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			Abstract: This article explores young people’s engagement with the Belarusian Republican Youth Union (BRYU), a pro-presidential mass membership youth organization that operates in today’s Belarus. Drawing on participant observation conducted inside university cells of the BRYU and semi-structured interviews with the organization’s members and non-members, it seeks to understand a) what motivates youth to participate in the organization’s activities regardless of the stigma attached to its negative attributes, and b) how this participation is acted out and narrated on a grassroots level. By applying Alexei Yurchak’s concept of ritualized acts to analyze participation and its motivations, the study finds that young Belarusians can both engage with and disengage from the youth league and its official repertoire. The article concludes by arguing that young people’s indifference toward the BRYU and its activities stems from their lifelong experience of Lukashenka’s Belarus.

			In a survey conducted by the independent polling agency Independent Institute of Socio-Economic and Political Studies (IISEPS) in March 2011, 91.5% of 18-to-29-year-old Belarusians reported that they knew of an organization called Belarusian Republican Youth Union (BRYU).1 The same study found that 25.6% of young people surveyed expressed a positive attitude toward the organization, with 21.9% indicating a negative attitude and 47.2% stating that they were indifferent toward the BRYU.2 Only 13.5% of the young respondents expressed a desire to participate in the activities of the youth league,3 even though according to official statistics, 20–25% of Belarusian 14-to-31-year-olds are fee-paying members of the organization.4 The aim of this article is to drill down into these numbers, asking what motivates young Belarusians to join the pro-presidential youth league and what functions are carried out by different sub-groups inside its structure.

			For scholars of non-government organizations who have little knowledge of contemporary Belarus, the statistics given above might seem surprising. However, to those familiar with the current state of society in Lukashenka’s Belarus, the numbers are not at all unexpected: citizens are expected to join “public organizations” set up by the government in order to demonstrate their loyalty, but active participation is not required. Yet the figures also suggest that Belarus is no North Korea, as people openly state their ambivalent or even negative views of the pro-presidential youth organization to which they belong. Bearing these figures in mind, how can we make sense of young people’s engagement with the BRYU? What motivates them to join the youth league, participate in its everyday activities, and opt to build a career inside the BRYU?5

			While scholars have provided valuable insight into the mechanisms that contribute to the stability of authoritarian rule in contemporary Belarus,6 there appear to be no qualitative studies of how citizens engage with—and disengage from—organizations constructed and managed by the state.7 While this article does not seek to challenge the widespread assumption that these organizations are props of Lukashenka’s “dummy civil society,”8 I argue that grassroots study of these structures is important to understanding the complexities of social interaction in contemporary Belarus in particular and in an authoritarian state more generally. The aim of this article is therefore to analyze the everyday practices of the BRYU from the perspective of its members, examining what motivates young Belarusians to either participate or avoid participating in the youth league’s activities. The empirical and triangulated data presented in the article was gathered by me in 2016–2017 and consists of 15 interviews with BRYU activists at different levels and organization outsiders, as well as field notes written on the basis of participant observation. In 2016 and 2017, I made three field trips to Belarus:9 for four weeks in spring 2016, for three-and-a-half months in spring 2017, and for two weeks in autumn 2017. During these periods, I was able to observe and participate in the everyday activities of the BRYU primary cells operating at the state universities in Minsk, Hrodna, and Mahilyow. Given the study’s aims and objectives, I found the interviews I conducted somewhat limited in their utility, as the respondents sought to give what they thought were the “right answers” for them to be offering as the organization’s representatives. During participant observation, in contrast, I was free to watch how young people interacted with each other and (dis)engaged with the official program. This, I thought, yielded more valuable information about the motivations behind their participation.

			I did not specifically interview passive members for this study because my aim was to focus first and foremost on organization activists’ motivations and the everyday practices of the BRYU. However, due to the ubiquity of the youth league, organization outsiders interviewed for other purposes and other people I encountered during my field trips were eager to share their opinion about the association I was studying. Some of this data has also been incorporated into this article’s analysis.

			Young people’s motivations for participating in conventional10 youth organizations have been studied extensively and from a range of perspectives.11 In terms of research conducted in non-democracies, however, accounts can often be reduced to a rational choice theory-inspired binary model of two factors: carrot and stick, reward and punishment, the positive and the negative incentive.12 While this binary framework could indeed be applied to analyze BRYU members’ motivations, the fact that young people’s indifference toward BRYU membership was observable in my source material and the aforementioned survey leads me to suggest that young people’s (dis)engagement might be better explained by another theoretical concept: that of Alexei Yurchak’s “ritualized acts.”13 In his convincing account of state-society relations in the Brezhnev-era Soviet Union, which will be discussed in detail in the following section, Yurchak rejects the assumption that Soviet citizens’ conformity—their participation in ideological rituals and reproduction of ideological speech—could be explained by them “wearing masks.”14 In parallel, in this article I find that contemporary Belarusian youth do not “put on a pro-governmental mask” when they participate in the activities of the pro-presidential youth league; instead, following the classic argument of role theory, the role they adopt in the context of the BRYU is just like any other role they—or people in any society—play in their everyday social encounters.15 When young people participate in the activities of the BRYU, they can both engage and disengage, depending on their motivations and the perceived meaningfulness of the activities.

			While it is exciting enough to observe that Yurchak’s “ritualized acts” have outlived the USSR and continue to exist in contemporary Belarus,16 it must be noted that due to the different societal conditions of Brezhnev’s Soviet Union and Lukashenka’s Belarus there are also notable differences between the ways in which ritualized, performative acts function in the two societies. The authoritative discourse of Soviet communist ideology has been replaced by that of Belarusian statehood, which is far weaker than its predecessor.17 Moreover, open borders and the free flow of information facilitated by contemporary technologies mean that young Belarusians have the opportunity to disengage from the youth league and the authoritarian state it represents to a much greater extent than, say, members of the Soviet-era Komsomol or North Korea’s Kimilsungist-Kimjongilist Youth League. Yet the puzzle remains: why do Belarusian youth participate in the activities of a youth league that they claim to loathe and detest?

			The article is organized as follows. First, I will provide an overview of the Belarusian Republican Youth Union in the context of a post-Soviet consolidated authoritarian state. This will be followed by a theoretical section that discusses the applicability and limitations of Yurchak’s “ritualized acts” to a post-Soviet context, as well as of the alternative rational actor-inspired “carrot and stick” framework that could be applied to analyze the motivations of young Belarusians’ (dis)engagement with the youth league. The three following empirical sections analyze motivations to participate—and, when applicable, not participate—in the organization’s activities from the perspective of passive rank-and-file members, organization activists, and paid staff of the BRYU. The article wraps up with some concluding thoughts about youth engagement, disengagement, and indifference in contemporary Belarus.

			The Belarusian Republican Youth Union in the Post-Soviet and Authoritarian Context

			The Belarusian Republican Youth Union is undoubtedly a reflection of the state that created it. The construction of a mass-membership pro-presidential youth union began in 1997 with the establishment of the Belarusian Patriotic Youth Union (BPYU), BRYU’s predecessor. The BRYU emerged in 2002 when the BPYU was merged with the Belarusian Youth Union, a Komsomol legacy organization.18 The aim of the BRYU is to serve as a government-controlled youth policy instrument for 14-31-year-olds. According to its official representatives, the primary task of the BRYU is patriotic upbringing; the organization also serves as a platform for pro-governmental mobilization, charity, and, at least on paper, social mobility in various areas of life.19 The intake of new members is organized at schools: it is typically the responsibility of eighth-grade teachers to ensure that most pupils join the association.20 Although there are no official figures for saturation, we can assume that 20-25% of the eligible age group21 are officially members of the organization, with figures peaking among 14- and 15-year-olds as well as among students in higher education.22

			The BRYU is commonly referred to as “Lukamol”—Lukashenka’s Komsomol—by those critical of the youth league.23 In view of the BRYU’s organizational culture, this should come as no surprise; indeed, the BRYU itself even identifies with the Soviet-era Communist Youth League. BRYU Congresses are considered the successor of Belarusian Komsomol congresses and the BRYU repeatedly claims to preserve the “best traditions of the Komsomol.” Nor is this is a coincidence. Back in 2002, Lukashenka laid out his “neo-communist”24 vision that portrayed the new pro-presidential youth organization as the Komsomol’s successor.25 Reflecting on his own experience in the Komsomol, he argued that post-Soviet Belarus needed a similar organization—albeit without the Komsomol attributes of hypocrisy, formalism, and bureaucracy.26 This view is not entirely unique in the former Soviet space: Komsomol-inspired mass membership youth organizations can likewise be found in other non-democratic Soviet successor states.27

			Mass membership youth organizations also exist in authoritarian countries beyond the former Soviet Union. While their prominence in (formally) communist states such as China and Vietnam can be explained by the Leninist societal model, their presence in countries under fascist leadership like Hitler’s Germany or socialist countries of post-colonial Africa like Zanzibar suggests that a formal government-supported mass youth organization is something of a universal phenomenon.28 The literature on government-organized NGOs (or “GONGOs”) has focused on associations that give the state a presence on the grassroots level, thereby limiting the space of activity of independent NGOs.29 Drawing on Chinese data, Hsu et al. argue that GONGOs function as “transmission belts” between the state and the society30—an idea not entirely alien in the Belarusian context, either.

			Work devoted to political socialization explains why authoritarian states are interested in creating and supporting mass membership organizations for youth. There is an assumption among policymakers that if youth is left to its own devices—or, worse, becomes engaged in the activities of independent democracy promotion-oriented NGOs—it will end up serving as cannon fodder for anti-regime activities.31 Unsurprisingly, the Ukrainian “color revolutions” of 2004 and 2013 are repeatedly portrayed as worst-case scenarios.

			Ethnographic studies have been conducted among opposition youth movements in Belarus and other authoritarian post-Soviet countries, succeeding in exploring motivation for participation despite repression.32 Yet while the desire of the Lukashenka government to support the Belarusian Republican Youth Union is both understandable and well-documented,33 knowledge about young people’s responses to activism encouraged by the BRYU remain anecdotal. This article therefore aims to explore the motivations of young people who participate in the BRYU’s activities and thus contribute to our understanding of Belarusian youth in particular and state-organized mass membership youth organizations in general.

			Explaining Participation: Ritualized Acts in Post-Soviet Belarus

			While qualitative studies examining young people’s participation in formal associations in democracies are sensitive to the complexity of motivations behind individual action,34 studies that examine young people’s role in state-managed associations in an authoritarian context tend to explain motivation to participate from the perspective of rational choice theory. Even if the research adopts a grassroots perspective, such accounts tend to reconstruct a binary model explaining participation: the carrot and the stick, positive and negative incentives. As rational actors, this narrative goes, self-interested individuals choose to “put on a mask” and participate in the activities of the state-affiliated youth organization because they know that participation triggers some kind of a reward, while refusal to participate is punished in one way or another.35 While this explanatory framework could also be applied to analyze the motivations of BRYU members, in this article I have chosen instead to develop and apply Alexei Yurchak’s model of ritualized acts, as the latter leaves room for a more complex examination of motivations, intertwined modes of engagement and disengagement, indifference toward participation, and responses to the stigma of participation.

			As Yurchak’s theory of the performative shift is rooted as much in linguistics as it is in cultural anthropology, much of his analysis focuses on how people in the Soviet Union would engage with the political system in terms of language. In the framework of this article, however, I will concentrate primarily on people’s behavior—that is, on “ritualized acts.”36 Drawing on the works of Amy Hollywood, Catherine Bell, and Aldo Tassi,37 Yurchak argues that such acts are constitutive of the person acting and consist of two coexisting and mutually productive dimensions: the constative and the performative. The constative refers to a statement of opinion, while the performative denotes the interpretative frame of rules and norms. In the case of the late Soviet Union, the performative dimension was relatively more important than the constative, due to the rise of the authoritative discourse in the 1950s.38 He uses voting as an example of a performative act, as the act of voting (i.e., the performative dimension) is far more important than the opinion expressed by voting (i.e., the constative dimension).39 At the core of the performative acts model is the fact that “it was not uncommon for people to participate in certain procedures without paying close attention to their literal meanings.”40 Yurchak argues that indifference to participation cannot be explained as “pure masquerade and dissimulation,” but instead as part of the everyday paradoxes of late socialism, which did not refer to the literal meaning but instead reproduced the authoritative discourse.41

			Following Yurchak, this article argues that young people’s modes of (dis)engagement with the Belarusian Republican Youth Union cannot be explained by a binary model of “actors in masks” either. This is because the majority of this study’s participants—like the 2011 survey respondents—expressed indifference regarding their participation in the events organized by the BRYU. As in the late Soviet period on which Yurchak focuses, this indifference is widespread, visible among passive and active members of the organization alike. For example, after attending a discussion event organized by the Minsk city committee for the city’s young activists, I recorded in my field diary:

			They [the students I had gone with] all laughed and said the event had no point at all, that those three men [official speakers] were just “doing their job” and everyone understood how silly it all was. Masha42 went a step further, saying that the events of the BRYU at university level were pretty much the same thing: it’s all fun and games but they don’t make a hell of a difference.43

			The fact that these students voluntarily participated in the organization’s events time after time suggests that, similarly to Yurchak’s respondents,44 the meaning they attach to their activism differs from the literal meaning of the constative dimension.

			Yet it is clear that a young person’s life in contemporary Belarus differs considerably from the one that he or she would have had in the 1970s Soviet Union. Although engagement with the omnipresent youth league is normal, it can also be stigmatized,45 much more so than in the Soviet Union.46 One university professor openly stated that he despised those who voluntarily take part in the BRYU’s activities, as in his opinion they have consciously made the wrong choice. Their active status, he contended, demonstrates that they are “just greedy careerists.”47 Another student, Ilya, told me that his attitude toward a new friend changed when he found out that the person was a BRYU activist: he started to think of him as “that kind of guy.”48 As this article will demonstrate, awareness of the stigma prompts both active and passive members acting in the BRYU’s structures to disengage while participating. The different modes of disengagement employed by different groups of members are discussed further in the empirical sections.

			The free flow of information on the Internet and open borders have contributed significantly to young people’s awareness about different kinds of state-society configurations in other post-Soviet countries and beyond. Therefore, Lukashenka’s Belarus cannot be considered an “eternal state” similar to Yurchak’s respondents’ late Soviet Union. Yet the two decades of relatively stable authoritarian rule under Lukashenka have led to a situation in which young Belarusians have no experience of a society without state-organized mass membership organizations like the BRYU. This is important to bear in mind when we attempt to understand how the BRYU manages to attract young people to its ranks despite its obvious negative attributes and why people are indifferent toward the youth league despite the stigma of active participation.

			Passive Members: “I Never Thought That Not Joining Was an Option”

			There are active and passive members in the organization. The active ones do something for everyone, and the passive ones choose whether or not to take advantage of it.49

			The overwhelming majority of BRYU’s members are passive. They join the youth league in eighth grade with the rest of their class, but unlike activists who become involved in organizing and attending events, their participation is limited to meeting compulsory requirements: paying membership fees and fulfilling other minor tasks, such as participating in the meetings of their primary organization (class or group). For students who receive a stipend, membership fees are subtracted automatically, while others pay dues twice a year. Passive members are even sometimes unaware of their membership, as non-payment of fees does not automatically lead to their exclusion from the youth league.50 

			Young people’s motivations for joining the organization and remaining a member despite its perceived lack of sense can be explained by three factors: carrot, stick, and habit. One of the study’s interviewees, Elena, a 23-year-old part-time student who was not sure if she was still a BRYU member or not, recalled how she had been persuaded to join at the age of 14, and become an activist later on:

			In our school, joining was voluntary but if you hesitated, teachers would threaten you by saying that if we later wanted to enroll in a college or university, we would not be admitted, or they would not provide us with student accommodation, unlike BRYU members. The trick usually worked and people like me joined after all. […] At the university, we were encouraged to become BRYU activists because they said that it would be a boon on our CV or because participation in events was rewarded with little presents like free circus tickets.51

			Positive incentives for joining the BRYU but remaining passive are numerous enough. This form of disengaged engagement means that a student meets the class teacher’s or university professor’s expectations for desired behavior,52 is no different from his or her peers, and can get discounts at local shops.53 One of the interviewees who had a negative attitude toward the organization even said that the BRYU’s summer job program allowed him to easily find employment for the summer.54 An activist in an independent youth organization, for his part, claimed that the lure of BRYU is connected with rural youth’s desire never to return to their dying villages; according to him, these students were prepared to be members “no matter what” if it meant that they could stay in the city after graduation.55 For passive members of the BRYU, attending a few official events per year and paying membership fees is like paying taxes: one would, of course, prefer not to pay, but doing so is hardly an option.

			Indifference toward the BRYU grows out of the perception that not joining is not a realistic possibility. In Yurchak’s terms, the performative dimension of membership outweighs its constative dimension. Mirroring the anonymous sociologist’s comment to Yurchak about the importance of taking the loyalty oath,56 we can conclude that joining the BRYU does not mean much if you do it, but it means a lot if you do not. Refusing to join because you disagree with the organization’s agenda means taking the performative act “too literally” and disregarding the best of the community,57 which explains why people join even if their personal views contrast with the pro-government line promoted by the association. Passive members even make fun of the activists and employees who break the norm of disengaging while being engaged.

			Activists: “A Lot of Great Guys”

			Various labels could be applied to the next group of BRYU members: organizations activist who do not have a salaried position in the association but volunteer in it. In the case of the Komsomol, Yurchak writes about “unprofessional” secretaries and komsorgs who, in addition to their regular job or studies, occupied elected positions.58 Although I am writing about an analogous group of members, I prefer the word “activist,” translated from the Russian-language term for this group, aktiv, i.e., the active part of members. The analysis in this section is based on a triangulated set of data that consists of four interviews with organization activists, as well as participation observation at thirteen events organized for or by the university aktiv in Minsk, Hrodna, and Mahilyow. Besides these events, I spent weeks working in the offices of the university BRYU committees, which enabled both observation and casual conversations with organization activists. I felt that this was a more suitable way of collecting research data about the topic of my research—the organizations’ everyday activities and members’ motivations—than interviews because during interviews activists tended to take on the role of BRYU representatives and resort to official discourse.59 When relevant, I also draw from the eight interviews conducted with former BRYU activists and activists of other Belarusian youth organizations.

			Content analysis of the interviews and field diary entries reveals four major sources of motivation for BRYU student activists. Notably, these attributes are also present in the findings of studies that have analyzed the motivations of people involved in volunteer activism in a democratic setting. The organization can be a platform for hanging out with one’s friends,60 provide an opportunity for self-realization,61 be considered useful for one’s future career,62 or result in material benefits and cash rewards.63 Similarly to studies conducted in democracies, I usually found that any given person was driven by a combination of different motivations. At the same time, however, the activists I encountered were aware of the stigma of their activism in the ranks of the pro-presidential youth league64 and expressed frustration regarding the agenda set for them from above.65 This suggests that activists, whether consciously or unconsciously, constantly weigh the incentives for and against their role in the organization and engage or disengage accordingly.

			Tusovka—A Circle of Friends

			People come to the organization because there are some other interesting people there. It does not even matter what the organization is.66

			Something that emerged from the data very strongly was the importance of tusovka, the circle of friends that had formed among the activists. Young people interviewed and observed in this study had either become activists because a friend of theirs had “brought them in” or else they had made friends with the other activists soon after expressing a willingness to become more than passively involved in the BRYU’s activities. Karina, for example, recalled that she had become an activist “somewhat by accident.” She had become friends with the student who was the faculty BRYU committee’s first secretary, since they both came from the same region; she soon became involved in organizing faculty BRYU events and eventually took over the position of faculty secretary when her friend was promoted to first secretary of the university-level committee.67

			The BRYU management appears to be fully aware of the importance of tusovka. When I asked the first secretary of another university organization why the annual camping trip (turslyot) was so important, he answered, “When you spend a few days together, take part in competitions together, sing songs by the fire together, you become very close.”68 During one such camping trip, an activist expressed gratitude to her peers while sitting around the campfire: “When I started my studies, I found my place with you. The university BRYU committee became my family.”69 Indeed, many of the BRYU events organized for the activists (camps, trainings, etc.) have team-building as their explicit goal. The rationale is simple. First, if the activists become friends, the BRYU becomes a state-managed platform for hanging out, which, as Gleb Tsipursky argues, is exactly what happened with the Komsomol after the Second World War.70 Second, in exchange for these fun activities, the members of the team may agree to organize and participate in activities ordered by higher-level structures that they would prefer to skip, such as collecting signatures for pro-presidential candidates during elections or attending rallies during public holidays.71 Loyalty to one’s friends makes activists less likely, under these circumstances, to decline a request to organize or attend an event.72

			During those events that are more about “hanging out” and team-building, the role of the BRYU is, in fact, minimal. While participating in the two camping trips organized for the university BRYU activists, I recorded in my field diary:

			The faculty activists are normal young people. First-year students are eager to join the group; from second year up, it’s all about tusovka. Alcohol, having fun, having a crush. Asking about the BRYU would have been out of place. What does the BRYU have to do with all this?!73

			Drunken giggling girls [activists] dance around the car, the mug of vodka circles around in the camp, the two men [the first secretary of the university committee and his friend] go swimming. Later on, proper tresh starts: young girls are hugging the first secretary, the secretary flirtingly bosses them around (“Natasha, come here! Irina, wash the dishes! Olya, prepare some salad!”), to which the girls agree, giggling. Not a word about the organization.74

			In such instances, the motivation for involvement in the activities of the BRYU is comparable to participation in non-academic student organizations in democratic countries. For example, Holzweiss et al. found that American undergraduate students were involved in non-academic clubs and societies because they could build relationships in the context of their organizations and have fun.75 

			In the framework of Yurchak’s theory of ritualized acts, the importance of tusovka ought also to be seen as a continuation of the Soviet-era practice of obshchenie. Yurchak describes obshchenie as something that includes, in addition to conversation, non-verbal communication and spending time with others.76 In another context, Meri Kulmala, looking at a Russian veterans’ council, has argued that obshchenie (socializing) is an important function of the organization.77

			Self-Realization: Personal Development, Enjoyment, and Meaning

			Another pattern of motivation that emerged from the data had to do with the platform that the Belarusian Republican Youth Union provided for an activist’s self-realization. Oleg, a student who was also the former first secretary of a university BRYU committee, contended, “Self-realization is what draws youth to the organization’s activity. Students want to develop their skills and then show them to their peers.”78 Those who talked about this highlighted the BRYU’s comparative versatility as a strength that set it apart from other organizations. Evgenii, a fourth-year student, noted that the BRYU offers all kinds of activities, from sports to charity, in venues ranging from secondary school to the workplace.79 Aleksei and Igor’, both third-year activists, told me with excitement about their duties helping the police in the youth law enforcement brigade (molodezhnyi otryad okhrany pravoporyadka, abbreviated MOOP).80 Karina, the faculty first secretary introduced in the previous section, reflected: “When you see the [BRYU] system from within, you see how many great guys there are, talented and creative at what they do. Then your attitude [toward the BRYU] changes.”81

			Often, the goal of self-realization seemed to become intertwined with the other motivations, like the desire to hang out with one’s friends and prepare for a career after graduation. For example, Anya, a university BRYU activist, indicated that her favorite event was one called “University—Your Step to the Future.” During the event, a group of BRYU activists heads off to some small town in the Minsk region to tell local ninth-graders about the university and encourage them to apply. For Anya, the event was both fun and meaningful: it provided an opportunity to hang out with her friends on a free trip and to tell young people “like herself two years ago” about the possibilities for social mobility through education.82

			Similarly to Yurchak’s Komsomol respondents who “became komsorgs [...] because they enjoyed organizing people and orchestrating social activities,”83 some BRYU activists told me that they much preferred organizing and managing events to attending lectures.84 Furthermore, compared to passive members and paid staff of the BRYU, activists seemed to pay less attention to the political side of the youth league’s repertoire. This, I would argue, was a form of disengagement that allowed them to deal with the stigma of activism. However, the downplaying of the political agenda is also understandable in the framework of Yurchak’s ritualized acts, as activists simply paid more attention to “work with meaning” rather than acts that were “pure pro forma” because the acts’ constative meaning was still relevant to them.85

			Future Career Prospects

			In contemporary Belarus, the claim that BRYU activism is useful in one’s career is almost axiomatic. Margarita, a student activist of the Francišak Skaryna Belarusian Language Society, argued, “For people who want to build a career, the BRYU is a good entry point.”86 Another BRYU outsider concluded that, “Being active in the BRYU means working for your CV.”87 These statements are understandable given the bureaucratic neopatrimonial political environment of contemporary Belarus.88

			The wonderful career prospects were less pronounced in the accounts of the BRYU activists themselves. No-one explicitly said that they were engaged in the youth league in order to build a career, although a few people did mention that they would like to find a job in management and/or the public sector.89 The link between pro-government youth activism and a career in public administration is prominent in the literature on contemporary Russia90 and could be relevant to Belarus as well. For example, one outsider interviewee argued that the father of the current first secretary of the BRYU university committee worked in the state administration and “had for a long time hoped for a good position for his son in the organization,” which supposedly contributed to the son’s victory in the BRYU elections.91 However, it might be too hasty to assume that a record of BRYU activism automatically enables one to embark on a successful political career. Karina struck a rather skeptical note, reflecting that although she would be interested in building a career in politics, her BRYU activism was unlikely to help much, as she had “neither the connections nor the money.”92 Although BRYU activism can therefore be considered by someone dreaming about a career in the state structures, it is hardly the only factor that motivates organization activists to engage with the youth league.

