin(hewasborninOdessa).Thismerefactisconstantlythetargetofjokes
fromtheotherprogrammeleaders.Theymakefunofhis laziness,slowness,
andattimesheisevendiscardedasan“alien”(inoplanetianin)becauseofhis
origin.26Tsekalo’slackofhumourisconstantlyunderlinedbyotherprogramme
leaders who demonstratively do not laugh when he is making jokes. In this
way, “un-laughter”(Smith2009, 158;Zimbardo2014,64)becomesthe instru-
mentofborderingwhichrevealsunequalpowerrelations–thosewhodonot
laugharedecidingwhatisfunnyandwhatisnotandmakeasignaltotheaudi-
encehowthejokingsubjectshouldbeinterpreted.Inthiscontext,itisworth
mentioninganinstancewhenaRussianjokeaboutUkrainecausedaninterna-
tionalscandal.ThisoccurredwhenIvanUrgant,thehostoftheshow “Vechernij 
Urgant”,whoisalsooneofthehostsinProjektorparishilton,whilechopping
someherbsduringoneofhisculinaryshows,said,“Iamchopping[them]asa
redcommissarchoppedtheresidentsofaUkrainianvillage”.InUkraine,there
wasawaveofoutragedresponsesinsocialmediawithdemandsthatUrgantbe
banned fromenteringUkraine.TherightwingpartySvobodaeven initiated
thecollectionofsignaturesforsuchabanatthestatelevel.WhenIvanUrgant
realizedthathisjokewasaseriousoffencetoUkrainians,hesaid,significantly
notwithoutsomecontemptandirony,thathewassorryforhisjokeandthat
hedidnotrealizethatitwouldmeansomuchtoUkraine,acountrythathe

26 Projektorparishilton [video] (2017),accessedFebruary21,2018.<http://www.1tv.ru/shows/
prozhektorperishilton>.
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“lovesdearly”.27Thisincidentillustratesyetanotherinstanceofthephenom-
enonof“un-laughter”(Smith2009,158;Zimbardo2014,64),whichcanoccurin
casesofradicallyunequalpowerrelationsbetweenthosewholaughandthose
who are laughed at. In a situation of “un-laughter”, humour functions as a
methodforheighteninggroupboundariesbetweenthosewholaughandthose
whorefusetojoininthelaughter,notleastbecausetheyortheirvaluesarethe
objectofridiculeandthelaughternormalizestheirdenigration.Inthiscase,it
wasUkrainewhichthrough“un-laughter”wastryingtoreclaimitsstatusofa
subject(notobject)ofthelaughteror,inthiscase,of“un-laugther”.

Moreover,itisnoteworthytoaddthatrepresentationsofUkrainianpoliti-
ciansdiscloseaninterestingcharacteristicofRussian-Ukrainianrelations.On
theonehand,theyshowagreatdegreeofresentmentoriginatingintheap-
prehensionthatUkrainiansdonotwishtoacknowledgeRussiansupremacy,
whichiswhyUkrainianleadersarepresentedastraitors.Ontheotherhand,
this reveals that Russia’s self image is dependent on such an acknowledge-
ment.Suchanambivalentrelationistypicalincolonizer-colonizedrelation-
ships,assuggestedbyproponentsofthepostcolonialcritique(e.g.Said1978,
Gandhi1998,Harper2002).

 Concluding Remarks: Humour as a Tool of Hegemony

Asaresultoftheaboveanalysis,wewouldliketoarguethattherepresenta-
tionsofBelarusianandUkrainianleadersinRussianhumourillustratestriking
similarities.Althoughthecountrieshavechosendifferentpoliticalpaths,the
Russianapproachtothemhasbeenrelativelyuniformuntil2013.Itseemstobe
builtontheold,ColdWarimaginationofaworldthatsetsRussiaandtheWest
againsteachotherandwheretheWestconteststheRussianzoneofinfluence
towhichBelarusandUkrainebelong.Bothcountriesarepresentedasafieldof
geopoliticalstruggleinwhichthemainactorsareRussia,theEU,andNATO,
whilebothBelarusandUkrainearejustpawnsinthebiggame.Theyarenot
subjectsbutrathertheobjectsofbigpolitics.TheRussianhumouranalysed
here clearly shows that the relationship between Russia and Belarus and
Ukrainehasapost-colonialcharacter.Thetwocountriesareformallyindepen-
dentbutstilldependonRussia inpolitical,economic,andculturalspheres.

27 “Urgantpriznalsvoiushutkuglupostiuipublichnoizvinilsiaperedukraintsami”Zerkalo
Nedeli,18April2013,available<http://zn.ua/UKRAINE/urgant-priznal-svoyu-shutku-glu-
postyu-i-publichno-izvinilsya-pered-ukraincami-120969.html> (accessed 29 December,
2016).
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Thescrutinizedjokesdisclosethemaintenanceofacolonizer-colonizedrela-
tionintheculturalandmentalspheres.Theydisplayaclearhierarchyofpow-
er,withRussiapresentedassuperioranditsneighboursBelarusandUkraine
portrayed as peripheral and inferior. Russia is represented as a modern,
wealthy,andtechnologicallyadvancedcountrywithmodern,educatedlead-
ers,whileBelarusandUkrainearebackwardandhaveleadersthatareunedu-
cated or at least unsophisticated, lazy, unreliable, cunning, and prone to
thievery.Russiaenduresdisobediencefromtheseleadersinthewayadultsen-
durenaughtychildren.WhentheleadersbehaveinlinewithRussianinterests,
they are encouraged and pardoned even if they are not quite good enough
(suchasinrepresentationsofLukashenkaorevenIanukovych).Iftheleaders
donotfollowRussiangeopoliticalinterests(asinthecaseofIushchenkoand
Tymoshenko),theyareportrayedasnotonlyanti-Russianbutalsoastraitorsof
theirownpeoplefromwhomtheyarestealinginsteadofserving.

Sincehumourmaybeusedtocreateasenseofcommunity,tobuildsolidar-
ity through in-group inclusion and out-group exclusion, in this context it is
importanttodiscusswhatfunctionthecomicrepresentationsofBelarusians
andUkrainiansmayfulfilwhenpresentedtoaRussianaudienceandwhatef-
fecttheymayhaveonBelarusianandUkrainianaudiences.

IntheRussiancontext,theanalysedcomicalrepresentationsmustbeper-
ceivedasreiterationsoftheethnicstereotypesofBelarusiansandUkrainians
thathadalreadypreviouslybeenestablished inRussiancultureandpolitics
(e.g.Thompson2000;Shkandrij2001;Nilsson2010).Moreover,thecontentof
these stereotypes is typical for expressions of superiority being lauded over
colonial subjects,whoareusually seenas backward, lazy,childish, cunning,
unreliable,etc.(Weaver2014,215-218).Thus,thehumourinthiscontextserves
toconservetheexistingstereotypes,tomaintaintheRussianfeelingofsuperi-
orityoveritsneighboursandendorseamongtheRussianstherulinglogicsof
domination.Moreover,itbolstersnationalismandupholdstheimageofRus-
siaasapowerfulstateentitledtoplayanimportantroleinworldpolitics.

Atthesametime,thishumourcoversupthedarkaspectsofRussianpolitics
andlifeinRussia.Emphasizingthebackwardnessoftheneighbourscanmake
theaudienceforgetthebackwardpartsofRussiaand,bymockingtheBelaru-
sianandUkrainianleaders,maydiverttheaudience’sattentionfromRussian
leaderswhodeservemockeryaswell.Furthermore,thishumourtriestocon-
cealRussia’simperialiststancebypresentingitasabenevolentpowerthatis
readytosupportandhelpitsneighbours.Thus,representationsofBelarusasa
countrythatdoesnotproduceorhaveanythingvaluable(thequalityofBe-
larusianproductsisdeprecatedinthecartoonsandshows)allowtheaudience
toperceiveRussiancreditsasanactofsheeraltruism,whichstrengthensthe
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circulationof the ideaofRussia’sgenerousanddisinterestedsupportofBe-
larus,andobliteratesitspoliticalthreatforBelarusianindependenceaswellas
itsowninterestsintheregion.Infact,thisperceptionofRussiaasabenevolent
powercanemergebothinRussianaswellBelarusianandUkrainianaudiences
asaneffectofthehumorousrepresentations.Russianhumourherebecomesa
toolofhegemony,i.e.thepoweroftherulertoconvincesubjectsthattheirin-
terestscoincidewiththeruler’s.Theoutmostsignofthesuccessfulhegemony
ofacolonialpoweriswhenacolonizedpeopleseetheimperialpowerassyn-
onymouswiththegreatergood,stability,andadvancement(Ashcroft,Griffiths
andTiffin2013:134)andwhentheyinternalizeaconvictionoftheirowncul-
turalinferiorityinrelationtothecivilizationoftheempire.Anumberofre-
searchers (Korek 2009; Grabowicz, 1995; Oushakin 2013; Ousmanova 2007;
Pavlyshyn1992;Riabchuk2009,2012;Shkandrij2009and2015)havepointed
out that Belarusian and Ukrainian societies, to a large extent, display these
features,typicalofothercolonizedsocieties,evenaftertheirdeclarationsof
independence.Seeninthiscontext,theRussianpoliticalhumourmockingBe-
larusianandUkrainianleaderssupportsandmaintainsRussianhegemonyin
thesetwostates.ItfeedstheinferioritycomplexofBelarusiansandUkrainians
and pictures Russia as a benevolent empire and saviour in troubled times.
Moreover,inmanyinstances,visibleespeciallyintheUkrainiancase,Russian
humouraimsat increasingdistanceandraisingboundariesbetweenpeople
andtheleadershipinthesetwocountriesbypresentingtheleadersasunreli-
able,selfish,andridiculous,orevenasthievesortraitors.Thus,thepotential
laughing in-group constructed by this form of humour is Russians together
withimaginedBelarusianandUkrainianaudienceswhiletheleadersofthese
twocountriesareconstructedasout-group.Howinfluentialisthisoperationin
termsofhegemoniccontrol?Sinceouranalysisabovewasfocusedonrepre-
sentationsandnotreception,wedonotwanttojumptoconclusionsonthat
matter.However,wewouldliketopointoutthatinourresearchmaterial,we
saw some noticeable signs of critical positions towards this kind of Russian
humour(e.g.UkrainianoutrageagainstUrgant)expressedin“un-laughter”–
therefusaltolaughinthefaceofstructuralinequalityanddomination(Smith
2009).ThisobservationhasalsobeenmadeinanearlierstudybyMinchenia
(2016),whichanalysestheBelarusianInternetaudience’sreceptionofRussian
cartoonsandshowsmockingLukashenka.TheconstructionofBelarusasde-
pendentonRussia,underpinningtheanalyseddata,fuelsarangeofemotions
associatedwithun-laughterthataimsatbalancingthepowerdifferentialby
pointingtoRussia’sowninterestsandinfluenceonpreservingtheBelarusian
politicalsituationunchanged.
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Tosumup,inourstudyweconcentratedondemonstratinghowhumouris
used by Russia as a tool for hegemonic control in relation to its neighbours
BelarusandUkraine.However,wealsonoticedthathumourofthistypedoes
notexistwithoutresistance,afactthatneedsfurtherexplorationandpresents
anexcellentopportunityforfutureresearch.
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Chapter10