			Rewards In Cash and In Kind

			Even if BRYU activists are not officially employed in the organization, activism can be rewarded both in cash and in kind. Due to the stigma of “paid” activism and the fact that the BRYU is not supposed to pay its volunteers, it was difficult to talk with the activists about material rewards. There is no verifiable information available about the prominence and size of such rewards, yet it would be inappropriate to exclude them from any analysis of incentives for activism.

			Ilya, a European Students’ Forum activist, recalled how he had found out that Andrei, the boyfriend of his friend Anastasia, was a BRYU student activist. According to Ilya, Andrei had explained that he was engaged in the BRYU precisely because of the material benefits that came both in kind and in cash. Besides the free trips to Belarus and Russia, Andrei would get cash bonuses for participating in events. Although each of these bonuses was relatively small, the annual total was significant.93

			While nobody would confirm receiving unofficial cash rewards for their activism, the university stipend system officially allows the granting of rewards to BRYU activists. Olga, a second-year student, recounted that her stipend is slightly bigger due to her social activism.94 Another student, Elena, explained that in the first year of studies, she and her friend were recruited to participate in a BRYU running competition. Their reward? A free ticket to the circus and the right to skip a lecture.95

			While Yurchak does not write about his Komsomol respondents receiving rewards in cash or in kind, it is known that at some point on the hierarchical ladder of the youth league, organization insiders began to have access to goods and services that were not available to the average Soviet citizen. The assumption of future gains was enough to keep those motivated by materialistic rewards involved. In contemporary Belarus, meanwhile, the BRYU leadership must sometimes resort to extreme (and in public strictly condemned) financial or in-kind measures to generate engagement from early on.

			BRYU Employees: “We Lead and Develop Young People”

			The third and final group of BRYU members consists of “professional” activists who are employed in the organization and receive a salary.96 The content analysis presented in this section is derived from interviews with organization insiders and, when relevant, participant observation that I was able to carry out from time to time in the BRYU central committee and two regional committee offices. The main challenge with the employee interviews was that the individuals were reluctant to speak about themselves, preferring instead to recount the aims and objectives of the organization as a whole, which typically repeated the official discourse available from other sources. The three sources of the staffed activists’ motivation (“work as usual,” self-realization, and youth empowerment) have some overlap with those of the unpaid activists, but it is evident that for these individuals the BRYU is first and foremost a platform for a professional career. However, as this analysis suggests, it would be inaccurate to argue that they are necessarily power-hungry or “careerist,” despite their clear career-oriented profile.

			Salaried Work as Usual

			Aleksandr was the first secretary of a university BRYU committee who, when I asked him how the youth league’s events were organized, explained in a matter-of-fact tone: “We receive a letter, some kind of official decision that some kind of event is needed, please inform the aktiv and so on…”97 While it was clear to me, having spent several months observing how he ran his committee, that he enjoyed his work as first secretary, it was also obvious that it was “work as usual” rather than any kind of blind passion that motivated him.98 He was open about the fact that he saw no future in his field of study and instead envisioned his future somewhere where there were more prospects. For him, the essence of the job was to follow the orders that came from above: engaging in the “patriotic and civic upbringing of youth” and “working with the youth on the grassroots level.”99 After the interview, I reflected that his pragmatic approach toward the BRYU and his job was both surprising and perfectly understandable;100 the performative dimension had outweighed the constative one to such an extent that the constative dimension had become irrelevant.

			However, I also encountered a handful of BRYU insiders who were upset about the “work as usual” attitude prevalent among organization employees. One of them was Dmitry, who told me about his experience as a primary cell secretary (an unpaid position). I wrote in my notes:

			Dmitry was upset by the fact that the higher-level BRYU functionary never showed up to the events he was so keen to organize. The excuse he heard was, “There is so much paper work, we just don’t have the time.” Once, he complained about this to Maksim [a friend of his who worked in a BRYU district committee], who replied, “Oh, you will be the same when you’re a first secretary. You will write to the papers that you attended, and instead just go home.” In what he regarded as his youthful naiveté, Dmitry couldn’t believe it, but he said that maybe when he’s older he will be like that as well.101

			He also recalled in a bitter tone that he once applied to a first secretary position and his application was rejected because he did not have a Master’s degree; the person who was hired was someone who had been working as an accountant for four years and just wanted a job with higher pay. Dmitry felt it was unfair that the position was given to someone who clearly did not care about the job.102

			When talking to BRYU employees off the record, they would sometimes reflect on how much work they had and how the salary was. Yet one of the things that they said they enjoyed and that I also noted in my field diary was the pleasant atmosphere in their offices. I would fairly often wait around in the offices in the evenings and chat to the employees, who, rather than stare quietly at their computer screens, would listen to music, drink tea, and chat to their colleagues while working on whatever urgent paperwork they still had to finish for the day.103 Just as in any office, working in a nice collective is a pleasant bonus.

			Self-Realization: Combining Work with Passion?

			All of the BRYU employees I interviewed had become organization activists during their student years or before. One of them, Piotr, recalled that he had become engaged in the BRYU because “the classes were boring” and he much preferred “doing projects” and “looking at global processes from within.”104 He became one of the most important gatekeepers of my research and I got to know him fairly well; after one of our long conversations, I reflected on how passionate he was about his work, concluding that it was self-realization that motivated him.105 Regardless of the long days, he seemed to genuinely enjoy his job, a post that I described in my field diary as “a government-appointed manager of youth.”106  Two other obkom secretaries, for their part, talked at length about the problems of contemporary youth and the important job the BRYU was doing in the arena of patriotic upbringing.107 It seemed to me at the time that they were sincere in their words and treated the upbringing mission as “work with meaning,” i.e., activities the original constative meaning of which was still relevant.108 One of the reasons why they felt such work was important and that it therefore brought them personal satisfaction was because they were personally involved: Georgii was a history graduate who felt strongly about the need to keep the memory of the Second World War alive, while Sergei was a father of two with a conviction that letting young people have too much leisure time would automatically lead to destructive behavior.109 As a result, such individuals were not motivated only (or perhaps even primarily) by their monthly paycheck, but at least as much by the perception that they were fulfilling their potential as managers and/or educators. BRYU employees are encouraged to study at the Presidential Academy of Management free of charge alongside their work responsibilities.110

			Empowering Youth

			A third theme that emerged from the content analysis of the study’s data concerning BRYU employees’ motivations was the idea of empowering youth through leadership training. Here, I analyze this separately because although there are overlaps with the previous category of motivation, the crucial element is the agency of young people. Piotr, an obkom secretary, talked at length about the BRYU as a “school of leadership” that “teaches management” and “prepares leaders on all levels.”111 Georgii, for his part, stated that one of the main functions of the BRYU was to operate as “schools of leadership.”112 While it is clear that the statements about leadership training suggest what the secretaries themselves feel like they have gained while rising up the career ladder in the organization, they also tell us something about why these individuals have opted for employment in the BRYU rather than in other state institutions. In addition to explaining how he believed patriotic upbringing through learning about the history of the Second World War was important, Georgii also spoke passionately about the responsibility of the BRYU to “lead and develop” youth and the prototype of an ideal citizen. Rather than talking about loyal soldiers, he envisioned independent, responsible people who would be critical thinkers ready to take action if they believed something around them needed to be improved.113 On a similar note, Piotr talked about the BRYU as an organization charged with supporting young people and “helping people grow.”114 Although I noted in my field diary that on the record the individuals spoke in a “funny official tone,”115 reproducing set phrases from the official discourse, the fact that not all interviewees talked about the task of youth empowerment (instead preferring merely to list events and projects they had organized in a monotonous tone) suggests that for the individuals who talked about youth empowerment at length, this was “work with meaning.”

			Conclusions: Participation and Modes of (Dis)Engagement

			This article explored young people’s modes of (dis)engagement with the Belarusian Republican Youth Union, the government-organized mass membership youth association operating in Lukashenka’s Belarus since 2002. It analyzed the motivations behind active and passive participation from the viewpoint of rank-and-file members, association activists, and the BRYU staff in the context of university BRYU cells. The aim of the article was to understand what motivates young people to engage actively with the youth league and participate in and organize its events, what drives youth to disengage with the organization, and how the modes of engagement and disengagement play out and are narrated in the everyday life of organization members and non-members. While commentators tend to look at participation in state-managed associations in authoritarian states through a binary lens of carrot and stick (rewarding participation and punishing non-participation), that fact that passive and active members were found to be indifferent about the BRYU’s events prompted me to apply Alexei Yurchak’s model of “ritualized acts” to make sense of member motivations. This perspective led me to argue for sensitivity about modes of engagement and disengagement as well as to point out a legacy of (dis)engagement with the official mass membership youth league that has carried over from the late Soviet era to contemporary Belarus.

			Although the data collected suggest that different groups of BRYU members are motivated by different things, there is something that unites them all: the ambiguity that allows individuals to shift between engagement and disengagement. While passive members are engaged in the sense that they conform to paying their membership fees and participate in obligatory rituals such as electoral conferences, they can simultaneously opt to disengage by making jokes about the “Lukamol” or by being only physically—not mentally—present at the compulsory events. Likewise, BRYU activists are obviously engaged with the association, as they plan and organize BRYU events on a volunteer basis; however, they can choose to disengage by claiming that their activism is driven purely by the desire to spend time with their peers or be granted material or immaterial rewards. Finally, BRYU employees, who might seem like the most engaged group of all, can disengage with the association by arguing that their involvement is merely (salaried) “work as usual” or by claiming that the BRYU is not a political organization but rather a platform for their own self-realization or youth support. The constative dimension of engagement is therefore constantly weighed against the performative dimension of disengagement, to which each member somehow relates regardless of their status within the organization.

			Engagement can be explained by external pressure to formally join the youth league, while disengagement is how individuals deal with the painfully apparent stigma of activism in this pro-presidential youth league. Indifference, for its part, reflects the complex social realities of contemporary Belarus. While Belarus is hardly an “eternal state” like Yurchak’s Soviet Union of the “long 1970s,” it has given rise to an entire generation used to navigating within structures like the BRYU. These young people are not “actors in masks” but rather individuals who have learned to engage and disengage with government-managed organizations to such an extent that they have grown indifferent to them.
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			Abstract: The events of the so-called “Ploshcha” [Square] in 2006, when youth activists pitched a tent camp in the center of Minsk to protest against election fraud, caused some social theorists to predict the revival of civic protest in Belarus. Those assumptions, however, proved to be wrong: rather, a slow decay in both the number and the intensity of protest actions took place. Yet in the past eight years, activists have begun using new techniques for organizing protests, as well as inventing new slogans and proposing creative ideas. This article reflects on the emergence of new discursive practices and the ways in which they reinterpret key concepts such as the focus on “street struggle.” In particular, the article analyses emerging forms of collective protests, such as the so-called “Silent Actions,” through the lens of Laclau and Mouffe’s discourse theory and compares the discourse of the Silent Actions with the established counter-hegemonic discourse.

			On July 3, 2011, Dmitry Shakhanov and his friend Ekaterina Pilipenko parked their car near the Minsk Central Railway Station. While sitting in the car, they turned on Viktor Tsoi’s famous song “Peremen” (“We demand changes”)1 with the car windows rolled down. Several minutes later, a traffic policeman came along and demanded that Shakhanov turn the song off and leave the car. As Shakhanov spoke to the police officer to find out the cause of his demands, several people in civilian dress rudely attempted to pull the driver from his own car. Shakhanov hastily shut the window and tried to leave the parking area; however, the police officer blocked the way and called a tow truck to evacuate the vehicle. KGB officers took the driver from the car and threw him into a prison truck. The car was taken to the impoundment lot. Shakhanov was beaten, detained, and eventually sentenced to 10 days’ imprisonment for allegedly swearing in a public place and resisting arrest. However, de facto, the reason for his detainment was that he had had the courage to join the symbolic struggle against the authorities’ repressions and ineffective economic policy. This story was not an isolated case: on that same day, the authorities detained about 400 people all over Belarus. Despite the rich history of repressions in Belarus over the past 20 years, this was a new low: detainees’ only crime was that they turned up in public places in Belarusian cities to sarcastically clap and then leave.

			These protests were termed “Silent Actions” by journalists and political analysts due to their lack of political slogans and their use of calculated silence as their principal tactic. Protest actions were arranged each Wednesday from July 7 to August 17, 2011, and were implied to have a snowball effect, attracting more and more citizens. Participants simply gathered at squares in Minsk and other Belarusian cities to chat and demonstrate solidarity with the aims of the movement. They applauded at the pre-arranged time of day to thank each other for not being afraid to take part in the protest. The first and most important symbolic meaning of the action was the overcoming of fear and emancipation from the authoritarian power that penetrated all spheres of social life.

			In contrast to Belarus’ opposition leaders, the participants in Silent Actions aspired neither to peaceful revolution nor to large-scale political shifts. Their actions went beyond “traditional” politics in Mouffe’s understanding of the term. In contrast to the symbolic mass actions organized by opposition politicians in Belarus’ central squares in the 2000s, they relied on small-scale practices to change the situation in multiple spheres of everyday life, rejected the “consensual” politics typical of opposition politicians, and nurtured the concept of the “informed citizenry.” In order to disorient police officers, the actions themselves were decentralized and rhizomorphous: participants sometimes received instructions via mobile devices just minutes before the pre-arranged launch of a collective action. All of these features made it difficult for opposition leaders to take advantage of the situation, as opposition candidate Alexandr Milinkevich had attempted to do with the “Ploshcha” in 2006.2

			It is important to look at those peculiarities, primarily because small-scale protests such as the Silent Actions have often been dismissed by Belarusian social theorists as a minor issue. Whereas the Ploshcha of 2006 was considered to signal the revival of civic activism in the country,3 was associated with the string of Color Revolutions in neighboring countries, and was described as the “Belarusian Maidan,” the Silent Actions were regarded as temporary and insignificant.4 Though protesters proclaimed themselves to be the initiators of “Revolution via Social Media,” social theorists dismissed this ambitious aim as unfeasible.5 This perspective contributes to the perception of Belarusian civil society as apathetic, since there were virtually no large-scale collective actions in the first half of the 2010s.

			I argue that this trend can be explained by the popularity of a certain type of counter-hegemonic discourse that prescribed that transformations in the political and social environment of Belarus could occur only as a result of a revolutionary event or a series of such events, as embodied in the concept of “street struggle.”6 Originally, the idea of the importance of “street politics” emerged in Belarus at the beginning of the 1990s, after the collapse of the USSR resulted in a fledgling state unable to cope with waves of mass protests. Led by opposition-minded intellectuals, Belarusians protested against a variety of themes: withholding information about the consequences of the Chernobyl disaster and Stalinist repressions, economic problems, etc. Of these, the most massive actions took place in 1996. The “street struggle” developed into its current form at the beginning of the 2000s, after the wave of Color Revolutions, and peaked in 2006 during the so-called Ploshcha, becoming the nodal point of the counter-hegemonic discourse.7

			The theorists who tried to explain the Silent Actions through established counter-hegemonic discourse were frustrated that the participants did not put forward political demands, and eventually found themselves disappointed with what was perceived to be a missed opportunity to influence (or transform) the regime.8 These observers believed that the actions either represented the continuation of the opposition-led protest against the fraudulent elections9 or would attempt to sweep away the authoritarian regime in a peaceful revolution,10 awaken apathetic civil society,11 or lead to certain institutional transformation (such as changes to the economic system).12 Yet the actions of the protesters went beyond those considerations: rather, they invented certain alternative discursive practices that changed the meaning of the empty signifier “street struggle” and gave the counter-hegemonic discourse a plethora of new, more personalized meanings. As a result, participants were mostly preoccupied with expressing their frustration in ironic and symbolic ways, suggesting new mechanisms for making decisions at the grassroots level, and coming up with new practices of protest.13 The term “connective action,” introduced by Bennett and Segerberg,14 illuminates this logic: in their understanding, protest mediated by new social media proceeds from self-motivating participation, in which “taking public action or contributing to a common good becomes an act of personal expression and recognition or self-validation achieved by sharing ideas and actions in trusted relationships.”15 In her influential book On the Political, Mouffe16 introduced the conceptual pair “politics” and “political” to differentiate the more traditional (or hegemonic) way of doing politics from the antagonistic movements, an approach I will follow in analyzing the specificity of the Silent Actions.

			In this text, I concentrate on the micro level of the protest, and specifically on the communicative processes in social media that are at the basis of collective actions. This perspective shift will reveal the specificity of the competing counter-hegemonic discourse of the Silent Actions, which presupposes systematic changes through the implementation of small-scale practices. Analysis of this discourse is of vital importance in understanding the response to the challenges posed to civil society by the ruling political elite in Belarus. 

			This article focuses on the dynamics of the counter-hegemonic discourse in Belarus and the challenges that the Silent Actions posed to established notions. In particular, I will show that in 2011 the protesters contested the established discourse, assigning alternative meanings to certain concepts (such as “street struggle,” “representation,” etc.). The aim of the article is to reveal the specificity of the Silent Actions at the micro level in the context of establishing network space and interactions through the lens of Laclau and Mouffe’s17 discourse theory. Another important focus is the role of social media in collective action: this article argues that social media became much more than a mere vehicle for the organization and maintenance of the protest, instead evolving into fields of discursive struggle over meanings assigned to empty signifiers. This framework allows us to go beyond describing the demands of the protest to illuminate the complex interplay between the meanings of various concepts foundational to the movement.

			The research questions are as follows: What were the nodal points and discursive practices of the Silent Actions? What were the inventions introduced by participants in Silent Actions to deliver their message in an environment inhospitable to protest actions? The working hypothesis is that Silent Actions cannot be explained within the framework of established counter-hegemonic discourse, rooted in a certain understanding of the nodal point “street struggle.” I suggest that in order to understand the specificity of the Silent Actions’ discourse, it is necessary to look at the meanings behind the nodal point used in both discourses, considering how the participants interpreted such key concepts as “street struggle” and “representation” and how they defined themselves. 

			First, I am going to consider the dynamics of the Silent Actions of 2011 by analyzing the discourse of the vKontakte group “Revolution via Social Networks” and complementing this analysis with data from interviews conducted by various media outlets with Vyacheslav Dianov,18 the informal leader of the protest and coordinator of the group. Next, I will explore whether the Silent Action can be considered a new type of mobilization in the Belarusian context. Specifically, I analyze the posts in which the participants came up with the creative ideas for new strategies to be used during protest actions (such as calculated silence, applause, and peaceful walks through the streets of the city). I selected these posts on the basis of their thematic relevance using an online service.19 Finally, I analyze the resulting data through the lens of Laclau and Mouffe’s discourse theory.

			Overall, this article contributes to the growing volume of work analyzing how new types of social media influence the structure and discourse of protest movements, with a focus on Eastern Europe in general and Belarus in particular. It makes several significant contributions to this literature. First, it analyzes the formation of the movement at the grassroots level, seeing social media as an important source of meaning for opposing groups and as feeding the emergence of new discourses. Second, it does not make a one-sided analysis of protest discourse, instead considering two competing counter-hegemonic discourses and various discursive strategies used by the activists. Third, the study looks beyond the apparent coherence of the Silent Actions movement to reveal the complex communication processes in which participants engaged on key concepts and notions.

			Laclau and Mouffe’s Discourse Theory

			In what follows, I will briefly describe the main aspects of Laclau and Mouffe’s discourse theory, which will then be used to identify the main nodal points of the Silent Actions discourse. The participants introduced alternative interpretations of the empty signifiers that underpinned the established counter-hegemonic discourse, which was built around the concept of “street struggle” and had been developed by Belarusian opposition politicians and social theorists over the course of decades. The chain of meanings at the core of the nodal point of “street politics,”  which eventually embodied itself in the “Ploshcha” protest event, consisted of two elements: A) the centrality of street struggle—significant political, economic, and social transformations are possible only because of a series of protest actions (peaceful revolution); and B) The necessity of representation: it is the experienced Belarusian politicians who should mobilize their supporters and inspire them to either overthrow the political regime or press for its transformation. 

			The emergence of the nodal point “street struggle” dates back to the mass actions at the beginning of the 1990s. During the “democratic opening” after the collapse of the USSR, Belarusians readily engaged in collective actions.20 The Belarusian People’s Front, established by charismatic intellectual Zyanon Pazniak, organized the majority of actions and contributed to the establishment of certain traditions related to protest actions (such as, for example, events associated with the “alternative calendar” and national-democratic agenda).21 After the mass actions of 1996, which brought together tens of thousands of people and were brutally dispersed by the authorities, the scope of actions decreased. “Street struggle” re-emerged as an important element of opposition discourse at the beginning of the 2000s following the peaceful revolutions in other post-Soviet countries and was used by Milinkevich during the 2006 presidential campaign (as will be discussed in detail later).  

			Ernesto Laclau and Chantal Mouffe introduced their discourse theory in the book Hegemony and Socialist Strategy (1985)22 to analyze emerging social movements such as environmentalist movements, the gay rights movement, and feminist movements. Acknowledging the crisis of classical Marxism, they suggested revising the “old-fashioned” notions and came up with the project of “radical democracy.”23 They define discourse as “the structured totality resulting from the articulatory practice.”24 Any discursive system is radically open and incomplete due to the “fundamental instability of language” and the consequent “overflowing” of meanings. Unable to reach rational consensus, the social groups put forward their own picture of social reality, built upon several basic ideas, which Laclau and Mouffe term “nodal points.”25 Those basic ideas are the result of the specific interpretation of “empty signifiers”—privileged elements of discourse that organize the discursive structure (such as freedom, equality, participation, democracy, power, etc.).

			The discursive field is not neutral; it is influenced by earlier discursive practices and articulations. Hence, Laclau and Mouffe define discourse as an assemblage of the articulated subject positions, temporarily stabilized against certain nodal points. In other words, various social groups struggle to attach universally valid meanings to certain concepts (floating signifiers), a move that would allow them to establish their domination (hegemony). The demands of collective actors appear to be such an articulation, as they reflect the group’s grievances and help make sense of their actions.

			Another instrument used in this paper is the conceptual pair “politics” and “political,” used by Mouffe to differentiate the rational “consensual approach” from the “agonistic perspective”:

			By ‘the political’ I refer to the dimension of antagonism which I take to be constitutive of human societies, while by ‘politics’ I refer to the set of practices and institutions through which an order is created, organizing human coexistence in the context of conflictuality provided by the political.26

			Mouffe argues that the struggle between collective identities unfolds not over the ideas (where reconciliation is possible) but over the redefinition of events and the world around us (where consensus is not possible). She contends that the key trait of these discussions is the moral and not the ideological dimension: “In place of struggle between ‘right and left’ we are faced with a struggle between ‘right and wrong.’”27 I argue that the Silent Actions’ participants knowingly acted within this precise framework. In particular, they explicitly rejected the framing of their actions as politics and suggested alternative practices to put forward their agenda, while also drawing a line of difference that would exclude certain groups and implementing a logic of equivalence to find their allies.   

			The discourse theory of Laclau and Mouffe proves to be a useful tool, as it makes it possible to explain the key antagonisms between major political actors such as political parties, power elites, and large-scale social movements.28 However, they do not provide any concrete recommendations for how to deploy this tool to analyze specific social phenomena.29 As such, my exploration of the discourse surrounding the Silent Actions will combine the insights of Laclau and Mouffe’s theory with established methods such as content analysis. 

			To reveal the nodal points of the Silent Actions discourse, I analyzed the online discussions, slogans, leaflets, and memes of the Silent Actions movement posted on vKontakte (889 units). Particular attention was paid to those posts that had been widely shared and had an engagement rate (ERpost)30 above 1% (202 of 889 posts), as well as to public letters written to Lukashenka, workers, and opposition leaders. Certainly, many of the posts that once existed were deleted in the years after the Silent Actions waned (the group was inactive between 2014 and 2017 and was only recently reactivated under the title “The Movement”31), but my goal was never to analyze all the posts published by participants. Instead, the idea was to reveal “political” practices that disrupt the “traditional” ways of doing politics. These can be identified by analyzing the trends and dynamics of communication (and not the posts alone) using the toolbox provided by discourse theory. Besides regular posts, I also scrutinized 130 “themes” (users asked questions, discussed the group’s honor code, launched polls, and wrote public letters, which garnered numerous comments), as they were devoted to the most vibrant topics. I saved all the analyzed posts and added them to a personal archive. Five interviews of vKontakte group coordinator and informal protest leader Dianov are used to complement the analysis.

			The Background and General Description of Silent Actions

			General Background

			2011 turned out to be one of the most turbulent years in recent Belarusian history. While active citizens were discouraged by the repressions of those opposition politicians who had organized a protest against the falsification of the results of the presidential elections in December 2010 (a protest referred to as the “second Ploshcha” or “Ploshcha-2010”), the entire society was shocked by the severe economic crisis that hit the country in March 2011. As if that were not enough, 15 people died and another 204 were injured during the terrorist attack that took place in the Minsk metro on April 11. 

			Opposition politicians would have preferred to wait to protest until the fall, when they planned to conduct a mass action against the economic crisis,32 but the tension produced by these events spilled into the streets in early June 2011, when small groups of people began gathering in the streets to peacefully protest against the authorities’ violence and calamitous economic policy. On June 7, drivers stopped their cars on the central avenue of Minsk in order to protest against rising gas prices. In response, the authorities began aggressively pursuing and fining participants in the “Stop Increasing Gasoline Prices” action. The second action was spontaneously organized by long-distance truckers on June 12 at the Bruzgi border crossing: they protested against tough new customs regulations. Participants were beaten and arrested by the SWAT team. 

			Since popular grievances could not be expressed through “traditional” channels like opposition meetings, which had been brutally repressed by the authorities, protesters began using social media to communicate and arrange protests. One such channel for expressing frustrations with the economic crisis was the so-called “Silent Actions,” organized by previously unengaged youth via the vKontakte group “Revolution via Social Networks.”

			Description of Silent Actions

			According to “Gemius Belarus”33 data, the number of Internet users in Belarus increases each year, with around 3.8 million people using the Internet on a daily basis in 2011. Crucially, in 2011 Belarus witnessed a social media boom. Of its population of almost 9.5 million, around 2 million people were vKontakte34 users, 1 million were on Odnoklassniki, and many created Facebook profiles (presumably to complement their vKontakte and Odnoklassniki presences). Most of the active social media users lived in Minsk and the region surrounding the capital.35

			The Belarusian intellectual Bratochkin36 argues that even though the level of Internet penetration in Belarus is comparable to European countries, social media and networks remain “places of escapism” rather than instruments of social change. This is due to the repressive institutional context37 and underdeveloped civil society structures, which, he argues, prevent various groups within Belarusian society from having their interests represented in decision-making institutions or expressing their grievances throughout street protest.38 As such, it was quite surprising that members of the “Revolution via Social Networks” vKontakte group managed to organize a series of collective actions that attracted attention not only in Belarus, but also from foreign countries.

			Launched in 2009 as “Movement for the Future,” the vKontakte group was rebranded as “Revolution via Social Networks” in June 2011, and had 220,000 members at its peak.39 The members of the group took advantage of all the possibilities presented by the social networking site to deliver their message. In particular, they actively used the “wall” feature, publishing 5,037 posts open to the public, launching around 130 discussion topics, creating 77 albums with pictures, and uploading 1,764 videos (many of them covering Silent Actions). In the period between June 1 and August 17, 2011, participants published 889 posts, most of them devoted to announcing, organizing, and coordinating Silent Actions.

			Administrators also kept the public aware of the latest developments in the country, publishing the most up-to-date political and economic news. Additionally, they tried to entertain group members by publishing a lot of political jokes (several of which are among the most-“liked” posts in the history of the group), memes, and “demotivators.” At the beginning of July, groups branded “Revolution via Social Networks” mushroomed: activists in cities across Belarus (Zhodzina, Brest, Barysau, Vaukavysk, Orsha, etc.) and in every Minsk region created their own groups to coordinate actions and come up with new ideas. Posts published in the period under consideration fell into three categories that are meaningful for this research: purely textual (165), text with images (557), and videos with commentary (150). Overall users “liked” posts 68,257 times, shared 11,096 publications, and left 45,044 comments (see Figure 1). The most engaging were videos with text (ER=0.5798) and pictures with text (0.5559), while purely textual publications usually received somewhat less attention (0.5231).




			Figure 1. Users’ activity in the vKontakte group “Revolution via Social Networks” (comments, likes, reposts, ER)
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			Source: Compiled by the author on the basis of social media activity

			


Participants negotiated strategy and tactics for the actions40 (22 topics out of 130), launched polls (46) on important issues (such as “Does Belarus really need nuclear power plants?”41 “Will the Belarusian language live or die?”42 and “Do we need the death penalty?”43), and discussed vibrant news (32). Among the most important posts were those that allowed for the identification of a negative Other. In other words, administrators of the group defined those societal groups that could join the protest (for example, by writing open letters to workers,44 opposition politicians, etc.45) and identified the constitutive “Other” (Lukashenka himself, police officers, and state officials).

			The organizers attempted to use the same methods deployed by the Egyptian and Tunisian protesters during the Arab Spring, when leaders managed to mobilize social groups that were previously uninterested in politics by using social networks. Organizers repeatedly warned participants against bringing any symbols that might associate the participants with traditional street protests (white-red-white flags, “Pahonya” symbols, etc.). Overall, the “Movement for the Future” organized 11 actions between August 1 and August 17; the form of events and the techniques used changed as organizers sought new ways to cope with the authorities’ increasing repression.46 At first, citizens gathered in the central squares of Belarusian cities; later, less open places such as big supermarkets became assembly points. Initially, participants clapped their hands; as that became increasingly dangerous, since it became a signal for police officers to arrest the protesters, organizers suggested alternative ways of protesting. For example, activists drew various childish pictures with provocative messages near government buildings; drew graffiti; or used the ringtones of their mobile phones to express a civic stance.

			At first, the authorities did not react to any actions (events on June 1 and June 8 were completely ignored by the law-enforcement agencies), as protesters did not visibly differ from ordinary passers-by. However, as time went by, the actions gained traction: the organizers managed to mobilize thousands of participants all over Belarus. June 22 can be considered the peak of the protest, with around 9,000 people from 44 cities taking part in the actions. While during the initial actions police officers restricted themselves to issuing cautions against participation in such actions, on the 22nd, plainclothes police began brutally arresting people.47 After such tough measures, accompanied by the attack on the vKontakte community “Movement for the Future” itself (it was deleted) and other effective tactics, the number of protesters rapidly decreased. Throughout July, organizers struggled to find ways to counteract these repressive measures. By the end of July, the overall number of protesters was no more than 700 participants in 19 cities (see Appendix). In what follows, I will identify nodal points underpinning the Silent Actions discourse, which evolved out of the established counter-hegemonic discourse.

			Silent Actions Discourse

			As has already been said, Laclau and Mouffe provide the theoretical framework for analyzing the process of collective identity construction, which “grows” out of a certain interpretation of the empty signifier. There are two kinds of signifiers: “moments,” whose meaning has been stabilized, and “elements,” which have retained their polysemy.48 By trying to reduce polysemy and turn elements into moments, any social group tries to construct a certain image of “people,” which represents a universal claim of a given particularity, by implementing four processes. They are as follows: 1) fixing the interpretation of an empty signifier; 2) implementing the logic of equivalence (articulating common demands, which reflect a specific manifestation of the “people” and the establishment of connections with other social groups); 3) implementing a “logic of difference” or creating an antagonistic border; and 4) unifying the demands in the discursive system.49

			Articulated Demands of the Movement

			The basic elements of analysis of the social movements’ activity are articulated demands, since they reflect a certain worldview and allow for the revelation of the empty signifier lying at the basis of a certain image of people. The demands of the movement represent the articulation of the identity of the movement necessary for the implementation of the logic of equivalence and for uniting various social groups.50

			The coordinators of the vKontakte group themselves formulated the aims, rules, code of honor51 (initially the movement was intended to be registered as an NGO), and its major concept.52 All newcomers were encouraged to vote either for or against the concept; those opposed were urged to leave the group or suggest amendments. The main aim was as follows:

			Activate Belarusian civil society and increase civil participation in all social processes […] And to contribute to the formation of democratic institutions and civic values and support civic initiatives. Civil society lies at the basis of any developed society.53

			They also identified problems in various spheres of Belarusian society, including the business sector, social and cultural spheres, healthy lifestyle, decision-making process, etc., and suggested their own way of dealing with these issues. In other words, participants defined themselves as active citizens, with the declared aim of developing civil society and improving various spheres of life.

			Although the coordinators several times explicitly declared that they “are not doing politics,” they repeatedly let slip the truth about their “real” aims in online discussions and in public interviews. For example, in one of his first interviews,54 on June 24, Vyacheslav Dianov said: “[Our final aim] is Lukashenka’s resignation. We will not resort to violence […] No banners, no slogans—we will not use anything.” In another interview, on July 6,55 Dianov explained:

			What we are doing is not politics. We struggle for the freedom of our country. Our aim is to end Lukashenka’s regime. With regard to a positive program, we would like to ensure the conduct of fair elections after Lukashenka. Those who are elected should form a new cabinet. Most important for us is the self-organization of citizens to send a message to the workers. Unfortunately, we cannot do this via the Internet. However, the aim of RvSN is to go from virtual life to the real. In this way, we will manage to reach workers. Those who supported us on the Internet can stir the workers as well.

			Thus, Dianov’s real aim is the mobilization of wide layers of society to overthrow Lukashenka. This was the main demand and the nodal point of the movement, around which its discourse was built. That same aim is usually at the center of opposition leaders’ programs. And though they suggest various ways of achieving this aim, opposition leaders usually see a series of pronouncedly peaceful actions as the only viable option, just as the leaders of the Silent Actions did. In other words, the resignation of Lukashenka and the centrality of street struggle appear to be the core elements of the Silent Actions discourse; these two traits also make the Silent Actions similar to the opposition leaders’ “established ways” of doing politics.

			Both of those nodal points of discourse were “inherited” from the struggle conducted by opposition leaders, in particular 2006 presidential candidate Milinkevich. The peak of mass protests in Belarus came in the second half of the 1990s, when citizens protested against changing the Constitution in 1996 and signing a Union Treaty with Russia: the events of the so-called “hot spring” and “hot autumn” attracted tens of thousands of participants.56 From that point on, the scope of protests slowly decreased, as Lukashenka introduced new laws limiting civic activity and used brutal repressions against participants. The protests had become routine by the end of the 1990s: the protesters preferred symbolic actions, the scope of which had dramatically decreased compared to 1990-1996. The main protest events were linked with the alternative opposition calendar (that is, a commemoration of victims of Chernobyl and the Stalinist regime, the anniversary of the establishment of the Belarusian People’s Republic, etc.). The marches and demonstrations were not intended to overthrow Lukashenka’s regime, but to show an essential disagreement in policies and values and “keep the international community up-to-date on the situation in Belarus.”57 By the beginning of the 2000s, the authorities had severely limited the opportunities for collective actions, introducing repressive laws and using brutal measures against protest participants. Another factor contributing to the decrease in mass mobilization was the improvement of the economic situation in a context of authoritarian consolidation of institutions. Taken together, this led to the establishment of a certain equilibrium in relations between the mass of the population and the authorities, with the former tacitly giving up some freedoms in exchange for economic benefits.58

			The “street struggle” re-emerged as a part of the (counter-hegemonic) discourse of the Belarusian opposition in the early 2000s, after the wave of color revolutions, in particular the Orange Revolution in Ukraine. The expansion of the EU in 2004 and the wave of peaceful revolutions in neighboring countries made Belarusian activists59 and opposition politicians believe that changes could take place there too. In this context, Belarusians were represented as members of a wider Europe who shared European values: democracy, free elections, human rights, etc. During the 2006 presidential elections, the pro-European Milinkevich proceeded from those ideas in elaborating his platform. Milinkevich’s main strategy was to attempt to use the electoral campaign as leverage: anticipating that the results would be falsified,60 he hoped to mobilize Belarusians and force the authorities to either conduct fair elections or make Lukashenka resign. He openly called on his supporters to come to Minsk’s central square and pitch a tent camp. About 600-700 people listened to him and organized a Belarusian Maidan, which existed for four days. Despite its sad demise (activists were beaten and arrested, while the tent camp was dismantled), the action itself was considered a success, and “street struggle” established itself as one of the nodal points of the counter-hegemonic discourse.61 

			There are, however, numerous significant differences between the established counter-hegemonic discourse and the discourse of Silent Actions. While opposition activists preferred to stick to meetings and demonstrations and relied on the traditional way of doing politics (that is, hoping to transform the political system from within via elections), the organizers of the Silent Actions preferred direct action oriented towards disrupting the established practices of protest and social order (Mouffe’s notion of “political”). In other words, they became convinced, probably inspired by the events of the so-called Arab Spring, that it was possible to overthrow Lukashenka using social networks without the need to negotiate with political elites. Thus, one of the most important traits of the protest actions was their rejection of representation; another was their reluctance to carry any banners or slogans that might help associate them with a political party. Yet the movement was far from apolitical: in the vKontakte group, participants discussed the most vibrant topics in the political life of the country, openly criticized state officials, and introduced alternative social practices. 

			While Belarusian political leaders, in particular Milinkevich, believed that the spontaneously formed protest movement should be taken charge of,62 participants suggested that politicians should come to Minsk streets as ordinary participants in Silent Actions. The movements’ coordinators expressed the logic behind this in their letter to opposition politicians:63

			We have only one suggestion: let us unite into a single company until we make Lukashenka resign. You will cease any activity until the victory. After this, there will be democratic elections and the country will get the team of policymakers it deserves. We will conduct negotiations on the project of the future and everyone will work in their respective fields. We will be neither opposition nor authorities… we will be the single “Movement for the Future”—an informal association obliged to struggle for the liberation of Belarus from the gypsy occupier.64

			The coordinators certainly had a point: they had managed to create a group of 220,000 participants and conducted a series of actions in 44 cities of Belarus even in an atmosphere inhospitable for protest actions.

			Another nodal point underpinning the discourse of the Silent Actions was the peaceful character of the protest. The participants decidedly refused to resort to violence; some even suggested lining up to voluntarily enter moving prisons as a sign of their willingness to sacrifice their individual freedom for the sake of a common goal, although it is worth noting that this practice did not receive mass support from participants. This nodal point was also an important part of the counter-hegemonic discourse, suggesting that by means of a peaceful revolution Belarus could become a new democracy and potentially access the European Union.

			Constitutive Others and Allies of the Movement

			The equivalence logic presupposes identification of allies, or groups within the community of people, whose differences can be “erased.” At the same time, social groups establish antagonism by drawing a line of difference, excluding other groups from the collective identity.65

			Silent Actions’ activists considered intellectuals, workers and opposition politicians to be their allies, who could march under the movement’s banners. Workers were deemed the most important societal group in these efforts. Thus, at the peak of the movement’s protest activity, participants started looking for ways to embrace broader social groups.

			They wrote two open letters—addressed to workers66 and Belarusian opposition politicians,67 respectively—that used clearly identifiable equivalence logic. In the letter to workers, they used precise wording and focused primarily on economic issues; the text was neatly organized and easy to read. The workers were represented as entirely passive and naïve people who are constantly deceived by TV propaganda:

			Enough empty promises! [The authorities] want to deceive you once more! […] They can give you a raise to keep you away from the youth protests on June 29 and July 3. But as autumn comes, you will encounter a much harder time [...] You will be tricked again but protest will be not an option: all your allies, students and intelligentsia, will be in prison […].

			In the letter to opposition leaders, in accordance with the logic of equivalence, the activists suggested that the two groups leave their differences behind and protest under the same banners. In particular, they described a new model of activity, which was voluntary, was conducted on a grassroots level and presented a transformative experience, as opposed to the routinized activity of professional politicians. The latter were represented as rigid and old-fashioned, not interested in social media and the activity of the “Silent Actions.” In their letter to opposition leaders, activists wrote sarcastically: 

			If you had cared enough68 to look into our group, you would have seen that all our suggestions, petitions, ideas, photos, and video materials—our communication with people—reflect the huge amount of work we have done.

			Activists emphasize that their efforts have been far more effective than those of the opposition and have been carried out voluntarily—likely insinuating that opposition leaders’ work is funded by external actors such as Western countries:

			We reiterate that 90 percent of the work has been done by only two people and we have received not one penny, and the whole project has been funded from personal funds. We are writing this, so that you can imagine that this work has been conducted to the detriment of our business and personal lives. That’s how inspiring this idea was!

			The activists seem to perceive the opposition leaders as disjointed, overly cautious (almost cowardly), and ambitious, yet devoid of any real chance to fight for power. Remarkably, in line with the logic of equivalence, they suggest that they and the opposition erase their differences and unite into a single political force:  

			Can there be any personal interest and ambitions that are more important than REAL69 victory? Or does any one of you really think that he has real power? When an individual does not want to do the right thing, it is always because he is afraid to lose something. What are you afraid to lose, when you decline to unite for the sake of victory over the regime? Just try to recall!!! When did you have a real opportunity to fight for power? Now, when we have the advantage, it is time to act.