The Cosmic Subject in Post-Soviet Russia: 
Noocosmology, Space-Oriented Spiritualism, and 
the Problem of the Securitization of the Soul

Natalija Majsova

 Introduction

Therelationshipbetweenstatesecurity,theRussiansecurityservicesandthe
discourseofnormativespiritualismhasalonghistory.Inherworkonthesta-
tusandhistoricaldevelopmentofthenotionofstatesecurityanditsagentsin
RussiaandintheSovietUnion,JulieFedor(2011,4)evenintroducesthenotion
of “spiritual security” as an important aspect of the situation Soviet Union
commonlydescribedaschekism,referringtotheclearandstrongcontrolex-
ertedbythesecretpolice(theCheka)overallspheresofsociety.Moreover,this
conceptwasusedbyPatriarchAlexiiIIinhisspeechattheconsecrationofan
OrthodoxChurchontheterritoryoftheLubiankaheadquartersoftheRussian
FederalSecurityServices(FSB)in2002.AccordingtoFedor,thisevent,attend-
edbytheFSBdirectorNikolaiPatrushev,testifiedto“theemergenceofanew
paradigmofsecurityincontemporaryRussia,wherebyspiritualityandsecuri-
tygohand-in-glove”(Fedor2011,160).“Spirituality”isaverybroadandvaguely
definedterm,andthedoctrineoftheRussianOrthodoxChurchisonlyoneof
itsmanyaspects.Apartfromreligion,itmayrefertoideas,moralnorms,setsof
psychologicaltraitsandnormativeconvictions,insofarastheymaybeattrib-
utedtoRussiancultureanditscustomsandtraditions.Thelinksbetweenstate
security,thesecurityservices,andspiritualityarealsoveryvariegated,reach-
ing from normative political documents, such as the Russian State Security
Policy, to speeches by politicians and public intellectuals, and to numerous
self-help initiatives, from manuals to initiatives aimed at laymen desiring a
betterlife.Thischapterwillexamineoneofsuchinitiative,noocosmology,a
teachingdesignedbyformerFSBagents.

Althoughessentiallyaself-helpmanualthatresemblesnewreligiousmove-
mentssuchasscientology,theauthorsofthenoocosmologicaldoctrineaimto
presentitasarecent,21stcenturydevelopmentattheintersectionofRussian
humanities,socialsciences,andnationalistpoliticalaspirations.Drawingon
theworksof theRussiancosmists, thecore texts thatestablish thiscultural

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
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phenomenonandsituateitintermsofaims,ambitions,methods,andscope
(availableatNoocosmology 2014)appeartobeprovidinganewworldviewtobe
adoptedworldwide.Withmanyreferencestoquestionsofcontemporaryglob-
alandstatesecurity,thenoocosmologistsre-readcertainideasreminiscentof
the Russian cosmists1 (particularly Vl. Vernadsky and K. Tsiolkovsky), citing
alsoawidearrayofWesternphilosophers(fromSocratestoNietzsche)inorder
tooffersomethingthattheytermboth“science”and“worldview”,which,soit
seems,onceagainendowsRussiawithaspecial,educationalifnotmessianic
role in the global community. It justifies its cause on an allegedly scientific
basis;thefoundersofnoocosmologystate:

Binding concepts of other sciences, Noocosmology (New Russian Cos-
mology)isleadingtowardsnewdiscoveriesanddeeperknowledgeabout
Cosmos.FollowingmetaphysicaltraditionofRussiancosmists,Russian
militaryspecialistsofthetroopunit#10003underthecommandofgen-
eral-lieutenant Alexey Iu. Savin has developedmethod of metacontact
(channeling) with the highest spiritual beings of our Universe. Due to
thischannel,Noocosmologyreceivesknewknowledge,yetunknownon
ourEarth.2(Noocosmology2014)

Thisdefinitionmightbedescribedasthought-provokingandalarming:ona
verygeneral level, itcreates linksbetweenmilitarystructuresandauthority,
metaphysicalspiritualism,andscientific inquiry.Thisalliance isparticularly
unconventionalifwetakeintoaccountthattheteaching’sfoundersinsiston
presentingitasa“science”.Takingthisasthestartingpoint,themainaimof
thistextistore-examinethesimplequestion“Whatisnoocosmology?”How
doesthisorientationofthought,whichconjoinsquestionsofhumanity’splace
inthecosmosandissuesofcontemporarystatesecurity,trytopositionitselfas
ascientificdiscipline,asitsfoundersclaim,ratherthanasateachingthatcould
bediscussedinthecontextoftheesotericandtheoccult,orasanovelelabora-
tiononthestatesecurityprogramme?

TakingintoaccounttheabundantreferencesthatitsfoundersmaketoRus-
sianthought(e.g.thelegacyoftheRussiancosmists),woulditbeappropriate
to say that it is a markedly Russian cultural peculiarity and, if so, in which

1 Thecosmistsareanumberofthinkersofthelate19thandearly20thcenturieswhoenvisaged
humanexpansionbeyondtheatmosphereoftheEarthinthenearfuture,andbelievedthis
expansionwouldentailaradicaltransformationinhumanconsciousnessandinrelations
betweenhumanityandtheuniverse(Earthandbeyond).

2 Alldirectquotesfromthenoocosmology.comwebsitearealloriginaltranslations,foundon
theEnglishversionofthewebsite.
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respects?Inordertoclarifythisdilemma,Ifirstcontextualizeitwithinpost-
SovietRussianapproachestothemythologyofSovietouterspacesupremacy.
Then, I will give an overview of other recent conceptual views on relations
betweenthehumanandthecosmosthatprovideinsights,relevanttothecon-
temporarysocialsciencesandhumanities,namely,astrosociology,culturalhis-
toryandculturalstudiesofouterspace,andpost-gravityart.Inthiscontext,I
willdiscussthemainpresumptions,agenda,andepistemologyofnoocosmol-
ogythroughananalysisofitscoretexts.Indoingso,Iwillarguethatoneofthe
mostproblematicaspectsofthenoocosmologicaldoctrineisitsconceptionof
theidealhumansubjectanditsroleinsociety.Theexplicitlypassive,obedient
andunimaginativesubjectaddressedandpromotedbythenoocosmological
teachinghasuncanny implications for theconceptof “spiritualsecurity”.At
thesametime,theesotericallyinfused,nationalist,andutopianteachingwill
mostlikelynotappearconvincing,logicallycoherent,andgenerallyappealing
to acritical reader.Thismight turn thenoocosmological project intoawel-
comeresourceforasystematiccritiqueofthealliancebetweenstatesecurity
apparatusesandspiritualistdoctrines.

 A Re-Ignited Interest in Space and Nostalgia for the Future:  
the Soviet Space Myth in Post-Soviet Russia

Thenoocosmologists’turntotheworksoftheRussiancosmistsshouldbecon-
textualized inthebroader frameworkof theso-called“spaceage”– the first
examplesofspaceflightinthe20thcenturyandthesocio-culturalandscien-
tificdevelopmentsthathadleduptothem.Overthepasttwodecades,both
non-RussianandRussianscholarshiphasdemonstratedanever-increasingin-
terest in the Soviet space programme. Non-Russian scholarship has focused
predominantly on the historical, political, and socio-cultural coordinates of
thepopularizationofanouterspace-directedimaginationintheSovietUnion
ontheonehand(e.g.AndrewsandSiddiqi2012;Maureretal.2011;Strukovand
Goscilo2016),andontheso-calledpost-Sovietnostalgiaontheother(e.g.Sid-
diqi2011a;Boym2001;Lewis’s latestwork,availableattheSmithsonian’sNa-
tionalAirandSpaceMuseuminWashington,D.C).

IntheRussiancontext,reignitedinterestinouterspaceandthehistoryof
Sovietspaceexplorationseemstobetakingonadifferenttone.Firstofall,and
understandably,itisnotrestrictedtoscholarshipalone,butalsopervadespop-
ularcultureandpopular-scientificaccounts.Forexample,contemporaryRus-
sianinterestintheSovietspaceprogrammeis,amongotherforms,discernible
fromthecommonlyestablished,acknowledged,andhailedcontinuityofthe
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Sovietandpost-SovietRussianspaceprogrammes.TheRussianspaceagency
(Roskosmos)has,since2011,beenissuingamonthlymagazinecalledRossiiskii 
kosmos (The Russian Cosmos),meanttoeducateandinformthegeneralpublic
ondevelopmentsoftheRussianspaceprogrammeaswellasspace-relatedcul-
turalartefacts.Thejournaliswritteninatonethatsetsacleardistinctionbe-
tweenRussian outerspacerelatedendeavours,andthoseadvancedbyother
states.Moreover,itstronglyemphasizesthatnon-Russianspaceprogrammes
tendtobeutilitarianandprofit-orientedinnature,whereasRussianspaceex-
plorationhasalwaysfocusedonscientificprogress(Rossiiskii kosmos 2014).A
similarnarrativeisdetectableintelevisiondocumentariesand“artisticrecon-
structions” on the Soviet space programme (such as the film 12-e aprelia: 24 
chasa[2011,dir.RomanKaigorodov]).