			In the letter to the workers, the authors also identified a constitutive Other: “Authorities led by Lukashenka want to pull you into the economic abyss. He will drown himself but sink you as well. Where is your social protection? Can your families afford quality food and holidays at the seaside? State officials’ wives and children can do this!” In this way, the inept political elite and dishonest Lukashenka are represented as the main enemies of the movement. They are the least affected by the severe economic crisis and hence would like to retain the status quo. They descend to falsehood and brutal repressions to prevent active citizens from changing the situation and to avoid losing their grip on power. This argument is echoed in online posts, as my analysis shows. In more than half of them (108 of 202), participants discussed, ridiculed, or called names representatives of the Belarusian political elite: President Alexander Lukashenka, Finance Minister Petr Prokopovich, and Justice Minister Anatoly Kuleshov. The most popular of these posts (ERpost=5,614%), dated June 14, contained jokes about the Belarusian government’s strategies for responding to the severe economic crisis:

			Speaker #1: Let us buy cheap Chinese watches, travel back 20 years, sell them and convert the money into USD upon arrival!

			Speaker #2: No, let us better invent a Xerox machine for printing gold bars!

			Speaker #3 (Lukashenka): Thank you, Minister of Finance and Minister of Trade. Are there any other suggestions for how to improve the economy?

			This ironic message shows that participants perceived the government’s economic policy as ineffective and ridiculous, while the political elite was treated as incompetent and downright detached from reality. The significant Other can be identified as disconnected from the wider public. This non-accountable political elite includes Lukashenka as the main addressee of almost all demands;70 the Minister of Finance, responsible for the sharp devaluation of the currency; and the Minister of Justice, responsible for the brutal beatings of people on the streets of Minsk (the police officers who executed those orders were deemed “bandits” for assaulting “peaceful people” on the streets of Minsk). Jokes aside, the high engagement rate makes it evident that the economic issue was the one that concerned the majority of participants in the Silent Actions.

			Activists expressed their emotions and concerns in the “Letter to a man surprisingly similar to Lukashenka”:

			Dear Citizen Lukashenka,

			For several weeks in a row, we have witnessed a similar situation: people invested with uncertain authority—without documents and identity badges—beat peaceful citizens walking through the streets of their towns. Who are those bandits? Why are they controlled by the Minsk Directorate of Internal Affairs? Why do the public prosecution office and the police not interfere? Why do they not defend peaceful citizens?

			[…] Fabricated convictions of honest people, who are considered Belarusian political prisoners will not have any weight on their lives. They remain honest and respectable people, while those, whom you have forced to beat, judge, or watch over those honest people will themselves become criminals because they executed an illegal order. We will not stop; our actions will continue under all circumstances. When you try to repress one participant, three will come to replace him. We will overcome the repressions […] Soon tens of thousands will cease to be afraid. This process is unstoppable [...]

			In identifying the negative Other, the activists drew a line between themselves (active people of Belarus) and the following loosely defined groups of society: the “apolitical” passive majority, supporters of further integration with Russia, and people loyal to the Lukashenka regime (described as “Lukashists,”71 “representatives of the BRYU,”72 or “Lukashenkas of the brain”). 

			In several thematic posts, users encouraged “Lukashists” to voice their position and engage in “civil dialogue,” but in most cases, the discussion turned into heated disputes.73 The supporters of the regime recalled the successes of the “welfare state” established by Lukashenka: rule of law, low corruption, free education, and free health care. The activists, on the other hand, were quick to denounce those achievements: they said that corruption was flourishing on the highest level, students had to serve out several years in low-paid jobs to repay the free education, the level of health care is low, Belarusians can be randomly beaten on the streets by the police, etc. 

			Interestingly, the activists equated the “apolitical” silent majority to the “Lukashists”—they considered those apathetic people to be one of the main reasons the authoritarian ruler had remained in power for so long:

			[Besides Lukashists and opposition], there is another type of people—those who have a devil-may-care attitude about life. It is harmful, because they, in fact, appear to be the base of Lukashenka’s regime. A citizen should have an opinion about the power. The state should be for people, not people for the state.

			Russia-supporters, meanwhile, tried to put forward the idea that a revolution would cause Belarus to lose its independence and become part of the EU, which would “suck the country dry.”74 They described the activists as “young naïve maximalists”75 who know little about the “real situation.” The EU officials are allegedly using the activists for their own cynical purposes. The treaty with “brother Russia” is therefore represented as the most viable option, as its Eastern neighbor has always been “culturally and mentally” close to Belarus and has regularly provided Belarus with cheap oil and gas. For the activists, however, the only way for Belarus to maintain its distinctive language and culture was to maintain an equal distance from both the EU and Russia. 




			Table 1. Key characteristics and nodal points of the Ploshcha and Silent Actions discourses
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All in all, those discussions replicated existing vibrant disputes about the future of Belarus, which cannot be resolved in a rational way. These are exactly the antagonisms that Mouffe sees as lying at the core of the political. Based on activists’ responses, we can outline the collective identity of the core of the group: civic-minded Belarusian nationalists (though they strategically preferred to speak mostly Russian) who supported an “independent Belarus,” were aware of the most recent political events in the country, and aspired to bring about change in the regime and the social environment. Excluded (or serving as constitutive Others) are the irresponsible political elite, supporters of deeper integration with Russia, “Lukashists,” and the “apolitical majority.”

			Table 1 summarizes the differences between the established counter-hegemonic discourse and the discourse of the Silent Actions.

			Discursive Practices

			What makes the Silent Actions significant for the dynamics of mass activism in Belarus is protesters’ ability to invent new protest practices, sending a message to Belarusian society and temporarily suspending the habitual practices of politically disengaged citizens. In Mouffe’s terms, they were heavily engaged with the “political” dimension: they did not try to suggest a project that would embrace all the conflicting initiatives (something that, for example, Milinkevich did try to do during his presidential campaign in 2006), but consciously differentiated themselves from other social groups and courted alliances with the political opposition and with workers. By consciously refusing to carry banners and shout slogans, the participants broke through the wall dividing Silent Actions activists from passers-by and transformed the streets of Minsk into a space of theatrical performance.

			The discursive practice of calculated silence, as opposed to banners and slogans, was designed to protect participants against the police and make the collective action open to the maximum number of interpretations. Dianov indicated that the technique of calculated silence was suggested by one of the participants in the vKontakte group:

			It is necessary to briefly explain how the [decision-making] system works. We ask people to suggest their own ideas […]. We receive more than a hundred messages, from which we then choose the ones with the most potential to be successful. Let’s call it a competition.76

			The second, complementary practice—applause—at first served as a sign of appreciation to the participants for overcoming their fear and coming to the square. Later, it became an expression of solidarity and, to a lesser degree, a means of opposition to the actions of the plainclothes policemen. Another technique used by participants was chalk drawings near governmental buildings, which were designed to redesign urban space, draw the attention of state officials to the needs of people, and inspire sympathy. Protesters also began using “protest graffiti”—writing messages to people in public places such as bus stops. Unfortunately, more often than not those drawings were done poorly, with the rather adverse effect that people started demanding the arrest of these “vandals.”

			The third main practice was walking through the streets, by means of which people aimed to symbolically “reassign” the city, which had been “taken from them” by the authorities. Unsurprisingly, they chose Kastrycnitskaya Square as the place of the first Silent Actions because in the public consciousness it is associated with “official culture” and “state power” (the square is located near the presidential palace). During the announcement of the Silent Actions, organizers did not even mention the assembly point: everyone knew where to go. In this way, the Silent Actions transformed the central squares in the eyes of participants into places of free assembly, where they gathered, sang songs, and chatted with each other. It is worth noting that such walks were typical of the Serbian protest movement against Milosevic in 1996, when the police prohibited any demonstrations in Belgrade; students walked around the city on a daily basis, changing routes and reassigning the urban space. Though the organizers of the Silent Actions never explicitly referred to the Serbian movement, they undoubtedly took inspiration from those protests. Besides collective action techniques, they likely borrowed the symbol of the Serbian “Otpor!” movement (a black raised fist). Within discussions, they eagerly recalled the experiences of Gandhi in India, the Ukrainian Orange Revolution, and the Polish Solidarity.

			Initially, the protesters also used the symbol of a white ribbon in order to easily identify themselves in the crowd. While opposition politicians usually used ribbons with the white-red-white combination (an allusion to the colors of the historic Belarusian People’s Republic flag), protesters preferred white, meaning “the absence of color,” or a message without words and slogans. Those same tactics were used by youth and intellectuals in Moscow and St. Petersburg in 2011, who walked through the streets wearing white ribbons, which symbolized protest against the fraudulent Duma elections.

			In addition, protesters tried to actively engage passers-by and make them question their habitual practices through certain symbolic actions. For example, before the start of each action, participants would give passers-by blank pieces of paper, which were thought to send the message: “One does not need words to understand what is going on.” In my view, this technique may have been more effective at conveying the protesters’ message than typical opposition slogans. Nor was this the only use of a blank piece of paper: as the prospect of being detained became quite realistic, protesters suggested that participants leave pieces of paper attached to a window before leaving home. After returning, all participants were advised to take attached pieces off. Should pieces of paper remain attached to the window, other participants could conclude that the person had been detained and was in need of help. After June 22, the human rights organization Spring-96 began gathering money to pay the fines levied against the detained participants.

			The Belarusian authorities actively opposed those symbolic spatial practices by blocking the main squares. For example, in June they arranged “public parties” at the same time and in the same place as silent actions were supposed to occur; buses and metro trains also passed by these places without stopping. On the eve of July 3, they organized fake rehearsals for Independence Day. This struggle demonstrates how important it is to take the urban space under “symbolic” control.

			When speaking about the image of the “people” put forward by the activists of the Silent Actions, which grew out of the nodal points listed above, we may state that it went beyond the divisions established by the traditional “street struggle.” First of all, participants did not proceed from an ethnonationalist basis: although the need to promote Belarusian culture and language was recognized, it was only one of a long list of demands in the group’s “Code of Honor.”77 More than that, in one of the polls in the vKontakte group, only 34.6% supported the idea of using only Belarusian language for communication within the group and the white-red-white flag as a symbol of the actions.78 One might say that the participants proceeded from a broadly understood “civic identity,” the reflexive process of constructing a system of meanings. Meanings were based neither on “traditional” values nor on rights/obligations associated with the nation-state, but on civic agency. The specific aims of the movement in various spheres—the economy, the healthcare system, etc,—were spelled out (albeit in a rather pretentious way) by the supporters of the movement in one discussion:79

			Our main aim is to activate Belarusian civil society and increase its civic participation in all social processes. We want our people to aspire to better and develop themselves. While it is difficult to do alone, we can unite and launch this process and realize the best ideas […] We are against bribery and bureaucratic barriers in all spheres of life. We are adamant about achieving transparency vis-à-vis the actions of public officials and organizations […] We are committed to building democratic institutions and nurturing civic values, as well as supporting civic initiatives […] The basis for any developed country is civil society, informing the citizens about events on all levels—from political to everyday issues. The political events in the country should not occur in some parallel reality but be an important part of citizens’ lives. We will breed the feeling of patriotism and personal responsibility for Belarus. We stand firmly for securing, developing, and propagating our Belarusian culture. Our language and culture make us a nation... That says it all.

			This description resembles the concept of “The Well-Informed Citizen” introduced by Alfred Schutz.80 In his account of the patterns of social distribution of knowledge, the Austrian sociologist suggests ideal types of individuals in modern societies: the man on the street, who acts according to specific recipes to attain typical results in typical situations; the expert, whose “clear and distinct” knowledge remains within the boundaries of his discipline; and the well-informed citizen, who represents a synthesis between the first two ideal types.81 While the first type largely takes information for granted and is governed by unclear and irrational motives, the second proceeds from clear verifiable facts and the third aspires to “reasonably founded” opinions in multiple areas.82 In his activity, the well-informed citizen is driven by interest, which forms the basis for a multiplicity of systems of relevance (both intrinsic and imposed). More than that, he seeks to reduce the amount of irrelevant knowledge:

			[…] the well-informed citizen will restrict, insofar as is possible, the zone of the irrelevant, mindful that what is today relatively irrelevant may be imposed tomorrow as a primary relevance and that the province of the so-called absolutely irrelevant may reveal itself as the home of the anonymous powers which may overtake him.83 

			Relating this context to the “manifesto” of the Silent Actions mentioned above, we may state that the activists tried to suggest their own solution to the whole host of social problems in Belarus, which makes it possible to position them within the “well-informed citizenry.” They are not exclusively preoccupied with the “street struggle,” understood as one of the instruments of peaceful revolution. Instead, they would like to transform society from within by enacting new practices in various areas of social life. At the same time, they consciously distanced themselves from the assistance and advice of the opposition politicians (or “experts,” in Shutz’ typology), who, in their view, proceed from a very limited perspective of professional politicians (and associated exclusivity) and clearly could not understand the grievances of ordinary people. Instead, they suggested that politicians join the “Movement for the Future” and look at the situation from its perspective. This can be easily seen in their letter to opposition politicians,84 authored by Dianov:

			[…] Together we can combine the energy of the youth and the wisdom of age to create a new healthy organism. Can you recall when there was a real opportunity to struggle for power? Today, when the odds are in our favor, we should act. Revolution should be on the offensive […] Notwithstanding your decision, we will continue our work to facilitate the fall of the regime. At this moment we have scarce resources, energy, people with political experience, and, finally, time. [But] imagine—if two ordinary guys85 could achieve such a result, what can we achieve together? Just think about it!! The question does not bump into us, but into the new form of interaction that is necessary for all of us. There is no stopping for the future!

			Activists felt that they, as a grassroots initiative, were more informed about the needs of the “man on the street” than opposition politicians. However, as the scope of the protests testify, that was an illusion reinforced by the response from members of the vKontakte group—the activists never transcended the echo chamber that surrounded them. Despite a vast online audience, only 8,000 people came out to protest in squares across 44 Belarusian cities and towns, which was clearly not enough to bring about serious changes in the system of social practices, dispositions, and tendencies. (For the changing numbers of protest participants, see Table 2.) The problem was that the “man on the street” was mostly interested in his own well-being, and not in the vital social issues raised by the activists/aspiring “well-informed citizens.” In a sense, this reveals the foundations of the social contract in Belarus—Belarusians have willingly given away some of their liberties in exchange for relative well-being.86 Recent protests against Presidential Decree #3 (the so-called “social parasites” law) testify that the most furious protests in Belarus erupted after the authorities violated the economic rights of Belarusians; the opposition’s traditional mobilization frame—the violation of human rights—was a comparatively marginal issue.




			Table 2. Number of participants in Silent Actions, June 1–August 17
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			Source: Data based on publications in independent and state-owned media and reports from human rights organization Spring96

			


In this sense, social media represented a necessary but not a sufficientcondition for social change. They allowed activists to mobilize supporters on a scale that would previously have been unimaginable, but large strata of society nevertheless remained indifferent to the protest. The Belarusian Silent Actions resembled the recent protests in Iran: the hopes of protesters did not materialize into real transformations (though some analysts argue otherwise),87 because social media alone are not an answer; actual change also requires overwhelming popular support. Even with Lukashenka’s favorability ratings at a historic low (according to IISEPS polls,88 he enjoyed just 21.7% support), Belarusians were not ready to stand up for their cause.

			In other words, the Silent Actions can hardly be called “effective” from the rational choice perspective: activists failed to reach both their declared (resignation of Lukashenka) or assumed aims (contribution to institutional transformations from within). At the same time, the Silent Actions marked the emergence of a new type of activism in Belarus (so-called “connective action”). Almost simultaneously with the protests in Arab countries we witnessed decentralized and depoliticized collective actions arranged via social media without the assistance of professional politicians. The Silent Actions’ activists tried to revive activities in the fall after the brutal repressions, but failed to do so.89

			Conclusion

			In this article, I outlined the nodal points of Silent Actions and the established counter-hegemonic discourse, revealing some interactions between those symbolic structures. The main constituent parts of the counter-hegemonic discourse established in the 1990s and 2000s were as follows: a) any meaningful political initiative should be accompanied by some form of demonstration in or march to the squares (“street struggle”), making the protest visible to Belarusian citizens and Western observers alike; b) collective action should be organized by opposition leaders or civil actors. In this discourse, the political regime is represented as incapable of speaking with people, as it uses only the language of violence. 

			The discourse of the Silent Actions movement, established on the social media platform vKontakte, emerged within a discursive field already delineated by the following articulations: the street struggle, Lukashenka’s resignation, and the peaceful character of the protest. As those elements were the nodal points of the counter-hegemonic discourse, it is not surprising that the Silent Actions’ coordinators naturally stuck to them while mobilizing supporters. Those nodal points appear to be vague enough to allow for various interpretations (for example, Lukashenka’s resignation can be seen either as voluntary or as forced due to revolution) and hence appealed to a broader audience (both opposition activists and citizens upset with the authorities’ economic policy). The technique of calculated silence and clapping was a strategic approach taken by protest participants amid fears that the police would use extensive violence against explicitly political protest, as had been the case in the past. That proved effective to a certain extent, though police found a devastating countermeasure against this technique: they simply started arresting everyone, even curious passersby, with no regard for their gender, age, or even physical ability to participate in a protest. In one famous case, police officers accused a man with no arms of clapping while on the street. 

			Finally, I considered the discursive practices that acted within the established counter-hegemonic discourse, but transformed it through an alternative interpretation of “street struggle.” The following traits of the Silent Actions, which were new to the Belarusian context, allow me to conclude that it was an attempt at a “political” initiative (on Mouffe’s understanding): a) spontaneous self-organization; b) new techniques; c) direct personalized action that rejected representation by political leaders; and d) active usage of ICT to communicate, organize, and maintain the protest. In a sense, we may conclude that the Silent Actions revealed the limits of civil society mobilization in the inhospitable Belarusian context. They revealed the brutality of the regime and showed that opposition politicians were slow both to understand and to react to innovative trends in protest activity. The protest itself can hardly be called “effective” from the rational actor perspective: the main aim was not achieved and the collective actions quickly vanished after police started using tough measures. However, participants implemented several “new” practices90 such as “protest walks,” temporary occupation of urban space, “chalk revolution,” protest graffiti, etc. All in all, the Silent Actions were symbols in themselves—signs that one needs to understand, rather than instruments for reaching certain political goals.
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			Abstract: Since the fall of the Soviet Union, Belarus has been the slowest of the countries in Eastern Europe to shake off its authoritarian past and ties with Russia. However, the Maidan revolution in Ukraine and Russia’s subsequent annexation of Crimea and occupation of parts of Eastern Ukraine in 2014 might have forced Belarus’s president, Aleksander Lukashenka, to start questioning the terms of this relationship. Russia’s violation of Ukraine’s sovereignty created a much more real possibility—and fear—that, if push came to shove, Russia would not hesitate to act similarly toward Belarus. Belarus’s political choices are hard to predict: will it remain a dictatorship in Russia’s shadow or will it embrace democracy and the rule of law and seek closer integration with the West? This study examines Belarus’s global policy alignment from 2007 to 2017 by analyzing its voting patterns on contested issues—those on which Russia’s and the U.S.’s votes diverged—at the United Nations General Assembly. While Belarus seems to have been disassociating itself from Russia on some global issues, as evidenced by its voting record at the UN General Assembly, and its democracy level increased from 2014-2016, there is insufficient evidence to believe that Belarus might in fact be aligning more with the West and moving away from Russia. While Belarus’s diplomatic pendulum has increasingly swung toward the US, it has inevitably bounced back to its “home base”—Russia.

			Compared to other post-Soviet republics, Belarus has received relatively little attention from Western scholars and policy-makers since the fall of the Soviet Union. This could be short-sighted, as Belarus plays an important role in Europe’s stability: it is bordered by Lithuania, Latvia and Poland (NATO members), Ukraine (an aspiring NATO member), and Russia (arguably NATO’s nemesis). As the European Union and NATO pursued enlargement, Belarus moved in and out of the international spotlight as a country that has simultaneously favored and opposed democratic progress.1 Belarus’s political choices are hard to predict: will it remain a dictatorship in Russia’s shadow or will it embrace democracy and the rule of law and seek closer integration with the West?

			In 2005, former U.S. Secretary of State Condoleezza Rice referred to Belarus as the “last dictatorship in Europe,”2 sparking speculation regarding Belarus’s future as either a democracy or dictatorship. Belarus’s relationship with the Russian Federation is an important variable in the direction the country chooses. Since the fall of the Soviet Union, Belarus has maintained a loyal relationship with Russia: the two countries rely on each other economically, politically, and militarily.3 In the 21st century, however, the dynamic of this relationship has been changing, though the exact way in which this has been occurring is a point of contention. One argument is that Belarus is trying to maintain neutrality on the world stage by balancing between pro-Russian and pro-Western orientations.4

			This “neutrality” could be viewed as historically determined. In his 1993 book Belarus: At a Crossroads in History, Jan Zaprudnik, a prominent American historian of Belarusian descent, writes, “located in the geographic middle of the European continent and straddling the East and West, Belarus has been the arena for hundreds of military battles and encounters of sundry tongues and creeds. By necessity, the Belarusian people have been deeply imbued with a tolerance of other people’s views and needs.”5 Belarus’s unique location and history have led the country to embrace the principle that “force and violence do not solve problems, but rather, only postpone and aggravate them.”6 This experience, writes Zaprudnik, translated into “political cautiousness, gradualism, and evolutionary methodology in solving problems,” concluding that, “Of modest size and economic potential on the world scale, Belarus epitomizes both the woes of history and the predicaments of the modern age.” 7 

			These “woes” and “predicaments” are, in no small measure, a product of Russia’s continual control of Belarusian affairs. One scholar describes this relationship as a “sponsored authoritarianism:”8 Russia has consistently provided Belarus with preferential energy prices and loans in exchange for deep intergovernmental and political integration. The Belarusian government relies on this relationship to “buy popular support and avoid painful economic reforms.”9 Another view is that Belarus actually has more bargaining power over Russia than meets the eye. This bargaining power has allowed Belarus to practice what Alex Nice calls “sovereignty entrepreneurship,”10 whereby Belarus extracts rents from Russia in exchange for loyalty by constantly threatening to seek other partners. 