Acknowledgementofthefactthatspaceconquesthasbeenmythologized
and strongly linked to the idea of scientific progress and social and human
enhancementasadvocatedbytheSovietcommunistpartyheredoesnotun-
dermine“objective”conclusionsaboutthegreatnessandrevolutionarynature
of theachievementsof theSovietspaceprogramme.Ideology issupposedly
castasidetoemphasizeseemingly“objective”greatness,whichisbasedonsci-
ence;theheirsofSovietspaceengineersandcosmonautsarethereforenolon-
gerexplicitbearersoftheColdWarpoliticalagenda,nolongerparticipantsin
theraceforspacewiththeUSA,butmerelyworkersandengineers;theyarenot
evenscientistswithavision,butprofessionalswithtechnologicalknowledge
and the ability to advance this knowledge in order to keep the space pro-
gramme“going”.Inpart,thisorientationtowardthepastthatisexhibitedby
Russian popular and popular scientific discourse on the current space pro-
gramme, termedbySiddiqi (2011,283)asacertain “nostalgia for the future”,
whichistheutopianyetconvincingfutureenvisagedinthetimesoftheUSSR,
isresolvedwithresorttothehumanities.

SincethedisintegrationoftheSovietUnionin1991,many“historicalfacts”
fromtherecentpastofthepost-Sovietterrainhavebeenputintoaradically
differentcontextviavariousstudiesinthehumanitiesandsocialsciences.In
the21stcentury,onecouldtalkaboutasignificantexpansionofthediscursive
horizonofpublicationsbyRussian-basedscholarsdoingresearch invarious
disciplineswithinthehumanities, fromphilosophytosociology,psychology,
linguistics,etc.Thephilosophicaldimensionisperhapsofmostcrucialimpor-
tancetothisdiscussion.AstherigidideologicalframeworkofMarxism-Lenin-
ism finally disintegrated together with the supranational formation it was
basedon,intellectualsandscholars–similarlytowhattookplaceinthe19th
century–gotasortofacarte blanche tointerprettheirresearchmaterialwith
referencetovarioustheoreticalandphilosophicalconcepts,frameworks,and
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linesofthought.Atleastinthe1990sandearly2000s,syncretismandeclecti-
cismwerehardlyconsideredproblematic.Variousattemptstointerpret,rein-
terpret,andreframetherecentpast,and,insomecases,speculateaboutwhat
thefuturemightbring,flourished.Oftenenough,suchanalystscombinedcer-
tain “foreign” philosophical theses with the theoretical and philosophical
thoughtofRussianpre-revolutionarythinkers.

ThehistoryoftheSovietspaceprogrammeanditsideologicalconnotations
provedtobeaparticularlyusefulcaseinthisregard.Scholarsworkinginthe
RussiancontexthaveseeminglyexorcisedthemythofSovietsupremacyand
greatness from the space programme, debunked it as an empty ideological
construct,attheexpenseofimplantingadifferentideational“core”intoSoviet
cosmicaspirations.Post-Soviethumanitiesdealingwithculturalcosmologyor
theculturalimaginationofouterspaceexhibitnotableinterestinthewritings
oftheRussiancosmists.Itistellingthat,sincetheearly2000s,readingsofFio-
dorov’sandTsiolkovskii’s3worksregularlytakeplaceinFiodorov’smemorial
houseinMoscow;recentworksdevotedtocosmismasaphilosophy,suchas
Alekseeva’sK.E. Tsiolkovskii: Filosofiia kosmizma(K.E. Tsiolkovskii: The Philoso-
phy of Cosmism[2007])areeasilyaccessibleinbookstoresandonline.While
SovietinterpretationsoftheinfluenceofthecosmistsontheSovietspacepro-
gramme tend to highlight the importance, impact, and continuity of the
thoughtofFiodorovandTsiolkovskii(cf.Schwartz2010),thefirstaneccentric
librarianwhodreamedofafutureutopiainouterspace,bothpatriarchaland
asexual,andtheresurrectionofthedead,thesecondthe“grandfatherofSoviet
rocketry”,post-Sovietaccountstendtorediscoverandpopularizeamuchwid-
errangeofcosmistthinkers,andlinkthemtocertainideasinthecontempo-
rary environmental sciences, seeing them as forerunners of ideas such as
sustainabledevelopment.4Cosmismhasbecomethesubjectofmanyartistic
initiatives,fromAntonVidokle’sfilmprojectImmortalityforAll:AFilmTrilogy
on Russian Cosmos (2014-2017) to the neocosmist manifesto Neocosmism
2017).Moreover,in2013,RussianPresidentVladimirPutinembracedthelegacy
ofTsiolkovskiibyproposingtonameanewtown,whichistobebuiltnearthe
Vostochnyicosmodrome,inthescientist’shonor(Cosmizm2017).Whilesome

3 NikolayFiodorov(1829-1903),aneccentricRussianreligiousthinkerwhopreachedasceticism
andbelievedinthepossibilityofresurrectingthedeadandhumanexpansiontootherplanets,
isgenerallyrecognizedasthefoundingfatherofRussiancosmism.KonstantinTsiolkovskii
(1857-1935)wasFiodorov’sstudent,andisconsideredtobethe“grandfatherofSovietrocketry”
duetothepioneeringtechnologicalsolutionsheprovidedtoquestionsrelatedtospace
travel.

4 Certaincontemporaryre-articulationsofRussiancosmistthoughtwillbediscussedinmore
detailinthefollowingparagraphs.
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oftheseinitiativesareindeedhistoricalcommemorations,thecontemporary
developmentsatthecrossroadsofartandscience,suchastheneocosmistini-
tiative,gobeyondnostalgiafortheSovietfuture,tryinginsteadtore-imagine
the potential impact of the cosmist teachings on contemporary reality.The
noocosmologists,too,attempttolinkcosmistthoughttocontemporarypoliti-
cal and socio-cultural issues,5 making a step toward a new, contemporary
agenda,barelyveiledbythelanguageofresearch.

Russiancosmismhas,sincethedisintegrationoftheSovietUnion,seena
reawakeninginseveralmodes,whichmightbeinterconnected,butnonethe-
lesseachoneremainsdistinct.Onemode,fairlycommoninbothforeignand
Russianscholarship,istheincreaseinhistoricalandhistoriographicalresearch
devotedtocosmismandspace-relatedaspectsoflate19thandearly20thcen-
tury Russian symbolism and the Russian and Soviet artistic and social van-
guards.Anothermodeistheincreasedattentioncosmismisbeinggivenasa
fullyformedphilosophicalsystem–areadingwhichishighlyproblematic,yet
advanced by many Russian scholars and some space-enthusiasts in the USA
(e.g.Harrison2013,whoevenelaboratedaso-calledAmericanversionofcos-
mism). Apart from these academic discussions, cosmism has found several
pointsofentryintopopularandpopular-scientificdiscourse,forexamplein
theformoftheaforementionedreadingclubsdedicatedtoFiodorovandTsi-
olkovskii.

Noocosmologycouldbeseenasanothervariantofthesereappropriations
ofcosmistideas,asanattempttoelevatethemtothelevelofbothascience
andaworldview.Thisboldgestureseemstoplacetheteachingintothecontext
ofthecontemporarysocialsciencesandhumanities;however,asIwillarguein
thefollowingparagraphs,itactuallyfailstoadheretothemainprinciplesof
scientific inquiry. Furthermore, it advocates an eclectic, unsystematic ap-
proachtotherelationsbetweenontology,science,andpopularimagination;
andanimplicitandnon-reflectedpositionofenunciation,6theunderstand-
ingofwhichrequirestheappropriationofacertainsubjectivationstrategy,an
implicitjumblingofvarioustypesofdiscourse,andanattempttoincorporate
allofthemintoaso-callednewscience.Inotherwords,thereaderisforced

5 Suchasdebatesonclimatechangeandthebeginningoftheanthropocene,anewgeological
age,markedbytheimpactofhumanpresenceandactivityonEarth,totheRussiansearchfor
anewidentityandattemptsatreconstructingthedominanthistoricalnarrativecf.Cosmizm
(2015).

6 Thepositionadoptedbythespeakerresemblesthatofagod-likethird-personnarrator.He
seemstohaveaccesstounquestionabletruth,toknowledgethatcorrespondstoobjectivereal-
ityandthatthereadermayonlygainthroughunquestionedbelief inwhatheorsheis
reading.
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intothepositionofanobedientsoldierwhodoesnotquestiontheassump-
tionsortheagendaofnoocosmology,butmerelyblindlyfollowsthe“rules”set
by itsagenda.Tobeasubject inthenoocosmological frameworkessentially
meansturningintoapartofthemechanismoftheuniverseasenvisagedbyits
agenda.

 Noocosmology in the Context of Contemporary Space Oriented 
Projects within the Humanities and Social Sciences

Althoughnoocosmologyis,asacknowledgedinthedefinitionprovidedbyits
founders,adevelopmentofRussianscholarshipthatexplicitlydrawsonthe
workoftheRussiancosmists,7itisbynomeanstheonlycontemporaryinitia-
tivethataimstotakesonquestionsdiscussingtherelationshipbetweenhu-
manity and the cosmos from the perspective of the humanities and social
sciences.Inordertopointtoitsspecificity,Iwillcontextualizeitintheframe-
workofprojectsconcernedwithsimilarquestions,suchasastrosociology,cul-
tural studiesandculturalhistoryofouter space,andpost-gravityart,which
haveappearedworldwideoverthepastfewdecades.Iwillthenarguethatthe
mostproblematicpointwherenoocosmologydeviatesfromtheseothercon-
ceptual, scientifically informed accounts, is its conceptualization of human
subjectivity,andthespace itallocates tohumanagency,which,at thesame
timereflectsitsconnectiontothebroadernotionofspiritualsecurityinthe
contextoftheRussiansecuritydispositive.

Thetendencytowardacertainconceptualanddisciplinaryfragmentation
thathasmarkedthehumanitiesandsocialsciencesofthelate20thandearly
21stcenturieshasnoteludedouterspace.Today,thereare(atleast)fourcon-
ceptual initiatives with academic aspirations dedicated to studying and re-
thinkingtherelationshipbetweenhumanityandthecosmos,thehistoryand
futureoftheserelations,andpossibilitiesofnewparadigms.Apartfromthe
Russianprojectofnoocosmology,atleastthreeotherattemptsatconsolidat-
ingandguidingthepresentandfutureofouterspaceorientedthoughtwithin
thesocialsciencesandhumanitieshavebeenmadeinthelate20thandearly
21stcenturies:astrosociology,culturalstudiesofouterspace,andpost-gravity
art.Ofcourse,itisnotthefactthatthesefieldsexistper se thatconcernsus
here:ifnoocosmology,asIstatedabove,interchangeablydesignatesitselfasa

7 Therearenumerousdiscussionsonwhetheritisadequateorfactuallyprecisetotreatthe
cosmistsasaunifiedmovementorevenagroupofscholars(e.g.Young2012,12-35),but
noocosmologydoesnotseemtofindthesignifier“cosmists”problematic.
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“worldview”,a“science”,andevenan“objectivereality”,thesethreeotherdisci-
plinesshouldbeapproachedwithasimilarquestioninmind:whichposition
ofenunciationdotheysubscribeto?Doallcontemporaryspace-orientedcon-
ceptualprojectswithinthehumanitiesandsocialsciencessharethissyncre-
tismofagendas?

Thefirstpost-ColdWarreflectionsonthebeginningofthespaceagethat
gravitatedtowardadistinctgroupingappearedinthe1990s,undertheaegisof
so-calledpost-gravityart.Post-gravityart,i.e.artinzerogravityconditions,en-
visaged by Slovenian artists Dragan Živadinov, Miha Turšič and Dunja
Zupančič,maybestbedescribedwithasummaryofitscentralproject.Noor-
dung 1995::2045, astheprojectiscalled,isa50-year-longendeavourthatstarted
in1995.ItisaperformancethatengagesanensembleofSloveniantheatreac-
torswhomeeteverytenyearsonApril208fortransmedialperformances,tobe
gradually–aftertheirdeaths–replacedbymachines:mini-satellites(umbots)
tobereleasedintotheEarth’sorbit.9Theconceptofpost-gravityartisheavily
inspiredbyvisionsoftheRussiansupremacistsandconstructivistswhowere
fascinatedbythecosmicperspectivesoftechnologicalprogressandcontem-
platedwaysofcreatingartinouterspace (Postgravityart2014).

Whilepost-gravityartisnotascientificdiscipline,itisnonethelessimpor-
tantforourdiscussionbecauseitisoneofthewayscontemporaryhumanities
andsocialsciencesdealwithexceptionalevents,suchasthefirstexamplesof
spaceflight. Operating from a position that does not strive for objectivity or
“finalsolutions”,anddoesnotrelyonlanguagealone,post-gravityartisaper-
formativeintervention,primarilyconcernedwithaquestion,highlyrelevant
inmanydisciplinesofthehumanitiestoday,onwhatitmeanstobehumanin
the space age. It proposes “culturalizing” outer space by inhabiting it with

8 Thedate,GermanNazileaderAdolfHitler’sbirthday,wasnotchosenatrandom.Oneofthe
aimsoftheperformanceistoprovidenew,positiveconnotationsforthisdate,whichwould
counterthehorrifyinglegacyofWorldWarII,whichisassociatedwithHitler’sname.

9 ThefiftyyeartheatreprojectileNOORDUNG::1995-2015-2045premieredonApril20,1995in
Ljubljana.Becausetheoriginalscenographyandcostumeshadbeendestroyedbyafirein
SNGDramaLjubljanain1997,thefirstrepeatperformanceon20April2005movedfromthe
originalstagetothehydrolaboratoryinStarCity,Russia,tothemodeloftheInternational
SpaceStation(ISS).AgroupofartistsZupančič::Turšič::Živadinovbegantodeveloppostgrav-
ityart,artthatemergesinconditionswithoutgravity.Thesecondrepeatperformanetook
placeinKSEVTVitanje,theCulturalCentreofEuropeanSpaceTechnologies,onApril20,2015.
Allactorsparticipateinalloftherepetitionsofthetheatricalperformance.Ifanactordies,
heorsheisreplacedbyanumbot thatcontinuestoplayhisorherpartintheperformance.
Femaleactorsarereplacedbyumbots thatperformmelodies,andmaleactorsarereplacedby
umbots thatproviderhythm.TheperformanceheldonApril20,2015involvedonemelodic
umbotthatreplacedtheactressMilenaGrmwhopassedawayin2011.
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signifiersfromEarth,yetnotofearthlylogic.Intuitivelydrawingontheaspira-
tionsofthepredominantlyRussianavant-gardes,whowerethemostcosmic-
oriented,10post-gravityartexploresthe ideaof life,culture,andsubjectivity
thatisnolongerconfinedtothehumanformortoanthropocentrism.

Post-gravityartproposesamodelofsubjectivity,ofhowtobeanagent,that
relies on the signifier rather than on the human as it is traditionally under-
stood–superiortoothermodesoflifeandmeaning-making.Inthissense,and
insomewhatpoeticterms,itmaybeconcludedthatitaspirestoloyallyfollow
theconsequencesofthefirstexamplesofmannedspaceflight,iftheseareto
bereadwithTsiolkovskii,and,later,JacquesLacan(1993,83),asanevent“of
discourse,wherediscoursetouchesthereal,andthought is leftsilent”.Post-
gravityartmightbeaperformanceandanaestheticmeditation,butitseems
tobecloselyfollowingthelogicofthesignifierintherealmofspaceexplora-
tionsetoutbyTsiolkovskiiwho,accordingtotheSovietfilmChelovek s planety 
Zemlia(TheManfromPlanetEarth)(1958),directedbyBorisBuneiev,stated
“mathematicssayswedonotneedonehundredyearstogotospace,itsayswe
candoitnow,today”.Post-gravityartisalsorelatedtotherealmofphilosophy
perhapsbestexemplifiedbyLyotard’s(1993,38-46)“incredulitytowardmeta-
narratives”, which leaves science in the same position as aesthetics, namely,
tiedtoitsabilitytoperform ratherthantoexplainandprovidereasonablesolu-
tionstocrisesofthecurrentsituation.Post-gravityartthereforedealswiththe
questionofhowtobe(human)inthespaceageandinspacebyembracing
technology,notthinkingaboutitinoppositiontocultureorhumanity.Itrede-
finesthecoordinatesofwhatitistobeasubjectbyembracingtheprospectsof
technologicalprogressanditsindivisibilityfromthequestionofbeingandbe-
inghuman.

Needlesstosay,theradicalloyalty,or,asBadiouputsit(2005,232-237),“fi-
delitytoanevent”,thatisexhibitedbypost-gravityartiscurrentlynotthemost
widelyaccepted interpretationof the legacyofmannedspaceflight.Amore
widespread critical reading views human space aspirations as a progression
frommilitarizationtoeconomicexploitation,tobepotentiallyfollowedbycul-
turalizationthatis,atthispointintime,farfromreality.FromaMarxistper-
spective,Shukaitis(2009,98-105),forexample,givesaconcisehistoryofideas
relatedtospaceconquestinthe20thcentury,pointingoutthat–bothinterms
ofpopularculturalrepresentationsandactualspaceprogrammes–theCold
Warspaceracemighthavefirstbeenfollowedbyareproachfromenvironmen-
talists(whygotospacewhentherearesomanyproblemsonEarth?)Itwas
thenreplacedbyamythologycompatiblewithcapitalism,whichconjoinsthe

10 TheculturalcontextofRussiancosmismandthecosmicaspirationsoftheRussianavant-
gardeswillbeexaminedinmoredetailinthefollowingsections.
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ideas of outer space with solutions to capitalism’s structural crises (mining,
etc.),andthatofconsumerism(spacetourism).

Thisnarrativeiswellsupportedbythesecondspace-relatedprojectIwould
liketomention,namelyastrosociology,whichisa“subdisciplineofsociology”
conceivedbyJimPass(2006,2011)inthelate2000sasadisciplinetoexplore
therelationshipbetweenhumanityandspace.Thedisciplinedrawsonspace-
relatedmaterialsproducedwithinothersciences,suchaslaw,sociology,and
psychology,anditbasicallyamountstoacertain“here-and-nowspacepragma-
tism”:postulatingaxiomaticallythathumanityisboundtoexpandintoouter
space,ittriestopresentandevaluatevariousmodesofexistenceinspace(e.g.
theoptimalcompositionandconductofahumancolonyonMars).Incontrast
topost-gravityart,itdoesnotatallconsidermannedspaceflightexceptional,
anddoesnothaveperformativistaspirations.Itattemptstocouplespaceflight
withthenarrativeoftechnologicalprogressanditsinevitability,aswellaswith
the all-pervasiveness of capitalism, which amounts to an end-of-history of
sorts.Thelimitsofitsabilitytoexplainall,tofunctionasa“greattheoryofev-
erything”areperhapsitsimplicitaversiontophilosophyandthehumanities:
astrosociologygroundsitsanalysesintraditional,objectivistaccounts,which
preferquantifiableempiricismtothoughtexperiment.Itispossibletonotice
certain similarities between astrosociology and noocosmology: like noocos-
mology, astrosociology relies on an objectivist position of enunciation, at-
temptingtoprovide“verifiable”,“scientific”data.Likewise,itprefersspeculation
onthebasisofthisdatatophilosophicalreflection.Perhapsthegreatestdiffer-
encewouldbethatwhereasnoocosmologyismethodologicallybasedintuitive
eclecticism,astrosociologyreliesonquantifiabledata,empiricalobservation,
andtakesnoissuewiththeexistingcoordinatesofreality(political,economic,
andsocialstructures).