			The Belarus-Russia tandem has experienced many historical transformations, but arguably few events in the 21st century have been more dramatic and consequential than the Maidan revolution in Ukraine in 2013-2014 and the events that transpired thereafter. The self-ousting of Ukraine’s president Viktor Yanukovych, followed by Russia’s annexation of Crimea and occupation of parts of Eastern Ukraine in 2014, seem to have shaken Belarusian President Alexander Lukashenka’s confidence and forced him to start questioning the terms of Russia’s “brotherly” relationship with Belarus. Russia’s invasion of Ukraine increased fears in Belarus regarding its own state sovereignty and allegedly led Belarus to attempt to distance itself from Russia.11 Since the inception of the Russo-Ukrainian war, Russia has been trying to expand its control over Minsk, but such attempts have not been entirely fruitful.12 While Belarus has not shifted from its historical pro-Russia orientation entirely, “it has made tentative diplomatic overtures to the EU.”13 This “flirting” with the West could be a tactical move on the part of Lukashenka. But it could also be indicative of a much broader—and potentially riskier—long-term strategy of closer integration with the West. 

			After all, this is far from the first time Belarus has been torn between the east and the west. When Belarus proclaimed its sovereignty in 1992 following the dissolution of the Soviet Union and Stanislau Shushkevish became the first head of independent Belarus, the country faced the option of pursuing stronger ties with the West or maintaining closer relations with Russia. Belarus’s political relationship with Poland played a significant role in its choice of path. Shushkevish believed that integration into European institutions was the best course of action for the young nation-state.14 He viewed Poland as “the best available road to Europe.”15 Through its relationship with Poland, Belarus sought to ingratiate itself with Europe and the West. But these ambitions came to a crashing halt in 1994 when Aleksander Lukashenka was elected president of Belarus. Lukashenka immediately shifted the country off the path to democratization and rotated the axis of the country’s political relations back to Russia.16 Lukashenka’s rule, which has now lasted almost a quarter of a century, has been marked by the repression of opposition media and political figures, human and civil rights violations, and questionable conduct of elections.17 

			However, Russia’s annexation of Crimea in spring 2014, and the ensuing war in Donbas have ostensibly motivated Lukashenka to “shift the country’s relations with the West into high gear.”18 Russia’s aggression in Ukraine created a much more real possibility—and fear—that, if push came to shove, Russian President Vladimir Putin would not hesitate to strong-arm Belarus into submission, whatever it took. Additionally, Lukashenka now had reason to believe that the revolutionary spirit could potentially spread from Ukraine to Belarus. In a surprising act of defiance, in a public address on January 29, 2015, Lukashenka warned Moscow that Belarus was not Russia’s puppet and that it should not be expected to follow in Russia’s footsteps in defying the West: “Those who think that the Belarusian land is part of what they call the Russian world, almost part of Russia, forget about it! Belarus is a modern and independent state.”19 In addition, Lukashenka’s government increased its efforts to promote Belarusian national identity, culture, and language—ostensibly to counter Russian influence, or, at the very least, appease more nationalist-minded constituents.20 These measures are not insignificant, as promoting greater cultural separation from Russia may have a cascading effect on political separation as well. 21  

			The conventional wisdom on the foreign policy orientation of small states has been that they are more likely to bandwagon with threatening great powers than to balance against them.22 However, in the context of post-Soviet space, the examples of both Georgia and Ukraine might indicate that states may be choosing, against all odds,  to balance against another great power instead of bandwagoning with it. What will it take for Belarus to beat the odds of conventional wisdom? In the case of Georgia, for example, consensus among the policymaking elites played a decisive role in choosing balancing over bandwagoning with Russia.23 However, a small state’s deep economic dependence on the threatening great power may make balancing too reckless to pursue.24 

			Indeed, it would be historically divergent for Belarus to sever relations with Russia given Belarus’s economic dependence on Russia. Russia is a lifeline for the Belarusian economy: it is both the top export destination ($10.6 billion) and the top import origin ($14.1 billion) for Belarus.25 The significance of the trade relationship goes both ways: Belarus is the fourth-largest export destination of Russian products (after China, the Netherlands, and Germany), and the third-largest origin of its imports (after China and Germany).26 Belarus and Russia are also linked through several formal institutions. In 1992, Belarus, along with six other post-Soviet states—Russia, Armenia, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, and Uzbekistan—signed the Collective Security Treaty Organization, an intergovernmental military alliance allegedly created as Russia’s response to NATO. Belarus and Russia are also bound by the 1997 Treaty on the Union between Belarus and Russia, the so-called Union State, which defines the two countries’ high levels of integration in the social, political, economic, and other arenas. Most recently, Belarus joined Kazakhstan and Russia in establishing the Eurasian Economic Union (EES), which links the three economies (and now also Armenia and Kyrgyzstan) in an integrated single market.

			Despite the deep ties between Russia and Belarus, Russia’s recent fall from grace in the eyes of the West—manifested in harsh sanctions—has not only been a symbolic wake-up call for Belarus, but has also caused Belarus to incur significant financial losses. At the end of November 2014, Russia banned imports of meat and milk from 23 Belarusian processing plants—a move president Lukashenka called an illegal protectionist measure given Russia-Belarus free trade agreements.27 Earlier that year, in August, Russia introduced a one-year ban on most foods from the United States, the European Union, Australia, Canada, and Norway in retaliation for sanctions. Minsk, which did not join Moscow in imposing sanctions on the West, was allegedly poised to benefit from increased demand for meat and dairy in Russian markets. Thus, Russia’s ban of Belarusian dairy imports was widely viewed as a move to put Belarus back in its place.

			The fall-out between the two trade partners continued with Russia’s introduction of a new tax policy in 2018 that would require Belarus to purchase Russian oil at market price, not “domestic price” as previously negotiated.28 In this dramatic move, Russia reminded Lukashenka that Belarus’s energy sources, especially oil and gas, which had long been heavily subsidized by Russia, are not a free gift and demand greater political subordination. Against the backdrop of a weakened Belarusian economy and increasing social discontent, Lukashenka did not hold back his harsh words for the Putin administration, hinting that Belarus would pursue alternative partnerships and sources of revenue.29 In response to Belarus’s increasingly bold acts of defiance, Russia has employed its traditional “instruments of media manipulation and provocation” while preserving “a rhetoric of partnership.”30 In this context, the future of Belarusian-Russian relations remains unclear. 

			Our Hypotheses

			In light of Lukashenka’s public condemnations of Russia’s behavior in Ukraine and intensified rhetoric of cooperation with the West, our first research question is: “Since the Maidan revolution in 2013-14, has Belarus been attempting to change its global policy alignment toward the West?” A second, related research question is: “Since the Maidan revolution in 2013-14, has Belarus been attempting to change its global policy alignment away from Russia?” We hypothesize that since Russia’s violation of Ukraine’s sovereignty in 2014, Belarus has been actively trying to rebrand itself as a decreasingly pro-Russian and increasingly pro-Western state. An important venue for building, maintaining, and communicating a country’s international image, as well as practicing inter-state cooperation, is the United Nations (UN). Therefore, we hypothesize that events in Ukraine might have prompted Belarus to use the UN platform to signal to the West that it is more willing than ever to cooperate with the West and take anti-Russia stances, especially on issues of global importance. Therefore, our first two hypotheses are as follows:

			Hypothesis One: Since the Maidan revolution in 2013-14, Belarus has increased its global policy alignment with the US. 

			Hypothesis Two: Since the Maidan revolution in 2013-14, Belarus has decreased its global policy alignment with Russia.

			Our third research question is: “Are changes in Belarus’s global policy alignment associated with democratization at home?” We hypothesize that potential changes in Belarus’s global policy alignment will not be associated with democratization at home. 

			Hypothesis Three: Belarus’s global policy alignment is unlikely to be associated with democratization at home.

			We use the Economist Intelligence Unit (EIU) Democracy Index to assess Belarus’s level of democratization. We hypothesize that while Belarus may be attempting to promote an increasingly pro-West image and rhetoric, this trend will not be associated with domestic democratization. As long as Belarus remains under the control of an authoritarian leader, it is unlikely to democratize, regardless of any changes in the country’s future relationship with Russia and/or the West. In short, Belarus’s agreement with the West and disagreement with Russia on global issues alone are unlikely to lead to democratization at home.

			Methodology

			Analysis of UN General Assembly Resolutions Voting 

			One of the most important forums for nation-states to communicate their national priorities and grievances, as well as build relationships with other countries, benchmark, participate in global policy, and signal their regional and global alignment, is the United Nations. To test our first two hypotheses and understand Belarus’s behavioral alignment in global politics in the last decade relative to Russia and the West, we will examine Belarus’s voting on UN General Assembly resolutions. Specifically, each vote cast by Belarusian representatives will be compared to Russia’s and the U.S.’s vote on the same issue to determine the level of alignment between Belarus and Russia as well as between Belarus and the US. 

			Countries’ votes in the United Nations are critically important: not only are they a reflection of a country’s foreign and domestic priorities, but these votes have also been instrumentalized as potential leverage against other players, vote trading, blackmail, retaliation, and other techniques typical of asymmetric warfare. For example, in December 2017, when the Trump administration announced that the US would recognize Jerusalem as the capital of Israel, the United Nations considered a resolution condemning the move. In response, Nikki Haley, the U.S.’s envoy to the UN, distributed a letter saying that Trump “has requested I report back on those who voted against us.”31 This was an example of retaliation being one of many issues nation-states must consider when choosing which way to vote on certain issues.

			For the sake of our analysis, we assume Russia and the US to be ideological opposites that could serve as ideological and political gravitation poles for Belarus. We first test this assumption by examining Russia’s and the U.S.’s voting agreement and disagreement at the United Nations General Assembly. Of course, the European Union would have been a more appropriate opposite to Russia on the compass of Belarus’s political direction, not least because Belarus actually borders the EU and is the EU’s trading partner. However, when it comes to foreign policy—including voting in the UN—the European Union, unlike the US, is not a unitary actor. Due to these technical limitations, we have chosen the US as an ideological opposite for Russia. Given Belarus’s geographic location between the two ideological opposites, Europe and Russia, its choice of direction is difficult but inevitable. Being “between” might not be simply a physical reality but might also imply a need to choose between Russia and the West. 

			To analyze Belarus’s global policy alignment in the past decade, we will examine the country’s voting patterns on UN resolutions from the 62nd General Assembly session (2007-2008) through the last completed session at the time of writing, the 71st (2016-2017). The General Assembly meets annually in regular sessions, from the third week in September to December, and resumes in January until the next session starts. The starting point of our analysis, the 62nd session (2007-2008), was the first complete UN session after president Alexander Lukashenka’s re-election in spring 2006, which created a watershed moment in the Belarus-EU-US relationship. Already strained, the relationship took a nosedive after Lukashenka orchestrated a constitutional referendum in 2004 that lifted his term limits, allowing him to win a third term in a landslide in 2006. Following threats from the EU and the US to impose sanctions on Lukashenka’s government for massive election violations, Lukashenka called George W. Bush “terrorist No.1 on our planet”32 and dismissed accusations of vote-rigging. Needless to say, this was one of the lowest points in Belarus’s relationships with the West.

			Another critical pivot point in our chosen timeline was 2014—the year the Maidan revolution in Ukraine led to the ouster of Ukraine’s president and Russia’s annexation of Crimea and invasion of Donbas.33 We view the events of 2014 as critical not only for the Ukraine-Russia relationship, but for the region as a whole, including Belarus, arguably Russia’s only remaining client state in Eastern Europe. Therefore, we hypothesize that the year 2014 brought about significant changes in Belarus’s internal and external affairs, not least in that it created a stronger impetus for Belarus to reconsider its relationships with Russia, on one side, and the US and the EU, on the other. Notably, the year 2014 also happened to be the year when the largest significant change in Belarus’s EIU Democracy Index was recorded: it jumped from 3.04 in 2013 to 3.69 in 2014. 

			We began our data collection by reviewing UN resolutions that included the votes of Belarus, the Russian Federation, and the US from 2007-2017. A total of 647 resolutions were analyzed, spanning ten UN sessions. After voting records were tabulated, three comparisons were made: Russia and the U.S.’s voting agreement, Belarus and Russia’s voting agreement, and Belarus and the U.S.’s voting agreement.  

			Agreement was defined as voting the same way, i.e., both voting yes, both voting no, or both abstaining. We began by examining Russia’s and the U.S.’s voting agreement at the UN General Assembly. Next, since we assume Russia and the U.S. to be opposite political gravitation poles for Belarus, we removed issues on which Russia and the U.S. agreed and proceeded to examine Belarus’s voting only on contested issues (those on which Russia’s and the U.S.’s votes diverged). For each combination—Belarus vs. Russia and Belarus vs. the U.S.—data were analyzed by calculating the percentage of resolutions on which Belarus agreed with Russia and the U.S., respectively. Based on the collected data, time series graphs were created for each country pair. 

			Analysis of the EIU Democracy Index

			To contextualize our observations of Belarus’s behavioral alignment relative to Russia and the US, we examined The Economist’s EIU Democracy Index for the same range of years, 2006-2017 (skipping 2007, as the EIU did not produce an index for that year). This index is composed of five categorical scores designed to measure democracy: electoral process and pluralism, civil liberties, functioning of government, political participation, and political culture. The score for each category is made up of the sum of indicator scores, measured on a scale from 0 to 10. The overall score is the simple average of the five categorical scores. The resulting score is used to classify countries as one of four types of regime: full democracies (score higher than 8), flawed democracies (score greater than 6 and less than or equal to 8), hybrid regimes (score greater than 4 and less than or equal to 6), and authoritarian regimes (score less than or equal to 4). Belarus is currently ranked #138 out of 167 countries, with an EIU score of 3.13, which puts it in the “authoritarian regime” category. By comparison, Russia is ranked #135 with a slightly better score of 3.17. The US has recently been downgraded from “full democracy” to “flawed democracy,” with a score of 7.98. Given that 2013-2014 marked a significant jump in Belarus’s democracy index, we gave a closer examination to Belarus’s democracy score in 2013, 2014, 2015, 2016, and 2017 by looking at the breakdown of five sub-scores to determine the specific causes and consequences of the increase.

			There are, of course, other measures of democracy, such as the Freedom Rating developed by Freedom House34 and the Polity Score produced by the Center for Systemic Peace (CSP),35 to name a few. The Freedom Rating is an average score of 10 political rights indicators and 15 civil liberties indicators. It ranges from 1-7, where 1 represents the greatest degree of freedom and 7 the least degree of freedom. Based on this average score, countries are classified as Free, Partly Free, or Not Free. The “Polity Score,” for its part, captures regime type on a 21-point scale ranging from -10 (hereditary monarchy) to +10 (consolidated democracy). The Polity Score measures key qualities of executive recruitment, constraints on executive authority, and political competition. 

			Of the available measures of democracy, we chose the EIU Democracy Index for two main reasons. One advantage of the EIU index is that it allows for better differentiation of scores. For example, Sweden and the US, both developed democracies, are assigned EIU scores of 9.39 and 7.98, respectively, making the former a nearly perfect democracy and the latter a “flawed democracy.” In the context of this paper, while Belarus and Russia are both classified as “authoritarian regimes,” their EIU scores allow one to assess democracy in Belarus (EIU=3.54) as performing slightly better than that in Russia (EIU= 3.24).

			Another reason we chose this index is because of its focus on political participation, unlike, for example, the Freedom Rating, which tends to emphasize individual rights and personal freedoms in assessing countries’ democracy. The Polity Score, in turn, seemed more appropriate for research focused on constraints on governing elites. Since we hypothesized that the Maidan revolution could have inadvertently energized Belarusian activism, examining the “political participation” and “political culture” indicators contained in the EIU Democracy Index seemed more relevant for our analysis. However, one of the main shortcomings of the “political participation” indicator is that in addition to expert assessment it relies on public opinion surveys—mainly the World Values Survey (WVS).36 The main method of data collection in the WVS survey is face-to-face interview at a respondent’s home.37 Other methods of data collections (Internet, mail, telephone) are possible, but require special approval of a scientific committee. Face-to-face interviews may have a higher risk of social desirability bias than more private methods, such as the internet, where a responder has a chance of remaining anonymous. Socially desirable responses may undermine the validity of results: the political climate in Belarus, characterized by high levels of government censorship and persecution of the opposition, makes it very likely that respondents might have felt compelled to give what they perceived as socially desirable responses to survey questions. 

			Results

			UN Voting Records: Russia vs. the US

			Our analysis of Russia’s and the U.S.’s voting at the UN General Assembly from 2007-2017 demonstrated that the percentage of UN resolutions on which Russia and the US agreed was rather miniscule: it ranged from 8.70% to 34.43% in that period (see Figure 1). The lowest percentage of agreement, 8.70%, was during the 62nd session (2007-2008) and the highest percentage, 34.43%, was during the 71st session (2016-2017). Naturally, the level of disagreement between the two countries has been consistently high: on average, Russia and the US have disagreed on approximately 80% of global issues in the last decade. This finding supports our assumption that Russia and the US can serve as two ideological opposites against which the alignment of other countries, such as Belarus, can be assessed. 

			According to our analysis, the only consistent agreement between the two countries involved nuclear weapons: both Russia and the US consistently either opposed (or abstained) nuclear non-proliferation and disarmament. For example, both Russia and the US voted against the resolution on humanitarian consequences of nuclear weapons (this resolution proposed that the only way to guarantee that nuclear weapons would never be used again was their total elimination), multilateral nuclear disarmament negotiations, accelerating the implementation of nuclear disarmament commitments,38 and others. 




			Figure 1. Percentage of voting agreement between Russia and the US, UN General Assembly, 2007-2017
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			Source: UN General Assembly voting, 2017-2017




			Among the issues that Russia consistently supported but the US opposed were Palestine-related resolutions, including peaceful settlement of the question of Palestine; relief for Palestine refugees in the Near East; condemnation of Israeli practices affecting the human rights of the Palestinian people in the Occupied Palestinian Territory, including East Jerusalem; and others. Conversely, the issues that the US typically supported but Russia opposed pertained to human rights violations. For example, in 2015, the US voted in favor of the resolution on protecting human rights defenders,39 while Russia opposed it. The resolution, among other things, encourages states “to develop and put in place sustainable public policies or programmes that support and protect human rights defenders at all stages of their work in a comprehensive manner.”40

			The US and Russia also disagreed in their votes on the promotion of a democratic and equitable international order: contrary to expectations, Russia voted in favor of the resolution, while the US voted against. Specifically, Russia supported “promotion of equitable geographical distribution in the membership of the human rights treaty bodies”41 and “towards a new international economic order” (by which the United Nations “called for fulfilling the commitment to pursue policy coherence and an enabling environment for sustainable development at all levels and by all actors.”)42 The US opposed said resolutions. Finally, Russia supported a draft resolution called “human rights and cultural diversity,” which “urged States to ensure that their political and legal systems reflect the multicultural diversity within their societies, and relevant international organizations to study how respect for such diversity fostered global cooperation”;43  the US voted against it. Overall, beyond issues related to nuclear weapons, the US and Russia seem to have disagreed on the vast majority of issues of global importance. 

			UN Voting Records: Belarus vs. Russia

			To assess Belarus’s global policy alignment vis-à-vis Russia and the US, we examined its voting on contested UN General Assembly resolutions, i.e., those on which Russia and the US diverged. Our analysis showed that in the last decade, Belarus has tended to agree with Russia on an overwhelming majority of issues—87% on average. The lowest level of agreement (81.82%) was recorded in the 70th session, 2015-2016. However, as can be seen from Figure 2, Belarus’s alignment with Russia on global issues fell steadily between 2012 and 2016, before spiking to 91.30% in 2016-2017. The main areas of disagreement between Russia and Belarus related to nuclear issues. For example, among resolutions that Belarus supported but Russia opposed were the humanitarian consequences of nuclear weapons, setting ethical imperatives for a nuclear-weapon-free world, a nuclear-weapon-free southern hemisphere and adjacent areas, and others. Belarus generally showed support for a denuclearized world, while Russia either abstained or voted against. Other areas of disagreement included transparency in armaments, arms control, investigation of human rights violations in the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, and the granting of independence to colonial countries and peoples by specialized agencies and international institutions associated with the UN—these resolutions were supported by Belarus but opposed by Russia. On most other issues, Belarus tended to agree with Russia (and, by extension, disagree with the US).




			Figure 2. Percentage of voting agreement between Belarus and Russia, UN General Assembly, 2007-2017
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			UN Voting Records: Belarus vs. the US

			Our analysis of the level of agreement between Belarus and the US indicated a staggering level of disagreement between the two countries: on average, Belarus and the US have disagreed on issues of global importance 95% of the time over the past decade. This level of disagreement is even greater than the disagreement between Russia and the US (around 80%).

			The first major increase in agreement between Belarus and the US came in 2013 (from 2% to almost 7%). It reached its highest level, roughly 9%, in 2015-2016 and fell sharply again in 2016. Since it is easier to list areas on which Belarus and the US disagree rather than those on which they agree, we will emphasize just a few. Much like Russia—but unlike the US—Belarus seems to have shown consistent support to Palestinians, including proclaiming the efforts of Israel, “the occupying Power, to impose its laws, jurisdiction and administration on the Holy City of Jerusalem […] illegal and therefore null and void.”44




			Figure 3. Percentage of voting agreement between Belarus and the US, UN General Assembly, 2007-2017
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However, Belarus’s and Russia’s sympathy for displaced individuals seems to be limited to Palestinians. Both countries opposed the “return of all internally displaced persons and refugees in Georgia and their descendants, regardless of ethnicity, to their homes throughout that country, including Abkhazia and the Tskhinvali region/South Ossetia.”45 The US supported the resolution. 

			The only issue that Belarus and the US consistently agreed on was “conventional arms control at the regional and sub-regional levels”—both Belarus and the US voted in favor of the resolution from 2008-2017 (while Russia opposed it). Other areas on which Belarus aligned with the US in their “yes” vote were “transparency in armaments” in the 68th and 69th sessions, as well as “implementation of the convention on the prohibition of the development, production, stockpiling and use of chemical weapons and on their destruction” and “strengthening the role of the United Nations in enhancing periodic and genuine elections and the promotion of democratization” in the 70th session. Russia opposed both resolutions. The 71st session, however, saw a major shift in both the U.S.’s and Belarus’s global policy orientation. The US changed its vote to “against” on conventional arms control at the regional and sub-regional levels for the first time in at least a decade (while Belarus continued to vote “yes”). Belarus, for its part, changed its vote from “yes” to “abstain” on prohibition of chemical weapons. The resolution on strengthening the role of the UN in enhancing periodic and genuine elections and the promotion of democratization did not appear for a vote in the 71st session but returned in the 72nd session—both Belarus and the US reiterated their previous support, while Russia continued opposing it.