Towardtheendofthefirstdecadeofthe21stcentury,adifferentapproach
in social sciences and humanities joined the discussions foregrounding the
nexusofouterspaceandsociety.Forinstance,AlexanderC.T.Geppert’steam
ofculturalhistoriansfromtheEmmyNoetherResearchGroupThe Future in 
the Stars: European Astroculture and Extraterrestrial Life in the 20th Century,
basedatFreieUniversität,Berlin,producedanumberofpublicationsonthe
culturalhistoryandconstructionofEuropeanastrofuturismsinthe20thcen-
tury.Apartfromculturalhistoriesofspaceexploration,culture-orienteddis-
cussions,suchasmonographsauthoredbye.g.MarieLathers(2010)andDario
Llinares(2011),andeditedvolumes,suchastheoneeditedbyEvaMaurer,Julia
Richersetal.(2011),alsofocusontherolecultureplayedandplaysinourpre-
sumptions,attitudes,andactionsdirectedintoouterspace.Ifweprovisionally
group these approaches under the umbrella term “cultural studies of outer
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space”,wecancharacterizethemasapproachesthatgroundouterspaceinits
culturalandsocio-politicalcoordinates.Thisallowsthemtorevealhowspace
exploration is conditioned, what is at stake in this conditioning, and how
“earthly”alotofthespaceaspirationsofthepastcenturyhaveactuallybeen.
This position of enunciation is closest to the so-called analytical position,
where neither a relapse into objectivism or into subjectivist solipsism are
deemed acceptable, no more than the so-called worldview stance that con-
flatesboth.

Insum,allofthethreeacademicapproachestothelegacyofthebeginning
ofthespaceageareinawayreminiscentofnoocosmology:notonlydueto
theirobjectofstudy,butalsointheirapproachestoit.Incontrasttonoocos-
mology, as I will point out in the following paragraph, however, these ap-
proaches tend to remain coherent in the epistemology and goals of their
projects.Inthecaseofpost-gravityart,themainquestionisthatofsubjectiv-
ityandperformativityinouterspace;inthecaseofastrosociology,theques-
tion is that of economic sustainability; cultural studies of outer space
demonstrate how “earthly” space programmes and aspirations really are.
Noocosmology,on theotherhand,conflatesallof thesedimensions,veiling
themwithanotionofaso-calledmetaconnectionbetweenthehuman, the
world,andtheuniverse;betweenancientGreekphilosophyandRussiancos-
mism;betweencosmismand(Russian)securitystudies;andbetweenscience
andworldview.Itisthisconflationthatisatoncealarming(particularlywith
theovertrelianceonideasbasedontheauthorityofmilitarysecretservices),
andworthyofanalyticalattention.

 Scrutinizing Noocosmology: Form, Structure, and Content

Whilenoocosmologyisaveryrecentandunderresearchedphenomenon,its
foundersmakeitclearfromtheveryoutsetthatitisenvisionedasacontribu-
tiontotheacademicarena.Yet,theofficialdefinitionthatIhavequotedinthe
introductorysection,andwhichisprovidedasgenerallyaccepted11andnon-
negotiableonthemainwebsiteofthis“discipline”,raisescertainquestions.It

11 Noparticularauthoriscitedatthispoint,soonecanassumethatthereisageneralcon-
sensusregardingthedefinitionatleastamongthefoundersofnoocosmology.According
tothewebsite,theseareGeneralLieutenantinthereserve,academicianAlekseyIu.Sa-
vin,General-majorinreserve,FederalProtectiveServiceoftheRussianFederationBoris
K. Ratnikov, Professor Eduard E. Godik, Doctor of Physics and Mathematical Sciences,
Consultant in innovation technologies,Veteran of the 9th Administration of the KGB,
PresidentoftheNationalAssociationofBodyguards(NAB)ofRussiaDmitriiN.Fonarev,



243TheCosmicSubjectInPost-sovietRussia

doesnotseemtodoawaywiththeverybasic“Whatisnoocosmology?”ques-
tion.Rather,theciteddefinitionpointstoaninternaldiscrepancybetweenits
scientific, or at the very least academic, form and its contents.The content
alignsnoocosmologyclosertomysticismandesoterism,orevennewreligious
movements(NRMs),withitsreferencestohigherintelligence,andnewknowl-
edgeavailablethroughcontactwithspiritualbeings,etc.Thisopensupseveral
possiblestartingpointsforinquiryintothephenomenon.Itcould,forexam-
ple,bediscussedinthecontextoftheesotericandoccultinRussianculture.
Recentscholarship(both inRussiaandabroad)hasconvincinglyarguedfor
linksbetweentheriseofoccultandesotericdoctrinesinRussia(andthefor-
merRussianempire)andcrisesintrustforcurrentdominantpoliticalstruc-
turesandtheirdoctrines(cf.Burmistrov2012,Menzel2012,Belyayev2012).Yet
noocosmologyseeminglydefiesthistrend,advocatedby,aswillbedeveloped
further,professionalswhoareorhavebeenimportantmembersofSovietand
Russiansecurityservices(seetheBiographiessectionofNoocosmology [2014]).
Aswillbeshowninthistext,noocosmologydoesnotseemtoaspiretopresent
itselfasanysortof“alternative”doctrinethatwouldrequirearadicalchangein
worldviewforittobeaccepted.

Alternatively,onecouldanalysenoocosmologyinthecontextofNRMsin
Russia,whichhavearatherunfavourablestatus,ashasbeenarguedby,forex-
ample, Foxlee and Williams (2009, 211-225) and Williams (2009, 227-247).12
Theverydefinitionofnoocosmologycitedabove,withitsmanyreferencesto
conjoiningscience,religion,andphilosophy,anditsabilitytoprovideaccess
andcontactwithhigherspiritualbeings,hintsatthefactthatitmightbean
emergent local variant of teachings such as scientology.13 However, noocos-
mologyisnotinitiallypositionedasaspiritualteaching.Rather,itissituatedas
interveningintothefieldoftheacademia,anditappearsthatthereisanat-
tempttopositionitasasciencewithacertainRussianphilosophicalheritage.

andArkadiiAseiev,FounderoftheNoocosmologywebsitewithaPhDinTechnicalSci-
ences,researchassociateoftheKurchatovNationalResearchInstitute,Moscow.

12 ThepositionofNRMsinRussiawastoalargeextentmadeworsebyanewlawonreligion
adopted in 1997 that favours theRussianOrthodoxChurchanddoesnotacknowledge
religiousmovementsthathavenotbeenpresentinRussiaforatleast15years,denying
themrightsandstatus.

13 ItisworthmentioningherethatTheChurchofScientologynevermanagedtogrowpopu-
larinRussia:itencounteredmanyproblemswiththelocalauthorities,whoaccuseditof
various types of misconduct, such as tax evasion, and was subject to stark media and
governmentalattacksthateventuallyledtoitbeinglabelledasatotalitariansectthatin-
ducespsychologicalharm(Krylova2001inWilliams2009,245).Afteritsintroductionin
1992,ithadtocloseitsHubbardCenterinMoscowin2001(Krylova2001inWilliams2009,
246).
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This is why I would like to grant some attention to the basic assumptions,
scope,andaimsofthisself-proclaimedscientificdiscipline.Theanalysis,reli-
antonthecoretextsofthenoocosmologicalinitiative,whichareavailableat
itsmainwebsite<http://noocosmology.ru>,willrevolvearoundthreedimen-
sionsoftheproject:itsformalcharacteristics,itscontents,anditsscopeand
aims,or,inotherwords,itstrajectory.

Letusfirstreturntothedefinitionoftheprojectavailableatitsmainweb-
site:accordingtoit,wearedealingwitha“newmetaphysics”,whichdrawson
conceptsfromothersciencesinordertoprovidenewdiscoveriesanddeeper
knowledge about the cosmos, using a special method, “metacontact”, devel-
opedbyRussianmilitaryspecialists(Noocosmology2014).Despitetheseovert
referencestometaphysics,whichseemtobeunderstoodinthemannerof19th
centuryphilosophy,asinaimingatsomethingtranscendent,beyondtherealm
ofhumanreasonandunderstanding,intermsofformnoocosmologyisclearly
mimicking modern academic disciplines, providing us with a set of defini-
tions,assembledinaglossary,aswellasasetoffoundationaltexts,availableon
thewebsite.Itpositionsitselfasanemergentscience:theproject,mainlyac-
cessibleat<http://noocosmology.ru>,wasfirstmentionedin2012andyet,de-
spiteitsnovelty, itappearstohaveengagedanumberofRussianacademics
fromvariousdisciplines(physicistGodik,ecologistAseiev,securitystudiesex-
pertSavin).TheadvocatesofnoocosmologyregularlypublishintheVoprosy 
bezopasnosti [Security Issues] scientific journal,14 have authored and co-au-
thored monographs (mainly in the field of security studies, focusing on the
Soviet and Russian secret services and their interest and achievements in
metaphysics,e.g.Metacontact (2013),writtenbyFonarev,publishedbyRoma-
nianAradPress),andtrytokeepintouchwithamoregeneralaudiencevia
seminars,videolecturesandotherrelevantpublishedmaterials,andageneral
callforcontributions,questions,andexpressionsofinterestintheproject:

The website includes a list of the founding members of noocosmology,
which is a transdisciplinary group of scholars that includes philosophers
(VladimirG.Azhaka),sociologists(AntonA.Savin),apsychologistandpsycho-
analyst(ValentinaI.Sidorova),andseveralintellectualswithabackgroundin
securityservices(BorisK.Ratnikov,DmitriiN.Fonarev,AlexeiIu.Savin).The
websitealsoincludesalistofpartners,whichinvolve,tellingly,themainRus-
sianwebsiteonRussiancosmism,aprojectonGlobalEvolutionism,Systems
Theory,Holism,andPanpsychism,andseveralsecurityservicewebsites,such

14 Thejournalfirstappearedin2012,andwaspublishedasNatsional‘naya bezopasnost‘ [Na-
tional Security] until2014.ItisabstractedinERIHPlus,Ulrich‘sPeriodicalsDirectory,as
wellastheRussianResearchIndex(RINTS).
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asGrey Shadows,anassociationofbodyguards,andtheQsec. Security Issues 
webportalandscientificjournal.Furthermore,thereisasectionwithagen-
eraldescriptionofthediscipline,asectionentitled“Science”withlinkstomost
oftherelevantarticlesandspecifiedasbeingscientificonthewebsite,anda
glossaryofterms.Ascloseasthistypeofstructuremightbetoanemergent
scientificprojectandresearchspectrum,noocosmologydoesnot,atleaston
thewebsite,exhibitanysortoflinkstoorcollaborationwithscientificinsti-
tutesapart fromtheabovementionedsecuritystudieswebportal.15Further-
more, it does not particularly advertise any possible research and scientific
engagementonthepartofitsfoundingmembers,apartfromtheirrecentpub-
lications,thenatureofwhichremainsslightlyunclear:althoughbeingclassi-
fied as scientific, these texts do not adhere to the standards of scientific
publicationsintermsoftheverifiabilityoftheirfindingsorthecoherenceof
their methodologies, and are rather popular-scientific books, aimed to con-
vinceawideraudience.Someofthislackofclaritymay,ofcourse,beexplained
bythenoveltyoftheprojectanditsattemptstoestablishitselfasanindepen-
dentdiscipline;however,certainpeculiaritiesindiscoursepointtothepoten-
tialinsufficiencyofthisexplanation:

Letustaketheaboveasacuetoturnfromthemostevidentcharacteristics
ofnoocosmology,itsform,toitscontentandstructuralrelations.Althoughone
mightspeculatethattheambitionsoftheprojectarenotrestrictedto,ornot
primarilymeanttobe,scientificandresearch-basedinnature,thispointisnot
entirelyself-evident,ifonefollowsthedefinitionprovided,whichstatesthat
“unitingandintegratingtheideasofothersciences, it isabletoleadtonew
discoveries, to let man approach knowledge in the sphere of the cosmos16” 
(Noocosmology 2014).