			Summary of Results

			In examining Belarus’s global policy alignment with each of its two ideological poles, the US and Russia, from 2007-2017, our analysis revealed that Belarus and Russia had agreed on an overwhelming majority of contested resolutions—those on which the U.S.’s and Russia’s votes diverged—and disagreed mostly on resolutions pertaining to nuclear disarmament. Nuclear weapons is precisely the subject on which Russia and America actually align—both countries tend to oppose a supranational body, akin to the UN, regulating nuclear weapon disarmament. Interestingly, Russia agreed on twice as many issues (approximately 20%) with the US as did Belarus (approximately 10%).  

			The two time periods that demonstrated the most significant change in Belarus’s external alignment were the 68th session (2013-2014) and the 70th session (2014-2015). During both time periods, the agreement between Belarus and Russia decreased while the agreement between Belarus and the U.S. increased. This observation warranted a deeper investigation of the 68th and 70th sessions. 

			During the 68th session, the most dramatic events of 2013-2014 were unfolding: the Maidan revolution in Ukraine and the inception of the Russo-Ukrainian war. In light of those events, on March 27, 2014, a resolution titled “Territorial Integrity of Ukraine” was introduced at the UN General Assembly. It called on states, international organizations, and specialized agencies “not to recognize any change in the status of Crimea or the Black Sea port city of Sevastopol, and to refrain from actions or dealings that might be interpreted as such.”46 Both Russia and Belarus voted against it, while the US voted in favor. Other countries that voted against it included Armenia, Bolivia, Cuba, North Korea, Nicaragua, Sudan, Syria, Venezuela, and Zimbabwe. Those opposing the resolution expressed regret that “the Assembly had failed to consider the historical context of the geopolitical dispute and the nature of the regime change that had occurred in Ukraine.”47 Nevertheless, the resolution was adopted by a vote of 100 in favor to 11 against, with 58 abstentions.

			A few months later, both Russia and Belarus also voted against the status of internally displaced persons (IDPs) and refugees from Abkhazia, Georgia, and the Tskhinvali region/South Ossetia, Georgia. The US voted in favor. It seems unlikely that Belarus had any national interest at stake in supporting or opposing said resolution. Its vote against the resolution seemed to be entirely a matter of showing support to Russia, whose involvement in regional Caucasus wars was one of the main reasons IDPs and refugees from Abkhazia, Georgia, and the South Ossetia existed in the first place.

			Other issues on which Belarus supported Russia but opposed the US included nuclear proliferation in the Middle East—Russia and Belarus voted in favor of reducing the risk of nuclear proliferation in the Middle East, while the US opposed it. Belarus also mimicked Russia’s vote in favor of “promotion of equitable geographical distribution in the membership of the human rights treaty bodies”48 and “globalization and its impact on the full enjoyment of all human rights,”49 while the US opposed both. However, when it came to human rights in the Syrian Arab Republic and human rights in the Islamic Republic of Iran, both Belarus and Russia voted against recognizing that violations of human rights existed in either Syria or Iran. The US favored both resolutions. Similar to the resolution pertaining to war-affected individuals in the Caucasus, Belarus seemed to support Russia’s stance on Syria and Iran for reasons motivated entirely by Russia’s interest in the region. 

			Surprisingly, no Ukraine-related issues were brought up for a vote at the 69th (2014-15) and 70th (2015-16) sessions. It was not until the 71st session (2016-17) that Crimea was added to the UN GA agenda again, with a resolution titled “Situation of Human Rights in the Autonomous Republic of Crimea and the City of Sevastopol (Ukraine).” The resolution called on the states to recognize human rights violations in Crimea. Both Belarus and Russia voted against it; the US voted in favor. The resolution was adopted, by a vote of 70 in favor to 26 against, with 77 abstentions. 

			Notably, the issues on which Belarus disagreed with Russia were not necessarily the same issues on which Belarus agreed with the US. For example, during the 68th session (2013-14), of the twelve resolutions on which Belarus disagreed with Russia, only two were issues on which the US also disagreed with Russia: similar to Belarus, the US voted in favor of transparency in disarmament and united action toward the total elimination of nuclear weapons. Russia voted against the former and abstained on the latter. (The only country to vote against united action toward the total elimination of nuclear weapons was North Korea.) In other areas of dissension between Belarus and Russia, the US was more likely to align with Russia. 

			Regarding the 70th session (2015-2016), similar to the 68th session, the majority of the resolutions on which Belarus and Russia disagreed pertained to nuclear disarmament—supported by Belarus but opposed by Russia. Of the 21 resolutions on which Belarus voted differently from Russia in 2015, 16 pertained to nuclear nonproliferation and disarmament (such as implementation of the convention on cluster munitions; the prohibition and destruction of chemical weapons; conventional arms control at the regional and sub-regional levels; prohibition of anti-personnel mines and their destruction; and the granting of independence to colonial countries and peoples by specialized agencies and international institutions associated with the United Nations). Notably, the five areas of disagreement between Belarus and Russia unrelated to nuclear weapons were also the only areas of agreement between the US and Belarus. On other issues of disagreement between Belarus and Russia, the U.S.’s vote was more likely to match that of Russia.

			Interestingly, the only resolution that Belarus voted against in the 70th session was a resolution on adopting recommendations contained in the 2015 report of the Human Rights Council. Even Russia voted in favor of the resolution, while the US abstained. The fact that Belarus took the risk of voting against a resolution that received overwhelming support from other countries (the only other country to vote against it was Israel) was remarkable. It further reaffirmed Belarus’s abysmal human rights record, namely the country’s continued denial of widespread human rights violations within its borders and the government’s refusal to take significant steps to improve the situation. 

			Lastly, despite Belarus’s overwhelming and consistent support for nuclear disarmament in the world, in the 2016-2017 session, Belarus abstained from voting on nuclear disarmament verification. Given that Belarus relinquished its nuclear weapons as a result of the Budapest Agreement of 1994, its lack of support for “nuclear disarmament verification” in the context of general support of nuclear disarmament seem suspicious, to say the least. The vote seems to serve no purpose but alignment with Russia. Overall, based on changes in Belarus’s positions on global issues in 2016 onward, it appears that Russia re-intensified its pressure on Belarus, making the latter align itself more consistently and unambiguously with Russia on global issues. 

			In sum, our analysis led us to reject our first research hypothesis and conclude that there is not enough evidence to suggest that since the Maidan revolution in 2013-14 Belarus has increased its global policy alignment with the US. The second, closely related, hypothesis that since the Maidan revolution Belarus has decreased its global policy alignment with Russia has not been substantiated either. Belarus’s behavioral alignment in a global forum remains strongly with Russia. 

			EIU Democracy Index

			To explore our third research hypothesis, about Belarus’s potential global policy re-alignment being (un)associated with democratization at home, we matched Belarus’s UN voting alignment with each of Russia and the US with Belarus’s EIU Democracy Index for each year under study. As indicated in Figure 4, Belarus’s EIU score dropped from 3.34 to 3.04 between 2010 and 2012 and jumped to its highest point yet, 3.69, in 2014. But even the highest score was still 0.31 points short of the benchmark of a “hybrid” regime, let alone a “flawed democracy,” which requires a score of at least 6.0. Thus, Belarus remains an authoritarian regime according to this index. 




			Figure 4. EIU Democracy Index Score: Belarus, 2006-2017
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			Source: EIU data for Belarus, 2017-2017




			It appears that whether Belarus agreed more or less with Russia or the US had no detectable association with its EIU democracy scores. However, the year when the most significant change in EIU scores occurred (from 3.04 in 2013 to 3.69 in 2014) corresponds with an increase in the percentage of global issues on which Belarus and the US agreed in the UN General Assembly. Conversely, the greatest drop in Belarus’s EIU scores was from 2016 to 2017, with the score changing from 3.54 to 3.13. This was also the year when Belarus’s level of agreement with Russia in the UN increased. While the association is observable, it is most likely spurious. 

			To throw additional light on the changes in Belarus’s democratization after the Maidan revolution given the increase in Belarus’s democracy index in 2014, we pulled EIU sub-scores—Electoral Process, Functioning of Government, Political Participation, Political Culture, and Civil Liberties—for the years 2013, 2014, 2015, 2016, and 2017 (presented in Table 1). Table 1 and Figure 5 both demonstrate that Belarus’s highest sub-score was attained in “Political Culture”: it started at 4.38, peaked at 6.25 from 2014 to 2016, but then dropped to 5.63 in 2017. The score for “Political Participation” stayed at a steady 3.89 for the entire duration of the years analyzed. None of the other four categorical sub-scores even approach the heights attained by “Political Culture.” Moreover, “Political Culture” is the only category in Belarus’s democracy index that puts Belarus outside the “authoritarian regime” classification and closer to a “flawed democracy” (the current status of the US, according to EIU). 




			Table 1. EIU Democracy Index Categorical Scores for Belarus, 2013-2017
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The EIU Democracy Index describes political culture as “crucial for the legitimacy, smooth functioning and, ultimately, the sustainability of democracy.”50 Healthy political culture is thus juxtaposed with a “culture of passivity and apathy—an obedient and docile citizenry.”51 The index also regards political culture as democratic if “the losing parties and their supporters accept the judgment of the voters and allow for the peaceful transfer of power.”52 In other words, in a democracy, while citizens strive to make their voice heard, in situations where the majority overrules them, they accept the results of a democratic process regardless. In cases in which a democratic process may not have been conducted fairly, however, political culture is reflected in the actions of the citizenry to express their discontent—via peaceful protests, for example. 




			Figure 5. Belarus’s EIU Democracy Index Sub-Scores by Category, 2013-2017
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			Source: EIU data for Belarus, 2013-2017




			What can explain the sudden increase in Belarus’s “Political Culture” score in 2014? It is plausible that the outpouring of democratic sentiment during the Maidan revolution in 2013-2014 in Belarus’s southern neighbor and fellow post-Soviet state, Ukraine, may have activated democratic sentiments within Belarus itself, fostering a stronger political culture. The Maidan revolution was one of the most dramatic manifestations of Ukrainians’ dissatisfaction with its corrupt, Russia-backed government. These anti-government protests may have energized Belarusian society—pundits, journalists, educators, activists, and regular citizens—whose own authoritarian government had long been criticized for corruption, brutal treatment of the opposition, and appeasement of Moscow. In addition, the Belarusian people might also have been affected by the outpouring of condemnation of Russia’s actions by most Western leaders, pundits, and the public at large.

			Even President Lukashenka’s reaction to the events in Ukraine was critical of Russia. When asked about his position regarding the annexation of Crimea in an interview conducted by Belarus Segodnya on March 23, 2014, Lukashenka said, “As for Crimea, I do not like it when the integrity and independence of a country are broken.”53 In the same breath, Lukashenka proceeded to extrapolate the occurrence of the Maidan revolution to any possibility of similar movements at home by saying that Belarus “will be with Russia and there should not be any further speculations about it. […] If we have to choose, we will choose the Russian Federation…I told Vladimir Putin that there is no reason to worry; Belarus will always be with the Russian Federation.”54 Since then, Lukashenka’s rhetoric has been less unambiguous: he has gone on record supporting Ukraine’s sovereignty and condemning Russian aggression.55 Despite the supportive rhetoric, as our study revealed, Belarus’s voting on Ukraine-related issues at UN General Assembly meetings matched that of Russia. 

			The period of 2014-2016 also saw the highest level of agreement on global issues between Belarus and the US in the last decade. One of the critical points of agreement between the two ideological opposites was on a resolution titled “Strengthening the Role of the United Nations in Enhancing Periodic and Genuine Elections and the Promotion of Democratization”—both Belarus and the US voted in favor of it at the 70th session (2015-2016) and the 72nd session (2017-2018) session, while Russia abstained both times. It should be noted that the vote at the 70th session took place in December 2015, almost exactly two months after Lukashenka was reelected for his fifth term, sparking opposition protests and inviting allegations of a rigged election. It seems plausible that, given the domestic and international pressures of the day, the least Lukashenka could do to save face was vote in favor of “genuine elections and the promotion of democratization.” 

			This trend may imply that while the democratic functioning of Belarus’s government briefly improved from 2014 through 2016—the same period during which Belarus’s political culture seemed to flourish—the change was evanescent. In fact, four out of five individual categorical scores for Belarus’s 2017 Democracy Index—except for Political Participation, whose score remained steady throughout this analysis—decreased in that year, reflecting a reversal of the gains that had been accrued from 2014 to 2016. Therefore, our third hypothesis, that Belarus’s increased alignment with the US on global issues is unlikely to be associated with democratization at home, is upheld. 

			Discussion and Conclusion

			This study sought to examine Belarus’s global policy alignment by analyzing Belarus’s voting patterns on contested issues—those on which Russia’s and the U.S.’s votes diverged—at the United Nations General Assembly from 2007-2017. Our analysis suggests that while Belarus’s global policy alignment with Russia was on a slight downward trend from 2012 to 2016—as evidenced by its voting record at the UN General Assembly—it nevertheless remained overwhelmingly high. On average, when it comes to contested global issues, Belarus agrees with Russia 87% of the time. Therefore, there is insufficient evidence to believe that Belarus might be aligning more with the West and moving away from Russia. This study implied that in the last decade, while Belarus’s diplomatic pendulum has occasionally swung toward the US, it has inevitably bounced back to “home base”—Russia. It appears that Belarus has not used its platform at the United Nations effectively enough to make any significant changes in its global policy orientation independent from Russia’s control. Instead, Belarusian officials seem to have attempted to change the perception of their country by saturating national and international media with references to Belarus as a “neutral state” and a “peace broker.” The polarizing rhetoric of integration (whether with Russia or the West) has been replaced by a strategy Lukashenka calls “soft Belarusianization.”56 Indeed, our analysis suggests that following the Maidan revolution, no hard changes have occurred in either Belarus’s global alignment or its democratization: its cooperation with the West and democratic reforms at home have been—and will likely remain—soft, if they exist at all. 

			Our results also reveal that while over the past decade Belarus has increasingly disagreed with Russia, the only consistent issue of Belarus’s divergence from Russia at the UN global forum was on the subject of nuclear weapons. Belarus’s deviation from Russia on other issues seemed to be more situational than reflective of value changes in the Belarusian government’s foreign or domestic orientation. For example, in 2015, Belarus voted in favor of giving the UN a bigger role in promoting fair and democratic elections, in the face of Russia’s abstention. But the show of support for “fair and democratic elections” was perhaps the least Belarus could do to redeem itself after Lukashenka’s own, allegedly rigged, reelection for a fifth term two months prior to the UN vote.

			Regarding the divergence on nuclear weapons, it may seem logical that as a small non-nuclear country, Belarus would diverge from a nuclear country (and one that has the second largest nuclear arsenal in the world) in its stance on nuclear issues. However, the significance of Belarus’s disagreement with Russia on nuclear issues should not be downplayed. Belarus used to be a nuclear state until it relinquished its nuclear weapons in 1994 in exchange for guarantees of security from other nuclear powers, including Russia. Given Belarus’s reliance on Russia’s military for defense, one might expect Belarus to favor Russia’s military superiority over that of its rivals. However, this is not the attitude Belarus has consistently demonstrated at the UN—not only has it opposed nuclear proliferation (unlike Russia and the US), but it has also voted against conventional arms build-up in the region. As a buffer between Russia and NATO, Belarus is directly affected by any possible confrontation. It is in Belarus’s interest to avoid any possibility of such confrontation, especially given that Lukashenka allows Putin to use Belarus’s territory for military build-up as collateral for oil and gas loans.57 Besides, Belarus’s infrastructure allows it to accommodate strategic nuclear warheads, radar, missiles, artillery, and additional troops should Russia decide to upend NATO’s capabilities in the Baltics. As a potential launching pad, Belarus seems to take the side of many other weaker powers at the UN in advocating for universal arms control and denuclearization. 

			Despite differences in nuclear issues and Belarus occasionally voting in favor of “strengthening the role of the United Nations in enhancing periodic and genuine elections and the promotion of democratization,” it is unlikely that Belarus will deviate from its pro-Russia path unless it can find external support on par with that of Moscow. Since Belarus’s independence in 1991, the European Union has made several attempts to facilitate Belarus’s European integration: Belarus was covered by TACIS (an EU technical support project), the European Bank for Reconstruction and Development (EBRD), and the IMF; it was granted “special guest” status by the Council of Europe; and it was invited to participate in NATO’s Partnership for Peace (PfP) initiative. However, these initiatives did nothing more than encourage Belarus’s (soft) democratization; they were insufficient to create a plausible alternative to a union with Russia. In the meantime, Russia’s “incentives” have kept Belarus on a leash: it has provided Belarus with upward of six billion dollars’ worth of loans and continually threatens to eliminate gas price discounts if Lukashenka refuses to play along with the Putin administration.58 One of the reasons for the West’s weak support of Belarus is that the latter has never been perceived as a worthy investment for the former, especially at the risk of stepping on Russia’s toes: with a population of less than ten million and scarce natural resources, Belarus is neither a significant potential market nor a supplier of strategic goods.59 Additionally, after Belarus relinquished its nuclear weapons, it was no longer perceived as a trouble hotspot and was ignored by the international community.

			Our study also demonstrated that the timing of Belarus’s (albeit limited) increased disagreement with Russia and agreement with the West, as well as the uptick in Belarus’s EIU democracy score, coincided with the events of Euromaidan in Ukraine, Russia’s annexation of Crimea, and the ensuing war in Donbas. These events seem to have motivated Belarus to distance itself from Russia, at least rhetorically, and intensify its cooperation with the West60 in a show of commitment to “use the constructive potential of the EU’s Eastern Partnership to its maximum.”61 However, Lukashenka’s increased public criticism of Putin’s bullying did not carry over to Belarus’s votes at the UN: when it came to Ukraine-related resolutions, Belarus’s vote mirrored that of Russia. For example, Belarus voted against the resolution calling on states not to recognize any change in the status of Crimea or the Black Sea port city of Sevastopol. It also voted against the resolution calling on the states to recognize violation of human rights in Crimea. Belarus’s cooperation with the West has remained centered on general issues of arms control and nuclear nonproliferation, but it has not changed its stance on resolutions that could potentially incriminate Russia’s foreign interventions. Examples of such resolutions include recognition of human rights violation in Syria and allowing the return of all internally displaced persons and refugees in Georgia (including Abkhazia and South Ossetia) to their homes. Both Abkhazia and South Ossetia are unrecognized break-away regions of Georgia supported by Russia. Belarus supported Russia in voting against both resolutions.

			Our findings are consistent with the literature suggesting that following Maidan and the annexation of Crimea, Minsk made “tentative diplomatic overtures” to the West62 but is not likely to shift from its broadly pro-Russian orientation. These trends were reflected in Belarus’s voting record at the UN, namely a slightly increased agreement with the US and increased disagreement with Russia from 2014 to 2016. This finding of the study potentially confirms what the literature implies: after the annexation of Crimea, Belarus may have become more concerned not only with its own territorial sovereignty but also with potential outbreaks of protests attempting to remove Lukashenka from power. Lukashenka responded by rebranding himself as both a pro-democracy (read: pro-West) and pro-stability (read: pro-Russia) leader to capture most variation in Belarusians’ views. For example, in April of this year, in a televised address to parliament, Lukashenka criticized both the West and Russia for trade wars that affected Belarus’s economy. But he also suggested that Russia’s isolation from the West would not stop Belarus from pursuing a closer relationship with the EU and the US.63 

			In the meantime, Belarus’s economy continues to deteriorate. The secondary shocks of sanctions on Russia, combined with Europe’s sanctions64 on Belarus for human rights violations, have challenged the Lukashenka’s government’s ability to make the proper adjustments. The course of action it seems to have chosen is maintaining a neutral status and reactivating its peacebroker image. In 1992, Belarus hosted the Conference on Security and Cooperation in Europe (CSCE, now Organization for Security and Co-operation in Europe [OSCE]) to resolve the conflict between Azerbaijan and Armenia over Nagorno-Karabakh—the initiative went down in history as “The Minsk Process.” Similarly, from the inception of war between Russia and Ukraine, Belarus opened its doors to peace talks involving representatives of Ukraine, Russia, France, Germany, and Russia-backed separatists. The initiative led to the Minsk I and Minsk II ceasefire agreements. Since the group’s first meeting in August 2014, Minsk has hosted a series of talks in various formats on the situation in Donbas. To that end, Minsk has reaffirmed its status as a “regional diplomacy hub.”65 Arguably, no other capital in the region has hosted more high-level talks in recent decades than Minsk. Minsk has become a location of choice due to its “logistical and political convenience,”66 as well as its proximity to Russia and “civilizational ties with the Western world.”67 

			Our analysis suggested that Belarus’s soft diplomatic departures from Russia were not necessarily associated with increased democratization inside Belarus. It is nevertheless noteworthy that Belarus attained its highest scores on the EIU Democracy Index precisely during 2014-2016, the period of intense military activity in Ukraine and imposition of sanctions on Russia. An increase in Belarus’s EIU democracy index scores corresponded with the highest percentage of voting record agreement between Belarus and the US within the UN General Assembly and the highest percentages of voting record disagreement between Belarus and Russia. However, the trend reversed in 2017: Belarus’s democracy index fell and its support of Russia at the UN increased. This could imply that while Belarus experienced a brief period of greater democracy, as measured by the EIU democracy index, during 2014-2016, this period may have been rendered inconsequential by the losses accrued in 2017. 

			The association between the events in Ukraine, an uptick in Belarus’s level of democracy, and Belarus’s simultaneous deviation from Russia’s agenda at the UN is likely spurious. The first thing to observe about this deviation is that Belarus’s disagreement with Russia at the UN did not seem to include issues that would likely be reflective of— or motivate—democratization at home. Also, despite the fact that Belarus’s EIU Democracy Index increased slightly following the Maidan revolution, that increase was mainly attributed to the increase in the “Political Culture” sub-score. However, had the Maidan revolution indeed inadvertently led to changes in the Belarusian society that signified great democratization, we assume those changes would more likely have been reflected in higher scores in “Political Participation,” “Civil Liberties,” and/or “Functioning of Government.” Alas, none of those indicators saw any significant increase after 2013. Moreover, the major drop from 2016 to 2017 in both the overall score and individual categorical scores implies that Belarus may actually be on the road to returning to its former slightly more authoritarian levels. 

			In conclusion, our analysis of the data gathered from the UN voting records from 2007 to 2017 for Belarus, the U.S., and Russia, combined with the EIU democracy index, suggests that one is unlikely to see any significant global realignments on the part of Belarus. The country is likely to remain a political, economic, and diplomatic ally of Russia for the foreseeable future, despite external shocks (such as revolutions in neighboring countries, Western sanctions, etc.). In January 2016, Pavel Kazarin, а famous Ukrainian journalist and Hromadske TV host, suggested that it was not Ukraine that would be the center of the “most interesting”68 developments in the post-Soviet space in the near future. He suggested that Ukraine might become a “boring” state, while Belarus would be the country to watch. Despite Belarus’s current “quiet” position in the international arena and perceived lack of “hot” developments with grand geopolitical implications (erroneous though the perception may be), the West should increase its support for Belarusian statehood and domestic demands for reform to facilitate the country’s democratization and commitment to protecting freedom of expression and other human rights. To echo Jan Zaprudnik, “Belarus will gradually present itself to the world in all of its colors and shades, offering humanity both its historic experience and its peaceful nature.”69 Belarus’s economic ties with Russia may be difficult—or even unnecessary—to challenge, but the West should continue supporting the people of Belarus in their pursuit of freedom, security, justice, and happiness.  
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			Abstract: This article focuses on the ongoing conflict in Eastern Ukraine (Donbass) that started with the events on the Euromaidan and the swift annexation of Crimea by Russia. Our analysis of key speeches by Vladimir Putin regarding the annexation of Crimea and the war in Donbass demonstrates that in this case, populism extends beyond the dichotomy of the people against the establishment, since it relies on complex notions of enmity and alliance. We argue that the Russian political leadership deployed a discourse of Russian identity based on an overstretched definition of the Russian nation, a new discursive division of the political space, and the introduction of new and the reaffirmation of old symbols of unity. We also conclude that populism and nationalism were used interchangeably depending on the audience: the Russian leadership has used discursive strategies associated with populism to articulate this new vision of identity to residents of Crimea and nationalist ones when addressing domestic audiences.

			Putin’s Russia “is not a democracy, but it is in the name of the people, and for the people. Putin’s main constituency is ‘the people.’ All of his power comes from his rating with the people,” explains Andranik Migranyan.1 Popular legitimacy in Russia, however, is not derived from elections. Since the beginning of his presidency, Vladimir Putin has shaped domestic policies that have emphasized elements not only of patriotism,2 xenophobia (especially against migrants)3 and anti-Westernism,4 but also of depoliticization5 and populism.6 The notion of populism points in a different direction than the study of nationalism or democracy and raises the following question: who precisely comprise “the people” that so matters to the Russian political leadership?

			Russian official discourse under Putin has carefully disentangled ethnicity from national identity and has introduced into its definition of Russianness a mixture of pre-Soviet and Soviet symbols.7 Putin’s way of conducting politics has led scholars to compare him to well-established populist politicians such as Hugo Chavez, Umberto Bossi, and Geert Wilders.8 

			His late political opponent Boris Nemtsov also accused Putin of “pursuing a policy of warlike populism in order to bolster his approval ratings.”9 Warlike situations imply a populist dichotomization of political space. For Putin, a regular pursuer of antagonistic politics, politics is the continuation of war, to use Foucault’s famous inversion10 of Clausewitz’s statement: at the beginning of his tenure, Putin’s key to winning over large segments of the Russian population was the declaration of war against crime, a “dictatorship of law” that bifurcated the political space into order and chaos. He then connected his name with the war in Chechnya, i.e., against one of the Russian Federation’s own federal subjects. The Chechen war has divided the political space into terrorists and their opponents and has triggered one of the bloodiest conflicts of post-Soviet Russia.11 

			Fourteen years later, Russia is again at the center of a war in the post-Soviet space. As with the Chechen conflict, the war in the Donbass is shrouded in a mixture of nationalism and populism that has triggered a “rally ‘round the flag” effect12 in Russia. In contrast to the Chechen war, which could draw on a religious narrative that pitted Orthodox Russians against Muslim Chechens, the “people” to which the Russian State appealed during the Crimean crisis and the subsequent war in the Donbass was a much more unstable, slippery, and problematic construct, since Ukrainians were considered a brotherly Slavic nation. These “brothers”—including, to some extent, Crimea’s Muslim Tatars—had to be won over. This could not be achieved through the use of exclusive nationalism13 by the Russian government. Hence, official discourse activated the most populist and inclusionary elements of a tamed, official Russian nationalism.14

			The special bond between Ukraine and Russia, cultivated over the course of centuries (especially by Russia), grants the Crimean and Donbass conflicts their exceptionality and constitutes the puzzle that the present investigation seeks to fathom. Against this backdrop, the research questions this article seeks to answer are: How can Vladimir Putin justify intervention in Crimea and war in the Donbass against Ukraine if the image of an “antagonistic Other” is blurred and the Other somehow belongs to the Self? What frames does the discourse he represents use to construct the features of the people to whom it wants to appeal?  We conduct a thematic analysis of Vladimir Putin’s key 2014 speeches to get a clearer picture of “the people” and its allies and friends, its enemies, and the symbols that are used to keep it united. We have selected these speeches because they were delivered at a particular historical juncture, in the context of the annexation of Crimea and the beginning of the war in Donbass. This selection offers rich empirical data to detail the dominant conception of the membership of the Russian nation and can hence be considered particularly revealing about the populism-nationalism nexus in contemporary Russian politics at this specific moment in time. All three constituent parts of populism—the people, the enemies, and the symbols15—are defined differently than in nationalism. In some instances, however, Russian nationalism and populism overlap, especially when governmental discourse returns to a pre-revolutionary definition of the Russian nation, one that was rejected under the Soviet regime. 

			Our analysis shows that the dichotomic separation of identities into “us” and “them” does not grasp the whole complexity of the issue. We argue that Vladimir Putin’s selective use of an overstretched definition of the Russian nation; a new, officially endorsed discursive division of the political space; and the introduction of new symbols of unity and reaffirmation of old ones are constitutive of a new pan-Russian identity regarding the annexation of Crimea and later the war in Donbass. Furthermore, we show that “populism” is used when “nationalism” no longer fits and that it provides Russia with a “non-ethnic nationalism” that seeks to unify the Eurasian nations under Russian leadership. 

			Studying Putin’s discursive strategies toward Ukraine—the way he constructs a people—advances our knowledge of the relationship between nationalism and populism as strategies to sustain the power of political elites and is of utmost importance to understanding European populist movements, with which Putin’s Russian entertains tight connections. Taggart and Wejnert argue that the flexibility of populism makes it particularly apt for sustaining all kinds of policies.16 Populism can be an oppositional, democratic, and emancipatory movement, as Laclau emphatically argued,17 but it can also be a tool in tension with democracy.18 For the present article, the crucial element is populism’s capacity to construct “the people,” or “in-group,”19 that is pitted against an outside enemy, as will be discussed in detail below. The study of populism in Russia has so far been widely neglected compared to discussion of populist movements in Western Europe or Latin America.20 The dominant paradigm for looking at politics in Russia has been nationalism or (non-)democracy, despite the central role that populism has been acknowledged to play in neo-authoritarian regimes (e.g., Venezuela, China). Furthermore, we can expect the populist narrative used by the Russian government to define “the people” to have repercussions in the field of foreign policy,21 as populism can also be transnational, with appeals being made to foreign audiences, not least by the Russian international media: Yablokov explicitly links a Laclauian notion of populism to the strategies pursued in conspiracy theories as aired by RT.22 Thus, this article is relevant not only for scholars of populism, but also for scholars of foreign policy and policymakers. 

			The article is structured as follows. First, we introduce relevant aspects of the theoretical debate on populism and foreign policy, advancing a working definition of populism and the criteria that we use as the basis for extracting data from the key governmental speeches that we have chosen. Second, in the empirical section, we discuss populism in three parts. The first part presents the notion of “the people” that Putin has unfolded; the second part discusses the division of political space he sketches, i.e., who the enemies of the people are; and the third part presents the collective symbols that he proposes to unify the people. Third, we scrutinize the populist features of Putin’s discourse regarding the war in Ukraine. 

			Populism and Nationalism: Conceptual and Methodological Remarks  

			In this section, we discuss the complex relationship between nationalism and populism, unfolding the different layers of the connection between the two. Since this is not primarily a theoretical article, we aim at a tentative working definition of this connection. The way that populist leaders frame politics can often result in polarization.23 War and armed conflict need such a polarized condition of “us against them.” Defining “the people” is central, because narratives are used as instruments of political reasoning and persuasion, as Faizullaev and Cornut have shown in their analysis of the antagonistic narrative practices used in international politics such as the annexation of Crimea.24

			The Ukrainian crisis has opened up a space in which the populist dimension of current Russian politics has come to the fore. Indeed, the official narrative defining “us” and “them” against the backdrop of the intricately intertwined histories of Russia and Ukraine emerged first. Put differently, official discourse had created “a people” that subsequently became policy and, ultimately, an ad hoc constituency in the conflict with Ukraine. Teper has shown how in Russian state-controlled broadcasting, the focus of official Russian identity discourse has shifted from the state to the nation.25 Hutchings and Szostek have presented the dominant narratives in Russian political and media discourse during the Ukraine crisis, which are linked to Russia’s “grand nation-building mission,” an idea that has intensified significantly under Putin.26 In slight contrast to these arguments, we see not nationalism but populism as Putin’s major tool for maintaining power. Nationalism or “national glory” is but one feature of this populism.27 Populism and nationalism are different, however. According to Yannis Stavrakakis: 

			although both (...) populism and nationalism share an equivalential logic, they are, firstly, articulated around different points de capiton (the nation and the people, respectively) and secondly, [they] construct a very different enemy as their antagonistic “other”: in the case of nationalism the enemy to be opposed is usually another nation, while in the case of populism the enemy is of an internal type: the power-bloc, the “privileged” sectors, and so on.28

			In turn, Paul Taggart argues that nationalism and populism are “distinct concepts and that attachment to either of them can have very different consequences.”29 Put differently, with populism it is possible to identify enemies within the nation and friends outside the nation. Whereas nationalism has a delineated constituency,30 populism does not. Its constituency is purely “political” and requires a political operation to bind this constituency together. Taggart underscores the anti-institutional politics of populism in general and argues that “populism has real difficulties in regularizing itself as political practices, institutions and regimes.”31 However, he fails to analyze precisely how populism institutionalizes itself and the examples he cites (mainly Peronism) point more in the direction of an autocratic and charismatic leadership. 

			Ernesto Laclau has developed a purely formal conception of populism, not describing it as a movement with a specific content and a specific constituency—such as the nation in nationalism, the peasants for the Narodniki, or the working class in socialism—but as a political logic, form, style, or mechanism.32 Politically, Laclau sees populism as an emancipatory force from below, in which underdogs unite and rise against an unresponsive institutionalized system, but his framework largely ignores populism in power. Despite Laclau’s focus on populism as a movement from below, his formal analysis allows us to trace elements of populism also when it does not come as a popular movement from below, but as a strategy “from above.” Although Laclau’s definition is a far more complex one, we will narrow it down to three elements that stand out and use these three elements for our empirical analysis.

			The first crucial element in Laclau’s approach is to see the people not as a given, a pre-existing entity whom “populist” politicians can address and whose pre-existing interests they can represent. In this, it seems to clearly differ from nationalism, which assumes a mythical, ethnically pure entity that existed before political struggles or economic modernization. Most nationalists believe their people has existed since the dawn of time. Populists mostly do not. For scholars of populism like Laclau, the people is instead a political category, a political subjectivity that has to come into being.33 Hence, this notion allows us to think more flexibly about what kind of “people” might be constituted in our empirical material. This is a particularly important aspect in the Soviet and post-Soviet contexts, in both of which different notions of the people have long coexisted, among them russkii narod,34 rossiiskii narod, and sovetskii narod, with the latter two being the result of a fusion of different peoples.35

			The second crucial feature of such a conception of populism is the establishment of a dichotomic frontier, which splits the “political space” and separates “the people” from a common enemy. War is the archetypal example: in wartime, the political space is reduced to “Us vs. Them,” with no room for third options. This is similar to how nationalism operates, but here the dichotomization is not based on nationality, ethnicity, or race. 

			The third feature has to do with the means that can unify the people and that can hold these various segments and demands together. Symbols are the “glue” that unites disparate agendas and discursive elements into one populist discourse. This “glue” is needed because “the people” is diverse and “filled” with a variety of possibly incoherent demands. Hence, symbols act as nodal points that keep these demands together. In contrast to nationalism, populism lacks a foundational myth: it cannot refer to a shared ancestry or to ties of blood. It nevertheless needs symbols similar to those present in nationalism. However, in populism these are much more spontaneous and situational. In populism, collective symbols must arise that galvanize all the demands of a populist discourse, and a populist leader must emerge whose name can immediately bring to mind each of these demands. 

			Based on these three features, we conduct a thematic analysis to identify the agendas and demands that are raised in Russian official discourse in the context of the Crimean crisis and how this discourse has contributed to the emergence of a new notion of “the people.” Our research seeks to grasp the emergence and development of this new concept from the political elite; we therefore examine the Russian president’s most significant speeches during the year that the crisis spilled over from Euromaidan to Crimea to Eastern Ukraine: 2014. Our research aims to establish how this idea was presented to both domestic and international audiences. 

			As such, we selected four speeches by Vladimir Putin that were delivered as the Crimea events unfolded: 1) Putin’s response to journalists’ questions on the situation in Ukraine on March 4, 2014; 2) The “Crimea Speech” of March 18, 2014; 3) the “Valdai speech” of October 24, 2014; and 4) the Priamaia Liniia Q&A of April 17, 2014. The first two—the session with journalists and the “Crimea Speech”—were staged with a focus on Ukraine and were intended to inform both domestic and international audiences about Russia’s position vis-à-vis Ukraine. The second two—the Valdai speech and Priamaia Liniia—take place annually with the aim of targeting international experts on foreign policy and the Russian electorate, respectively, but in 2014, a critical juncture, they both addressed the issue of Ukraine. These four speeches are significant for two main reasons. First is the historical moment at which they were delivered—at a time of crisis and the takeover of territory, these speeches had to address and justify the brand of nationalism or populism that the Russian state was pursuing. Second, all of them contain a specific vision of “the people” to which Russia wants to relate and which Russian policy aims to address. Hence, the speeches reveal the positioning of Russian populism and nationalism in relation to Ukraine at a particular moment in history.

			We extract various demands, agendas, and identities from these speeches based on the distinction between a nationalist and a populist discourse. The former makes national or ethnic demands; the latter constructs a people by unifying different demands based on a putative common enmity. “The people,” however, is a slippery concept that can be used by text producers and politicians to conceal power relations through the presentation of an “Us vs. Them” distinction.36 In addition, we spot different elements that do not necessarily belong together and achieve meaning only in relation to one another within a discourse.37 That is, these discursive elements are politically linked. A good example of this is the connection that Putin establishes between the Second World War and the annexation of Crimea in 2014, which corresponds to the widespread (Russian) practice of constructing historical narratives.38 

			In accordance with the three components of populism outlined above, we analyze three sets of problems in Russian official discourse in the context of the Ukrainian crisis in order to assess the extent to which it features a populist setup. First, we identify the collective political subject that has been established, or, to put it differently, which “people” is at stake. The Ukrainian case is intriguing because in Russia there is a long tradition of considering Ukraine, and especially Kyiv, the cradle of the Russian state. Additionally, to further legitimize the incorporation of Crimea into the Russian Federation, a new definition of Russianness had to be presented, one that goes beyond simple ethnic nationalism and perpetuates the 19th-century image of Crimea as part of Russian national space. Indeed, the discourse of the period even went beyond this, describing Crimea as the cradle of Russia, as we will see below. In the context of the referendum, an array of disparate grievances, demands, and complaints from the Crimean population that Kyiv had failed to address were united to help create a new political subject. For this reason, both populism and nationalism were used interchangeably: a populist discourse for residents of Crimea and a nationalist one when addressing domestic audiences.39

			Second, we analyze the binary political situation in which this political subject had to be placed and for which referenda are particularly apt. The division of the political space took many forms, among them an opposition between the Crimean people and the Kyiv elites, who were cast as unresponsive to Crimean and later Donbass demands. The division was also couched in national, linguistic, and political terms, as we will outline below.

			Third, we present the collective symbols used for creating this new political subject. During the crisis, many collective symbols, slogans and leaders emerged, such as the slogan Krymnash (“Crimea is ours”); the Saint George’s ribbons or lentochki, which predate the Second World War but became a symbol of victory in 1945 and today serve as a wider symbol of Russian patriotism; Crimea prosecutor Natalia Poklonskaia, who rose to become a YouTube star; Vladimir Putin himself; and the enigmatic Donbass commander Igor Strelkov. Finally, the conflict witnessed the resurrection of communist symbols, such as the very name of the Donetsk and Lugansk “people’s republics,” which make a direct reference to the Soviet Union, as well as the portrayal of Putin as a wise decision-maker in the state-sponsored documentary “The Road to Crimea,” which parallels how Stalin was portrayed prior to Khrushchev’s de-Stalinization policy. 

			The Use of Populism in Russia’s Policies in Eastern Ukraine: The People 

			In Russian official discourse, as expressed in the speeches of Vladimir Putin that are the focus of this analysis, “the Russian people” is defined in such a way as to produce a generic and yet multiple vision of Russianness. Russians are for Putin a multinational people, an understanding based on both a pre-Soviet Russian definition of the peoples’ spiritual fusion (dukhovnoe sliianie) and the emergence of a Soviet people.40 Putin points to the fact that the different ethnic groups, nations, and nationalities that live in Russia are held together by their common cultural and “very powerful genetic code,” which encompasses the whole Russian world (Russkii mir). For instance, people belonging to the Russian world are united by a distinct morality; they are connected by a vision of the collective that goes beyond the individual. Other values, such as giving one’s life for a friend or for the homeland, form the backbone of Russian patriotism. Putin claims: “We are less pragmatic, less calculating than representatives of other peoples, and we have bigger hearts. Maybe this is a reflection of the grandeur of our country and its boundless expanses. Our people have a more generous spirit.”41 Hence, it is not nationality, ethnicity, or language that determine Russianness but a set of qualities and values. This type of rhetoric, which shifts the attention from racial to civic characteristics, is widely used by Western European nationalist groups (including in Britain and Greece) and shows that populist and nationalist claims can, and often do, overlap. 

			Soviet history is evoked to build up an image of Russians as victimized: as the major victims of Soviet regime repression, of Second World War fascism, and even the dissolution of the USSR. Russians are framed as a disenfranchised, disadvantaged, and even oppressed people—all peoples suffered with the breakup of the Soviet Union, Putin contends, but Russians above all. To quote Putin, “millions of people went to bed in one country and awoke in different ones.”42 

			Putin frames Ukraine in cordial terms. Ukraine is not only a neighbor, but also “a brotherly neighboring republic” and “a friendly country”; Ukrainians “are all equal in our eyes, all brothers to us.” Putin states straightforwardly that Russia will not fight against the Ukrainian people.43 Ukrainians, according to Putin, are people with whom Russians have close historical, cultural, and economic ties. This statement highlights the interconnectedness between the two nations in historical, emotional, and pragmatic terms. “The people in Ukraine are Russia’s friends,” Putin claims. Putin considers what the role of “a good neighbor and the closest relative” of Ukraine should be and expresses his hope that the people in Ukraine will understand that Russia could not do otherwise with Crimea and that they will respect the choices of Crimean residents.44

			Putin does not stop there. He presents himself, instead, as a fighter for Ukrainians’ rights, stressing that corrupt politicians in Ukraine have “milked the country, fought among themselves for power.” He expresses an understanding of “peaceful slogans against corruption, inefficient state management and poverty,” exploiting the diversity of the Maidan movement.45 Putin also wants to be the leader of these “ordinary” people’s fight against a corrupt political elite, and he claims to effectively act as such with the Crimeans.46 For Putin, it is the government of Ukraine that has failed, not the Ukrainian people. Putin, therefore, claims to sympathize with Ukraine, which is a “long-suffering land” that is experiencing the re-emergence of nationalism and neo-Nazism in its western territories.47

			Putin also appeals to the Ukrainian military by stating that the armed forces are “comrades-in-arms, friends, many of whom know each other personally.”48 He evokes common military experiences, especially of the top echelons of both armed forces, such as the Soviet military mission in Afghanistan. The “peaceful” annexation of Crimea, Putin claims, is a major expression of this unity between the two armies. These two armies and two peoples are, for Putin, essentially one army and one people. After all, according to Putin, the events in Crimea were an attempt by a “group of armed men” with Western backing to unconstitutionally overthrow the government. The Crimean people, however, set up “self-defense committees” and took control of all the armed forces in Crimea.49 

			In these statements, however, Putin also seems to divide the Ukrainian population. He claims that the situation in central, eastern, and south-eastern Ukraine is “another matter” than in the rest of the country. These territories, which for Putin constitute Novorossiya,50 were given to Ukraine in the 1920s by the Soviet government and their roots are intertwined with Russia. Novorossiya’s residents “have a somewhat different mentality,” which makes it difficult for them to establish relations with the West. Putin also mentions the ethnic composition of Crimea as a point of difference from southeastern Ukraine.51

			As far as the Crimean people is concerned, Putin unfolds a highly complex notion that distinguishes the Crimea speech from simple Russian nationalism and irredentism. “The people of Crimea,” who are “the ultimate source of all authority,” are a “unique blend of different people’s cultures and traditions.” However, he mentions only three groups: Russians, the Ukrainians who predominantly consider Russian their native language, and Crimean Tatars. In his own words: “Crimea was and remains a Russian, Ukrainian, and Crimean-Tatar land.”52 In contrast to Teper’s descriptions of TV coverage,53 here Putin draws on a mixture of imperial thinking and populism, as “the people” he refers to now relates to the Russian Empire. Tatars might have suffered under Stalinism, but so did all nationalities, above all ethnic Russians. Thus, Putin not only diminishes the injustices suffered by the Tatars, but he essentializes the ethnic set-up of the peninsula and reduces it linguistically to Russophones and Tatars. 