The English version of the website also summarizes the site’s “mission”,
whichis:

tospreadscientificapproachtowardsunderstandingofIntegrityofMan
andCosmosusingyoungscience–Noocosmology;toformnewtypeof
conscious/ness/inthesociety,whichwillhelptouniteallpeopleinthe

15 Forthepurposesofthistext,securitystudiesisunderstoodasitisconceivedinRussian
scholarship,i.e.intheVoprosy bezopasnosti (Security issues)journal.Thejournaldiscusses
securityasapsychological,sociological,economic,and(geo)politicalcategory,relatingit
tohuman“wellbeing”and“naturalinstincts”(Voprosy bezopasnosti 2015).

16 Ноокосмология–этосовременнаянаучнаясистемамировоззрения,котораяспосо-
бна объяснить единство человека с Космосом. Объединяя в себе представления
других наук, она способна привести к новым открытиям, приблизить человека к
познаниямвобластиКосмоса.
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worldandshowthemthewaytohappiness,whichallowspreservingour
planetfromdestructionbypeople(Noocosmology2014).

Evidently,thekeysignifiersusedinthedefinitionsaboveare“worldview”,“sci-
ence”,“oneness”/”integrity”,and“waytohappiness”.Thedefinitivearticles(ex-
cerpts are given below), which are meant to position noocosmology as a
fully-fledgedscience,thatthisaxiologicalstanceimpliesthepossibilityofan
unquestionabledefinitionof,forexample,happiness,andthepossibilityofa
sciencethatmergeswith“worldview”.Anumberofintellectualshavecritiqued
this view of science, including Freud (1933), whose interpretation of world-
view,orWeltanschauung, revealsthatitisahomogenizing,totalizinggestureof
theMastersignifier,whichisnotintheleastsimilartotheresearchethicsof
science.Accordingtonoocosmologists,noocosmology:

synthesizesthefundamentalideasofvariousnatural,social,andtechni-
cal sciences, and presents an interdisciplinary direction of scientific
inquiry,which isofworldview,naturalscientific,andgeneralscientific
importance. Noocosmology should be viewed as a general scientific
problemthatgreatlysurpassestheframeworkofanyparticularscience17
(Noocosmology2014).

Inthecontextoftheabovementionedconflationofscience,objectivereality,
and worldview, this explicit stress on the fact that noocosmology should be
regardedasa“scientificproblem”ishighlyproblematic.Thestructureofthe
argumentisreminiscentofscientologicalargumentation,whichmergesreli-
gious(orratherquasi-religious)structuresandauthoritywithreferencestosci-
ence. Noocosmology posits itself as a science, but it does not address a
scientificresearchproblem.Rather,itseekstoprovideacertainroadmapfora
futureofcollectivehappiness,whichrequiresbothindividualandcollective
effort. Furthermore, in order for the roadmap to work, its basic coordinates
shouldnotbequestioned,asIwilltrytodemonstratebelow.

Noocosmology clearly has a specific agenda, which hinges on the defini-
tionscitedabove,aswellasonasetofaxioms,principles,andgoverninglaws.
Theagendamayberephrasedinthefollowingpoints.Firstly,noocosmology

17 Ноокосмология, синтезирующая фундаментальные представления естественно
научных, общественных и технических групп наук, выступает комплексным
междисциплинарнымнаправлениемнаучногопоиска,имеющиммировоззренче-
ское, естественнонаучное и общенаучное значение.Ноокосмология должна рас-
сматриваться в качестве общенаучной проблемы, далеко выходящей за рамки
какой-либоотдельнойнауки.
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strivesforoneness,completeintegrationofa)manandnature;b)discoursesof
variousscientificdisciplines;andc)twopositionsofenunciation:worldview
andscience.Thelastofthesepairs,namelytheconflationofworldviewand
science,wouldpresumablyrendersubjectivistandanalytical,criticalpositions
obsolete.Furthermore,thisradicalintegrationseemstohingeonanassump-
tionthatitispossibletofindaway,i.e.auniversallyvalidpaththatresultsin
happiness,envisagedassomethingthatrequiresan“expansionofthelimitsof
cognitionandknowledgeoftheMindandofgeneralprocessesofevolutionto
cosmicdimensions”18(Noocosmology 2014).Themaintaskofnoocosmologyis
definedas“expandinghumancapabilities,psychologically,spiritually,morally,
andenergeticallypreparingmanforknowingthecosmosinitsprimalform.”19
Thisagendaismainlybackedbyloosereferencesto,andisolatedquotesfrom,
certain philosophers (e.g. Plato, Schelling, Vernadskii), who are, it appears,
quotedonthebasisofauthority(“greatphilosopherso-and-so”),intheman-
nerofpopularscientifictexts.MostsystematicreferencesaremadetotheRus-
siancosmistswhoare, inspiteofmuchcontroversy inrecenthistoricaland
philosophicaldebates,regardedasa“traditionofthought”,a“group”,asetof
thinkersrepresentingaclearagenda,whichistoshowthatthehumanmind
hastheabilitytoeventuallymasternatureandgainaccesstocertain“secretsof
theuniverse”,suchaseternallifeandhappiness.However,ifcosmisttextsof
theearly20thcenturymayandshouldbeinterpretedagainstthebackdropof
thewidelyspreadromanticizationofthepotentialoftechnologicalprogress,
todaythetextsbarelyallowforliteral,word-for-wordinterpretationiftheyare
tobetreatedasphilosophicalmeditations.

Noocosmologyexploitsitsfounders’connectionstoacademiaandthefor-
mat of academic discussion and research agenda in order to promote ideas
thatareinfacthighlyreminiscentofagendasthatareusuallydiscussedinre-
search addressing the tradition of occult, esoteric, and mysticist thought in
Russia.ThefactthatnoocosmologistsoftenrefertophilosopherssuchasVer-
nadskii,Fiodorov,andSoloviov,citingbroadsummariesofwhattheyconsider
tobetheirkeyideas,supportsthisargumentation.20Young(2012),Hagemeis-

18 расширение границ познания Разумного и общих процессов эволюции до кос-
мическихмасштабов.

19 Задача Ноокосмологии – расширить возможности человека, подготовить его
психологически,духовно,нравственноиэнергетическикпознаниюКосмосавего
изначальновиде.

20 Hereisatellingexampleofthenoocosmologists’modeofreappropriatingthecosmists’
ideas:“Plato’sideasweredevelopedinaveryoriginalwaybyRussiancosmists–Konstan-
tinE.TsyolkovskiiandN.F.FiodorovintheendofXIX–beginningofXXcentury.They
tookmanyapproachesfromPlato.First,thepostulateofgeneticentityofmanandCos-
mos;second,thebeliefintheprobabilityoftheleaningofCosmos;third,theideaofthe
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ter (2012),andLaruelle’s (2012)discussionsof theesotericand themysticist
natureofthecosmists’ideasalsopointtoanideationalconsistencybetween
themandthenoocosmologists.Themaindivergencebetweenthetraditionof
Russianesotericandmysticistthoughtandnoocosmology,however,liesinthe
fact thatnoocosmologytakesno issuewithdominantpolitical ideasoraca-
demic debates. In this regard, it appears to be a rather conformist project,
whichtranspires throughtheorganicway inwhichthewritingsof itsadvo-
cates fit into journals such as Voporosy bezopasnosti, which complies with a
rathertraditionalconceptionofpolitics,tyingthewritingtothenation-state
anditsculturalandethnicparticularities.Thisaspectisnotexplicitlyempha-
sizedinthenoocosmologicalproject,butitisgoodtokeepitinmindinorder
tobetterunderstandtheirtexts.

 The Noocosmological Vision: Metacontact for Happiness, Progress, 
and Security

The noocosmological project chooses to focus on the cosmists’ utopianism
andcallfor“aroadmaptohappiness”.Theyalsoremaininthecosmists’Zeit-
geist:noocosmologistsdonotfinditproblematic, forinstance,that manyof
thecosmists’ ideas,namelytheirvisionsofhowhumanlifeinthefuture(in
space,perhaps)mightbeorganized,are, inmanyrespects,anthropocentric,
nationalist,andpatriarchal.21Noocosmologistsarenotatallconcernedwith
these issues in theirattempts toelevate themotivational utopianismof the

harmoniccoexistenceofCosmosandman;fourth,thebeliefthatcreationbytheLordis
notaplay,butnecessity;fifth,thebeliefthatitdependsonaman,wouldheacknowledge
prototypeofcreationofhimselfandCosmos;sixths,theassurancethatcognitionofCos-
mosasfirstcopyoftheperfectsampleisasteptowardslearningtheheartofthematter.
Russian cosmists predicted the future.They anticipated dramatic change, observed by
modern generations: change of the scale of creative work, globalization of social pro-
cesses,requiredforfurtherevolutionofhumankind.Accordingtocosmists,thenewstep
ofevolutionsupposedactivityonthepartofhumansociety.Furtherthedevelopmentof
Cosmositselfandhumankinddependsonthecreativeactivityofpeople,theirabilityto
cooperate,undergowarandquarrels,andinfluencenaturalandhistoricalprocesses.Let’s
lookcloseratthethoughtsofVladimirI.Vernadskii;hewasthinker,firstofall,arepresen-
tativeofRussiancosmists.Hecombinedphilosophicalandscientificknowledgeandcre-
atedamodernscientificworldview,andinvented life inthestructuralclassificationof
Cosmos.Thephenomenonofdissymmetryofthelivingorganisms(principleofCurie-
Pasteur)wasforhimoneofthemainarguments,provingtheuniversalcosmicoriginof
life”(Noocosmology2014).

21 Here,Fiodorov’scriticismofWesternEuropeanphilosophyandgenderroles,alsoupheld
inTsiolkovskii’sviewsontheorganizationoffuturesociety,e.g.inYoung(2012).
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cosmiststothelevelofascientificagenda.Theirintroductorytexts(i.e.Noocos-
mology as Objective Reality [Aseiev 2010]) establish a set of “principles” and
“axioms”fornoocosmology.Thesecategoriesareenvelopedbythetwobasic
“laws”ofnoocosmology:thathappinessistheprimarygoalandlawofallexis-
tence,andthepremisethat“evolutionaryprogression”,i.e.amotionoriented
“forward”,governsallexistence.Thesetwo“laws”arenotgroundedinanypar-
ticular reference, but, rather, backed by the abovementioned “axioms” and
“principles”,apparentlyderivedfromtheideaof“metacontact”thatliesatthe
heartoftheproject,andfromaneclecticcollectionofreferencestovarious
influential thinkers of different schools of thought, disciplines, and back-
grounds.Inthenoocosmologicalglossaryofterms,“metacontact”,achievedby
thetechniqueof“metachanneling”,isdefinedasa:

technologyofinteractionwiththementalenvironmentinspiredbyCos-
mos, allowing a person in an altered state of consciousness to receive
informationfromspacedatabase,accessibletooperator.Thistechnology
wascreatedbySovietmilitaryscientists inthemid-ninetiesof the last
century.Itisbasedonthedeliberateuseofhiddenresourcesofsubcon-
sciousofthemodernhuman.
 Usingthistechnologyonecangetalmostanyinformationasthought-
form,transferredtoverbalspeechorautomaticwriting.Modernofficial
science, recognizing the existence of this phenomenon is not able to
explainitrationally;therefore,itspositiononthisissueisbasedonthe
silentcontemplationofadetachedobserver.Howevertheclosed[shel-
tered] military institutions and civil specialists in their practical work
worldwide use methods based on these technologies. (Noocosmology
2014).

This is key to the evaluation of the entire project. In a similar way to other
space-relatedprojectswithintheacademiaorindialoguewithacademicde-
bates(i.e.astrosociology,culturalstudiesofouterspace,andpost-gravityart),
noocosmology is grounded in a certain idea, namely, an axiomatic position
regardingthefuture,socio-culturalnorms,andethics.Thisideastemsfroma
certaindefinitionoftruth.Here,knowledgeisevidentlynotthePlatonic“true
justified belief”, but plainly belief in the methods, skill, and accuracy of an
agenda set out by “closed military institutions and civil specialists”.What is
peculiar,however,isnotsomuchthechoiceofthemeaning-assigningauthor-
ity,but,rather,theauthorities’blatant,overttendencytopresentacomplete,
overarchingnarrativewithnopotentialloopholes:thesearerenderedimpos-
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siblebythefactthatthenarrativeisgroundedin“secrecy”bytheservicesthat
haveaccesstometacontact.

Thisdistinctrelationtosecrecy,coupledwithrelianceontheauthorityof
militaryinstitutions,distinguishesnoocosmologyfromawiderangeofNRMs,
which,similarlytonoocosmology,emphasizetheimportanceofpersonalde-
velopmentintunewithnature,theharmonyofthemicro-andmacrocosms
(humankind, Earth, and the universe), and give guidance for harmonizing
one’svariouslevelsofenergy,aspectsofthesoul,etc.Noocosmologymightof-
ferthesametypesofexplanationsabouttheworld,andofferguidancewith
referencetosimilarconcepts(e.g.thesoul,energyflows,andsoon),butitisin
equalmeasurebuiltaroundthe ideaofmetacontactandtheworkofSoviet
andRussiansecretservices.TheSovietandRussiansecretservicesappearto
beelevatedtothelevelofasupremeauthority,whichhasaccesstoknowledge
thatissoqualitativelydistantthatitisincomprehensibletotheaverageciti-
zen, similar to the elements of religious teachings such as taboos and com-
mandments.

Theaverageindividualisthuslefttostareinawe,accept,andobey.Inthe
preface to his book Metacontact (2013, summary available at Noocosmology 
[2014]),formerKGBassociateFonarev,whoisnotreferencedanywhereasan
expertinthehumanities,butfiguresratherasastateintelligenceexpert,makes
aclearpointinunderscoringthepositiveroleoflocalsecretservicesindevel-
opingtheideaandmethodsofmetacontact,andclaimsthat,withthepublica-
tionofthebook,allofthesematerialsaretobecomeaccessibletoeveryone.
However,itisunclearhowaverageindividualsaretointerpretandapplymeth-
ods previously developed in and for special forces, requiring special equip-
mentandconditions.Furthermore,Fonarev’sstatementthat“thereisnothing
secretorforbidden”inthebookhardlyimpliesthatit ismeanttoserveasa
completearchiveoftheworkofSovietandRussiansecretservicesinthefield
ofparanormalactivity.Rather,thebookseemstoserveasakindofintroduc-
tionworkforanyonewhowishestobecomeacquaintedwithlinkstothepara-
normal,and forshowingthesecretservices’central,priest-likerole in these
matters.

Throughout thebook, thesecretservicesremain in the functionof inter-
preterof“holytexts”and“hiddenhigherknowledge”forcommonpeople.This
isalsosupportedbytheclearlinktotheRussianvariantofsecuritystudiesas
discussedintheaforementionedVoprosy bezopasnosti journal, i.e.asadisci-
plineprimarilyconcernedwithquestionspertainingtonationalandpersonal
safety,andtheclearconvictionofthefoundersofnoocosmologythathuman-
ityneedsguidanceinhisactions.The“axioms”ofnoocosmologyrefertothe
“Creator”,andto“generalprinciplesofhumanmorality”,whereasthearticleon
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thehumansoulcompartmentalizesthelatter,distinguishingbetweenthe“an-
imal”, “human”, and “divine” regions that comprise the soul, and expressing
clearpreferenceforastructurethatprivilegesthe“divine”–theregionofgood-
nessandintellect–ratherthanofemotions(the“human”)ordrives,suchas
lust(the“animal”region).Furthermore,the“principles”ofnoocosmologyem-
phasize“responsibility”towardoneselfandtheworld,thepresentandfuture,
warnofthe“harmfulness”of“extremes”,andstatethattheagendaofnoocos-
mologyshouldbetakenintoaccountinchild-rearing(cf.AseievandSavin2015
inNoocosmology 2015).

Thepromiseofnoocosmologyisthusnotonlytiedtoasetofstrict,instruc-
tiveprinciples,butalsotoanattitudedirectedtowardthecommunity,andtoa
certainfaithfulnessandfidelitynotonlytoasetofideasorguidingprinciples,
butalsotoasetofstatesecretintelligenceinstitutionsandexpertsthathave
foundedandadheretotheseideasandprinciples.Inthissense,thereferences
ofthenoocosmologicalprojectnolongerappearasaneclecticmixoffamous
thinkers,butratherasacarefullyconstructedframework,securedbyadouble
bindofauthority:theseverythinkerscombinedwiththe“workoftheSoviet
andRussiansecretservices”.Furthermore,theprojectisnotdevoidofapopu-
listorientation:apartfromthefactthatitannouncesitselfasa“worldview”
promptedbythebeginningofthespaceageandtheextantmeditationsofa
numberofscientistsandphilosophers,themainissuesatstakethatitprovides
“answers”toinitsrecentpublicationsarelove,happiness,themeaningoflife,
andsecurity.

Thechoiceofissuesunderscrutinyismostlikelynocoincidence:insofaras
itpositionsitselfasanew“worldview”,noocosmologyhastoattracttheatten-
tionof“everyman”,anditseemstoattempttodojustthatbyaddressingissues
thatarebroadlydiscussedinthepopularscientificpress,whichmaybefound
inthe“self-improvement”,“personalitybuilding”,or“lifestyle”sectionsingen-
eral bookstores. However, noocosmology does more than simply describe
theseissues:itclaimstoguaranteeinsightsintotheseissuesusingitsinnova-
tivemethodof“channelling”(or“metacontact”)thatallegedlyestablishescon-
tactwith“HigherIntelligence”.Despitetheunconventionalityofthesemethods
with regard to contemporary scientific standards and conventions, noocos-
mologytendstopositionitselfsomewhereatthecrossroadsofreligion,mod-
ernscience, andphilosophy, cunninglyexploiting incoherencies in its form,
whichisacademic,andcontent,whichisesoteric,and,unusuallyforesoteric
andmysticistthought,tiedtostatestructures,suchasacademiccircles,jour-
nals,andpoliticalconceptssuchasdefinitionsofsecurity.
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 Conclusive Remarks: The Noocosmological Subject and the 
Question of Securitization

Intheparagraphsabove,Ihavetriedtodemonstratehownoocosmologyap-
pearstobeattemptingtoplaceitself intoanew,apparentlyyetunoccupied
niche:22aworldviewthatdrawsitsauthorityfromscienceratherthanpolitics
orreligion,andthatengages individualswhileat thesametimedemanding
thattheybeactive,evenactivistmembersofthecommunity.Ihavealsopoint-
edoutthattheprojectdependsontheconflationofpromiseandtrustinsecret
agentswhohaveaccesstosecretknowledge.Withrecenthistoryinmind,and
accountingforacertainmeasureofskepticismintheRussianaudiencetonew
myth-making,especiallywhenitisattemptedwithreferencetotheachieve-
mentsofagentssuchastheSovietsecretservices,23itisrelevanttonowad-
dressthefollowingquestion:Howdoesthisprojectconceptualizesubjectivity,
i.e.whatkindofagencyisgrantedtohumanbeingswithinthenoocosmologi-
calproject?

Thequestionmay,ofcourse,legitimatelybeposedtoallofthespace-related
reflexive projects mentioned in this contribution: post-gravity art, cultural
studiesofouterspace,andastrosociology.Alloftheseprojectsrevolvearound
thepivotaleventatthedawnofthespaceage,asIpointedoutwithreference
totwofactors.Firstly,alloftheinitiativessomehowembracethebeginningof
thespaceage,operatingfromapointwherespaceflighthasalreadybecome
reality.Secondly,thecaseofpost-gravityartdemonstratesthatthedawnofthe
spaceagemaybeseenasapivotal,revolutionaryevent(oroneofsuchevents)
that redefines the coordinates of the subject, uncoupling it from “being hu-
man”.

Noocosmology offers an altogether different story.There are two notable
differencesbetweenthe19thandearly20thcenturyRussiancosmists’ ideas:
oneisthenoocosmologicalinsistenceonthescientificnatureoftheirframe-
work.Thisstatementsomehowdistancesthefieldfromesotericandspiritual-
istdiscourse,but,again,onlydoessoinformandformat,andnotincontent.

22 Thereasonswhythisnicheisunoccupiedaremanifold;oneofthemisthecircumstances
thatNRMssuchasscientologyareforbiddeninRussia.

23 Thisestimationhasbeenmadewithreferencetotheabundanceofpost-SovietRussian
andlateSovietpopularculturethatseemstousethisincredulitytowardmythmakingas
itsdrivingforce.InrelationtosecretservicesandtheSovietspaceprogramme,Aleksei
German’s film Bumazhnyi soldat (The Paper Soldier) (2008) and Aleksei Fedorchenko’s
mockumentaryPervye na Lune (First Men on the Moon)(2005),aswellasViktorPelevin’s
novelOmon Ra (1991)areworthmentioning.Ofcourse,Iamfarfromclaimingthatall
Russianpopularcultureconsumersarenecessarilycriticalintheirperceptive.
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Theseconddifferenceisnoocosmology’sinsistenceontheimportanceofthe
issueofsecurity,whichisfacilitatedbytwofactors.Thefirstisastrongreliance
onthetraditionoftheSovietsecretservices’preoccupationwithfindingways
toestablishcontactwith“higherintelligence”:thiscircumstancecreatesanar-
rativethatconnectsthe(state)militarysecretserviceswithaccesstosuperior,
higherknowledge. If thisconnection issupportedbythevery frameworkof
the teaching, it establishes an association between state military structures
andknowledge,which is inaccessible toaveragecivilians,andelevatesstate
militaryauthoritytothe levelofanecclesiasticalstructure. Inturn, therole
therebyaccordedtotheaveragecivilianisthatofanobedient,passivesubject,
whosemainconcernismakingsurethatheorsheisplayinganadequaterole
in the collectively conceptualized cosmos. Positioning this idea alongside
noocosmology’sinsistenceontheculturalparticularity(ifnotsuperiority)of
theRussianmetaphysicaltraditionisthekeythatopensupthemostcontro-
versialaspectofthenoocosmologicalproject.Namely,itsstructureandcon-
tentsnotonlysupport,butelaborateandprovidethemechanismstosustaina
conceptionofsecuritywhichiscentredaroundthenationstateandensured
bymilitarystructureswithdirectaccessto“objectivereality”.

Itfollowsclearlyfrommyanalysisthatnoocosmologyenvisagesatransfor-
mationoftheglobalorder:afterall,itaimsatprovidingaroadmaptohappi-
nessforall,ofalllife.Thistransformationdoesnothavemuchtodowiththe
exceptionalityofspaceflightaspostulatedby,e.g.Lacanandpost-gravityart;it
seemsthatspaceflightandthepromiseoftechnologyareinterpretedinarath-
erobscuritanistmanner:byestablishingadiscursiveframeworkthatwishesto
totalizereality,graspitwithnorespectforthelimitationsofthevariousmodes
ofknowledge.Thesubject interpellatedbysuchexplanationsdoesnothave
theoptionofquestioningthebasicaxioms,epistemology,andthescopeofthe
explanation:heorsheissimplyexpectedtobelieveinit,totakeitsvalidityfor
granted.Thesubjectaddressedbynoocosmologyseemstobenothingbutan
amazinglypassivesubject,ignoringanykindsofdifferencesindiscourse.This
typeofsubjectdoesnot,itappears,findittheleastbitproblematictoconflate
belief,criticalevaluation,aspirations,anddesires.Atthesametime,thiskind
ofsuperficialityattheveryheartoftheproject,aswellasitsoutlinedauthori-
tativetone,limititspotentialaudiencetorelativelyuncriticalreaders,andnot
tothescientificcommunity.

Initspresentstate,noocosmologyismarkedbytensionsbetweenformand
contentonseverallevels.Itsformalcoordinatestargetabroadaudiencethat
mightbeimpressedbyform,whichmimicstheconventionsoftheacademic
community, whereas its content and agenda are clearly aimed at uncritical
readers unconcerned with the standards adhered to by modern science in
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termsofmethodologicalrigourandcoherence.Secondly,itsscientificformis
notsupportedbyitssuperficialandeclecticreferencebase.Itusesreferences
tocertainscientistsandphilosophersinaratherpoeticmanner,implyingthat
theyarebroughttogetherbytheinsightsofRussianintellectuals,suchasVer-
nadskii.Thisimpliedsuppositiononceagainunderminesthescientificformat
ofthediscussion,andmakesonewonderaboutthereasonsforthenoocos-
mologists’persistentreferencestoquestionsofexplicitlypoliticalimportance,
suchassecurity,aswellasaboutthereasonsfortherigidityoftheireclectic
conceptualframework.

Inthecontextofthecontemporarydebatesontheouterspace-relatedis-
sueswithinthesocialsciencesandhumanities,thelatterislimitedifitaimsat
becominganactor inthe internationalresearchcommunity, forseveralrea-
sons.Itdoesnotprovidetechnical,applicableinsights,inthewaythat,forex-
ample,astrosociologydoes.Furthermore,noocosmologyispoeticratherthan
historically accurate, and therefore the field will find it difficult to address
questionscurrentlytackledbyculturalstudiesofouterspace.Itspoeticand
seemingly pro-active approach, however, is not conceptually avant-gardist,
suchasthatofpost-gravityart.Noocosmologyhasamuchmoreesotericagen-
da,aimedatprovidingasetof“new”valuesforthecontemporaryage.Further-
more, these “new” values are mere re-articulations of ideas on social order
elaborated by the cosmists over a hundred years ago, and nothing in the
noocosmological discourse demonstrates that they are now recounted with
anylessutopianism.

At thesametime,noocosmology,whichaspires tobeperceivedasaself-
helpmanualforabetterfuture,andascientificdiscipline,istheproductofthe
Russian security services. In this sense, it is a development that might have
furtherrepercussions.Fedor(2011,181)insightfullyarguesthat“thedangeris
thatbycloakingitselfinspiritualrhetoric,theFSB/(theRussianFederalSecu-
rityService)/willnotonlyattainmoralresponsibility,butwilleffectivelyplace
itself beyond the reach of any legitimate criticism, scrutiny or control.”The
noocosmologicalprojectiscompletelyintunewiththisprediction.Asidefrom
pointing to a further variegation of the FSB’s approach to spiritual security,
presenting a slight shift away from the rhetoric of the Russian Orthodox
Church,noocosmologymaybeviewedastheRussiansecurityservices’own
versionofanNRM.Presumably,thefactthattheprojectwasconceivedandis
proliferatedbymembersandformermembersoftheFSBwillrenderitexempt
fromthepersecutionsencounteredbyotherNRMs.

Thepopularresonanceofthenoocosmologicalprojectremainslimitedfor
the time being, restricted to internet discussion forums such as livejournal
.ru and occasional series of public seminars. At these seminars, which are
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conductedacrossRussia,theauthorsofthenoocosomologicalteachingedu-
catethe interestedpubliconthespiritualmeaningof lifeandthecausesof
socialandpersonaldiscontent,presentingnoocosmologyasaviablealterna-
tivesocialsystemandspiritualteaching.Theinternationalrecognitionofthe
project remainsevenmore limitedand is restricted to thenoocosmologists’
claimstohaveexperiencewithcontacting“otherformsofconsciousness”.Bo-
risK.Ratnikov’sarticle“Whoreignstheworld”isfeaturedonthewebsiteof
UK-basedUFOresearcherTonyTopping,whohadallegedlyhadnumerousUFO
encounters,andhasreceivedacertainamountofattentionfromtheBritish
media over the past two decades. Topping presents the noocosmologists as
“Russia’s psychic spies” (Topping 2014). Ratnikov’s article refers to the FSB’s
methodof“metachanneling”inordertogroundhisvisionoftheunderlying
tenants of social structures and antagonisms. Once again, the article elabo-
ratesthenotionofahigherconsciousnessrulingtheworld,aconsciousness“of
thedead”whichcontemporarypeopleperceivetobeGod(Ratnikov2014).Ac-
cordingtoRatnikov,thisinformation,containedin“ancientmanuscripts”was
initiallydisclosedtohigh-rankingpoliticians,whodidnotintendforittobe
leakedtothepublic.Fromaclearlydisapprovingstandpoint,thearticleclaims
that thebasicvaluesofcontemporarysociety, suchashuman freedom,and
socio-economicstructures,suchascapitalistdemocracy,arepartsofthisre-
gime“ofthedead”.

Whilethecriticalreaderwillquicklyrealizethatthenoocosmologicalproj-
ectislittlemorethanapoorlyveiledconspiracytheory,structuredtofunction
asanewreligiousmovement(NRM),italsobearssomebroadersignificance.It
presentsanovelattemptof theFSB to formalizeandgrant theauthorityof
“scientific argument” to a conservative socio-political agenda constructed
around“spiritualist”convictions,designedtoconvinceindividualsseekingan-
swerstoall-encompassingquestionsaboutthemeaningoflifeandthefateof
humanity.Atthesametime,itpromotestheRussiansecurityservices,extend-
ingtheirfieldofexpertisetosecuringspiritualwell-being,andattemptingto
positionthemasaspiritualleader,usingtheheritageofRussiancosmismand
the Soviet secret services’ authoritative voice and their experience with at-
temptingtocontact“higherconsciousness”tofillthefunctionplayedbythe
RussianOrthodoxChurchinmoremainstreampoliticalcommentariesonthe
needforspiritualsecurity.
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