			For Putin, the separation of Crimea from Russia enacted under Nikita Khrushchev was the result of bad decisions taken by bad politicians. After the Bolsheviks added large sections of Russia’s “historical South” to the Republic of Ukraine without much thought, Khrushchev transferred Crimea to Ukraine for dubious reasons. Putin depicts these decisions as ill-guided, contrary to common sense and the will of the people. Thus, the annexation of Crimea becomes the expression of a popular will, a rebellion against bad decisions taken by former politicians. People had hoped for a new political entity that would replace the USSR and had hoped the CIS would fulfill such a role.54 

			Putin stresses that Russians are “native persons in Ukraine,”55 adding a new twist to the interconnectedness between Russians and Ukrainians in the post-Soviet space. The people for whom Putin claims responsibility are all Russians everywhere, including those in Ukraine. Especially in Crimea, a large part of the population speaks Russian. As the Ukrainian government could not provide a sufficient level of security, Russia had to step in, Putin explains. Russia always hoped that all native Russians—the Russian-speaking people living in Ukraine—would live in a comfortable political environment.56

			It is in these sections where the careful balance that Putin tries to establish between all people of the USSR and all people of Crimea tips in the direction of a hardly veiled preference for ethnic Russians, whose rights Putin claims to restore by “returning” Crimea to Russia. This return of Crimea to Russia is presented as a small step in a larger process of bringing the CIS countries closer together, by broadening the conception of Russianness, by arguing for a broader, more inclusive view of who can call herself or himself “Russian” (russkii).  It was precisely this aim that lay behind the proposed Eurasian Union, pursued in the years before the Euromaidan, and which the Euromaidan, the annexation of Crimea, and the war in the Donbass thwarted.57 As such, Putin is cast as a leader of “Ukraine and Russia” and of “Eurasian integration.” In this sense, “the people” in this speech means the Eurasian people as a whole and not just Russians, Ukrainians, and Russophones who “live in Ukraine and will continue to do so.” With the return of Crimea as “common historical legacy” to Russia, Putin can restore a small piece of the Soviet Union.58 In this multinational vision, however, Russians come first, and it is Russians who determine which peoples have the right to exist and how they are to live.59 

			The Use of Populism in Russia’s Policies in Eastern Ukraine: The Enemies

			In all of his speeches under scrutiny, Putin alludes to a number of different enemies. Here, we introduce the distinction between temporal categories of enemies (past vs. present) and spatial (inside vs. outside) ones. As a matter of fact, in the discourse that Putin deploys, time and space are blurred. Putin leaves unclear whether Ukraine and Ukrainians are inside or outside the state entity and the community he addresses. In a populist guise, he also declares certain social strata (the establishment) to be foes of the people. Most surprisingly, we find the Russian president listing several unlikely “enemies of the past.” He accuses the Bolsheviks and the Soviet leadership under Nikita Khrushchev of crimes against popular common sense. Both allegedly took decisions that ran counter to the will of the people and against objective ethnic divides: Khrushchev when he gave Crimea to Ukraine and the early Bolsheviks when they established new administrative borders within the USSR.60

			The reactionary, nationalist, and anti-Semitic forces in certain parts of Ukraine can be described as “enemies of the future” and are represented by the new Ukrainian authorities, who are pronounced “nationalists, neo-Nazis, Russophobes and anti-Semites,” murderers, terrorists, radicals and rioters. However, the enemies of the future have a close relationship with other enemies of the past, foes of the USSR, personified in the figure of Stepan Bandera, Hitler’s accomplice in Ukraine during the Second World War.61 Putin even compares certain participants in the Euromaidan protests with Nazi storm troopers and makes reference to neo-Nazis in western Ukraine. In the case of Ukraine, it seems that by demanding fundamental political reform, the people let the genie of fascism out of the bottle: “we see them today, people wearing armbands bearing something resembling swastikas still roaming around Kyiv at this moment.” In Putin’s understanding, therefore, the past enemies of the USSR could also serve as Ukraine’s future enemies.62

			However, the presidential discourse is not free from a spatial categorization of enemies. Some of them are even on the inside of the audience addressed, within the Self. They are subsequently externalized by ascribing to them the political status of traitors—in populism, this would be the establishment that betrayed the people. The first and foremost enemy of the present is the (new) Ukrainian political class. As Putin describes it, one set of thieves has been replaced by another set of thieves, and oligarchs, the product of a “dishonest privatization,” are taking over political positions (eg., Kolomoisky as Governor of Dnepropetrovsk). Putin claims that “people” dislike the fact that the Kyiv-appointed oligarchs became the new governors. The “real problem” is that previous Ukrainian governments failed to pay proper attention to the people and thus disappointed them.63 Another issue that concerns “the citizens of Ukraine, both Russian and Ukrainian, and the Russian-speaking population in the eastern and southern regions of Ukraine” is uncontrolled crime. Putin portrays Russia as the unlikely champion of the Ukrainian people’s cause and refers to his alleged accomplishments in ridding Russia of corrupt politicians, oligarchs, and crime.64 

			Additionally, Putin claims to “understand why Ukrainian people wanted change. They have had enough of the authorities who have been in power during the years of Ukraine’s independence,” as they have only cared about “power, assets and cash flows and not about ordinary people.”65 Furthermore, the Ukrainian state and its political class has become Russia’s enemy, since it has sent in tanks and aircrafts and has committed “one more serious crime” against its people.66 Finally, nationalist groups did not surrender their weapons and they threatened to use force in the eastern regions, in response to which inhabitants of the eastern zones started to arm themselves.67

			Another set of enemies are indeed “external enemies,” although the lines between the interior and the exterior are blurred. “External” here means outside Russia and outside Ukraine. Foreign enemies are those in the West, who purportedly serve as “foreign sponsors” of the newly emerging politicians in Ukraine. “Western Europe and North America” turn against Russia, against the incorporation of Crimea into Russia and the popular will. They support the enemies of the inseparable Ukrainian and Russian peoples. Western countries, Putin stresses, “have lied to us many times, made decisions behind our backs, placed us before accomplished facts,” and, citing Kosovo’s independence, selectively interpreted international law.68 According to Putin, Russia did not start “this.” Russia has, instead, encouraged its American and European partners not to proceed with “hasty backstage decisions” on Ukraine’s association agreement with the EU because such an agreement would pose a serious threat to Ukraine’s economy and to Russia’s interests as Ukraine’s main trade partner.69

			Russia’s top external enemy is the United States. Having declared itself the winner of the Cold War, the US has not seen the need to carry out a rational reconstruction or to adapt the system of international relations to new realities. Putin accuses the US of behaving “the way nouveaux riches behave when they suddenly end up with a great fortune” and calls it the “big brother” who is spending billions of dollars on keeping the world under surveillance. The U.S. establishment, as the world’s “sole power center,” has led to the construction of a unipolar world that is unable to deal with the “real threats,” such as regional conflict, terrorism, drug trafficking, religious fanaticism, chauvinism, and neo-Nazism. Instead, it has produced inflated national pride, the manipulation of public opinion, and the suppression of the weak by the strong in the international domain.70

			The final enemy of the present is the West in general, especially as embodied by NATO. NATO, Putin argues, broke its promise not to expand beyond its eastern borders, instead incorporating former Warsaw Pact member countries and the Baltic states. As such, Russia is facing the immediate threat of “being really ousted from this region that is extremely important for us.” Putin emphasizes the double standards that the Western-dominated international community promotes; the US is allowed to intervene in countries such as Yugoslavia, Iraq, Afghanistan, and Libya, but it is considered inappropriate for Russia to “defend its interests,” with Kosovo as the most significant example.71 Putin also complains that Russia’s “Western partners” refused to have talks with Russia about Ukraine’s association agreement; instead, they decided to overthrow the government and plunge Ukraine into chaos, “into a civil war with enormous casualties.” In the end, he claims, everyone is a loser from this situation. Nor did Western countries pursue a dialogue between the Eurasian and the European Union, even while Russia insists that the only way of ensuring state sovereignty is through continuing talks and not through armed conflict.

			The Use of Populism in Russia’s Policies in Eastern Ukraine: The Symbols

			In the context of the Crimean crisis and the war in Donbass, there has been a massive upsurge in the number of symbols visible.72 It started with “polite little green men” popping up at various spots in Crimea: these “military men” looked like elite assault troops, dressed in special uniforms, helmets, protective glasses, and knee pads, and holding automatic rifles. Many people thought them to be Russian troops, but there were some doubts, as they bore no national insignia. According to Alexei Yurchak, at the beginning, this was a pure, naked military force—“a force without a state, without a face, without identity” with whom everybody could potentially identify, irrespective of nationality. This was true of Russians and Ukrainians (the latter have an army in a particularly difficult state) as well as of Crimeans, whose “self-defense forces” looked like and acted “as a motley crew of civilians in camouflage, sportsmen in tracksuits and self-styled Cossacks in grotesque uniforms.”73 The little green men represented pure military prowess. When it was eventually revealed that these were Russian special operation forces, they contributed to the image of an advanced military power that had fully overcome the trauma of the past and the embarrassing defeats in Chechnya. This was a new Russian force, a new Russian man, a new Russian power that was unfolding in Crimea and of which many Russian men expressed pride in the blogosphere.74 It also stood in contrast to the Ukrainian armed forces, whose combat readiness was comparatively low.

			The manly, professional, and strong “little green men” stand in contrast to another symbol of the early phase of the Ukraine crisis, Natalia Poklonskaia. While the highly trained Russian soldiers represented a resurgent Russia, Poklonskaia was the weak, victimized, threatened, female Russian-Ukrainian fusion in danger. On March 11, Poklonskaia was appointed Prosecutor General of the Autonomous Republic of Crimea. On this occasion, the young, newly appointed female prosecutor gave a defiant press conference, repeating the tenets of Russian official discourse and stating the unconstitutionality of the coup in Kyiv, to which she referred as an armed seizure of power. Ukraine’s new parliamentarians were, for her, “devils from the ashes.” At the same time, the speech was clumsy and emotional. 

			Poklonskaia was appointed after other candidates refused the post and displayed uneasiness with the task. It is this mix of defiance and insecurity that was crucial for her symbolic value. Furthermore, like Crimea itself, she switched sides from Ukraine to Russia, and like Crimea, while pledging allegiance, she begged for Moscow’s protection. Poklonskaia also fits into the narrative of a female, victimized Russia that was under threat from fascism, in danger of being attacked and raped by Banderists as in the Second World War—this is the same narrative that Putin employed in his 2014 Address, which was riddled with allusions to that war.75 Like all Crimeans, it seemed, she rejected the “coup” in Kyiv and sought the same key promises that Putin gave to Russia when he became president: law and order, security, the “dictatorship of law,” the reestablishment of pride. In later speeches, Poklonskaia returned to the topics so dear to Russian official discourse. She claimed that “Ukraine, Russia, Belarus—all came from one big country—the USSR (...) Therefore, the fundamental principle of law, the requirements that comply with all international regulations, they are the same.”76 It was the manly, strong, and heroic little green men, who represent the heroic, masculine side of Russia, who saved Poklonskaia from “fascism.” Today, Poklonskaia is a parliamentarian in the State Duma and advocates a religiously grounded Russian nationalism.

			Another key symbol became the bridge connecting Russia and Crimea, opened ahead of schedule in May 2018 by Vladimir Putin in a media stunt in which he drove a Kamaz truck from the mainland to Crimea.77 The highly expensive ($4.5 billion) and symbolic project meant that funds had to be redirected: some observers claim that money was taken from the Russian Railroad pension fund78 or from projects in other underdeveloped regions, especially the Caucasus republics. These republics then appealed for Moscow’s attention by sending troops to Syria.79 Earlier, an interactive exhibition at Moscow’s GUM store had been put on to underline the importance of the bridge by underscoring not only that projects to build a bridge have existed at various points in history, but also that Crimea has always been an integral part of Russia: “The historical part of the display tells about the timeline of the linking-up of the two coasts of the Kerch Strait from the time of Prince Gleb to our day and the various stages of the construction of the Crimean bridge.”80

			And finally, Crimea itself became a symbol in populist discourse that was able to unite various groups, nationalities, and demands. In his “Crimean speech,” Putin stresses the cultural and symbolic significance of Crimea for Russians, Ukrainians, and Belarusians, alluding to the baptism of Prince Vladimir in Crimea and the suffering that Crimea endured during the Russian Empire and the Second World War.81 Sevastopol, in particular, is used as the symbol of “Russian naval glory, which every Russian citizen knows about.”82 But probably the most powerful symbol is “the Russian-speaking Crimea.” It is this symbol that creates and unites the “people” Putin addresses: 

			Everything in Crimea speaks of our shared history and pride. This is the location of the ancient Khersones, where Prince Vladimir was baptized. His spiritual feat of adopting Orthodoxy predetermined the overall basis of the culture, civilization and human values that unite the peoples of Russia, Ukraine and Belarus. The graves of Russian soldiers whose bravery brought Crimea into the Russian Empire are also in Crimea. This is also Sevastopol – a legendary city with an outstanding history, a fortress that serves as the birthplace of Russia’s Black Sea Fleet. Crimea is Balaklava and Kerch, Malakhov Kurgan and Sapun Ridge. Each one of these places is dear to our hearts, symbolizing Russian military glory and outstanding valor.83

			Putin mixes an array of discourses and ideas in this section of his speech. Crimea is about culture and values; about Russia, Ukraine, and even Belarus; about the 19th century and the Crimean War; the Second World War and fighting fascism; and Orthodox Christianity and Russian military glory. “Crimea” thus becomes a highly loaded and empty signifier, representing a multiplicity of identities and demands, but particularly the Russian and Soviet past. The signifier “Crimea” points to the Slavic and Christian peoples on the peninsula, but particularly highlights the Russians, reflecting a “primus inter pares” position attributed to Russians in the USSR as a whole during the Soviet era. Crimea represents the former Soviet Union in a nutshell and points to a vision of a future Russia where these ethnic relations are restored.

			After 2014, “Krymnash” (literally: “CrimeaIsOurs”) became in Russian popular parlance an equally empty slogan that was used in everyday language and on the Russian internet with seriousness and patriotic conviction (“Crimea is ours”) and with irony (“Things went wrong again … but at least: Krymnash”). It also echoes the widely mocked statement by Dmitri Medvedev, who told Crimeans: “there is no money, but you be strong” (deneg net, a vy derzhites). Through Crimea, Putin addresses both Ukrainians and Russians by underlining that:

			Crimea is our common historical legacy and a very important factor in regional stability. And this strategic territory should be part of a strong and stable sovereignty, which today can only be Russian. Otherwise, dear friends (I am addressing both Ukraine and Russia), you and we – the Russians and the Ukrainians – could lose Crimea completely, and that could happen in the near future.84

			This move constitutes the establishment (or re-establishment) of a shared past, one that ties Ukrainians and Russians together forever. To further stress this bond, the speech mentions that “Kyiv is the mother of Russian cities. Ancient Rus is our common source and we cannot live without each other,” thus denying Ukraine a specific identity and forcing Ukraine into a Russian embrace, in which Kyiv is reduced to a part of Russia and incapable of “giving birth” to something independent—Ukraine is stuck in a colonial situation.85 Once more, this means an indirect resurrection of an oppressed Soviet people. 

			Conclusions

			Following a three-dimensional definition of populism, our article has shown that official Russian political discourse has assumed stark populist features in the context of the Crimean crisis and the subsequent war in the Donbass. Putin’s populism “from above” works according to the same logic as a Laclauian populism “from below”: it has attempted to construct a people, to divide the political space and create various enemies, and to produce collective symbols. However, this conclusion comes not without a couple of caveats that show how difficult it is to generalize the model of populism.

			Our analysis shows that Putin is at pains to sketch a vision of Ukrainians and Russians as one people with shared past experiences, shared symbols, and common enemies. Thus, internally, Putin homogenizes “the people,” i.e., he presents it as a unified whole, despite internal divisions. Instead of a simplified, i.e., merely ethnic, notion of Russian nationalism, Russian official discourse as represented in Putin’s speeches needed a broader concept of “a people” in which everyone can be accommodated. This is why Russian ethnic nationalism alone cannot do the job. Putin emerges as a man of the past, oddly addressing the defunct Soviet people time and again, or conflating today’s Russians with the Soviet people—Hrytsak argues that the present-day “Soviet identity” actually has such a Russian ethnic dimension.86 What this “people” shares, beyond a common past, is an opposition to certain elites and certain current and historical enemies. This posture is Putin’s strength but also his weakness. The speeches activate historical narratives not to portray a “nation,” but rather to construct “a people.”  

			Following the logic of populism, externally, Putin perpetuates and essentializes divisions. While Putin claims that the West is the enemy, it is not seen as such by large parts of the Euromaidan-people, while his view is more widespread in the Donbass and in Russia. Invoking the West as the enemy is a device intended to re-create a Sovietskii narod (Soviet people) that felt a common threat. “Bandera,” fascists and anti-Semites are the enemies of the defunct Soviet people in equal measure. 

			Another palpable enemy of all across the post-Soviet space is the “corrupt elite.” Ukraine was the perfect stage on which to present Putin as a provider of just, fair, and efficient policies in contrast to the Ukrainian politicians, who “robbed” the country. Putin claims to have stood with the people, and the symbols he deployed spoke the same language: the highly trained and efficient soldiers that occupied key positions in Crimea were a symbol of efficiency that could counter the fragility and weakness of Crimea, embodied by Natalia Poklonskaia. The swift construction of the bridge between mainland Russia and Crimea, yet another sign of Putin’s hands-on approach, became the symbol of the unity between Crimea and Russia but yet erected a wall between Putin-supporters and large swathes of the Ukrainian population, which feel increasingly estranged from Russia. 

			Conceptually, our article shows that the Laclauian notion of populism can direct our analytic attention to things other than the concepts of nationalism or Russian irredentism, or geopolitical considerations. However, it also discusses the limits of this notion. On the one hand, populism can be wielded as much “from above” as “from below,” as long as the official discourse can bind different popular demands and produce leaders. Putin tried to set himself apart from the “corrupt” Ukrainian political establishment, which actually involved adopting a tactic that he had already successfully deployed in Russia (“Putin against the oligarchs”). He had to show that he will be a better leader for Crimea, and possibly of other parts of Ukraine too. On the other hand, the political space does not bifurcate neatly into two halves, even if Putin’s speeches are at pains to suggest this. Rather, the political space is crisscrossed by various demands, which are at times outright nationalist and not just social. We have shown that in line with the bulk of current research on Russian politics, a resurgence of nationalistic themes is certainly taking place. Indeed, nationalism does not disappear, and it has a role to play in Russian official discourse, in which populist, imperialist and nationalist elements are intertwined. However, so does populism. Through our selection of speeches, given at a crucial moment in the history of the region, we have also deciphered populist themes and discursive strategies that go beyond Russian (ethnic) nationalism to construct a multinational oppressed and victimized people pitted, especially within Ukraine itself, against corrupt elites, “fascism,” and the West. 
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			Abstract: December 19, 2016, witnessed three tragedies that could not go unnoticed by the Russian media: dozens of people died as a result of a surrogate alcohol poisoning in Irkutsk, a Russian ambassador was killed in Turkey, and a terrorist attack took place at the Christmas market in Berlin. In this article, we use the network agenda-setting theory to analyze how these tragedies were covered by different types of mass media. We show that ties between the tragedy and a network of other acute issues are more important than objective circumstances, such as the number of victims or the geography of the event. The context in which the events were examined led to greater attention to the killing of the ambassador and less attention to the surrogate alcohol poisoning. We believe that the state can exercise indirect control over the agenda by creating a network of events that will correctly guide discussions about tragedies.

			Monday, December 19, 2016, was marked by a series of tragedies, all of which deserved to be published on the front page of Russian newspapers. The first was a series of deadly poisonings from surrogate alcohol in Irkutsk (by a product called “Boyaryshnik,” Russian for hawthorn). Then, the assassination of Andrey G. Karlov, Russia’s ambassador to Turkey, was in the news on the evening of December 19. A bit later, a terror attack occurred in Berlin when a truck crashed into Christmas market visitors. In other words, one day saw three tragic events that could not go unnoticed by the mass media.

			This tragic confluence of circumstances created a unique opportunity to study the functioning of various types of media in the context of the lack of media freedom in Russia. Three different tragedies occurred simultaneously. Events presumably competed with each other for public attention.1 Despite the restrictions on media freedom, they could not be completely ignored even by fully controlled media. Different types of media were forced to prioritize. This prioritization both reflects the political position of the authorities and highlights the differences between types of media in an authoritarian state. An important peculiarity of the study of Russian mass media is the dependence of both television and a considerable portion of the press on the authorities,2 in contrast to the relative independence of discussions in online newspapers and blogs. Therefore, we can compare the agendas of the types of mass media that are characterized by greater or smaller levels of independence from the authorities.

			There are quite a few studies in the scientific literature devoted to some of the above-mentioned factors: the struggle of simultaneous events for attention, the coverage of tragedies and crises, differences in media types, and the operation of the media under conditions of state censorship. The tragic events of December 19, 2016, presented a unique opportunity to apply these theories simultaneously. As we will show in this article, this allows for a much better understanding of the media system in Russia.

			To compare different types of media, we use network agenda theory. Using this theory, we can analyze the context in which these tragedies were addressed in each type of mass media and how that context was connected to the domination of the agenda by any given tragedy. 

			Media Freedom and Censorship in Russia

			Russian president Vladimir Putin has always paid significant attention to the media. In the 1990s, the future president observed how the Russian media influenced the election campaigns of mayors, governors, and then-president Boris Yeltsin. Subsequently, he himself gained immense popularity thanks to television and other controlled media. More recently, government-controlled media have helped him maintain this popularity despite the country’s economic crisis and sanctions.3

			One of Putin’s first tasks in his first presidential term was to gain control over the independent media.4 Following its criticism of the president’s actions during the hostage crisis at the musical Nord-Ost, the team of the country’s third-largest television channel NTV was dismissed. By the end of the term, most of the influential Russian media was under direct or indirect control.

			Putin rules Russia, and in particular the media system, through networks of friends and confidants.5 Some media are controlled directly, as the property of the state; others are formally independent, but actually belong to Putin-linked media magnates. The federal elite is less interested in gaining control over regional print media, but funding shortages mean that these newspapers often find themselves dependent on local authorities.6 The only completely independent source of information was the Internet. For the part of the population that had lost faith in the objectivity of journalism,7 the Internet became the main channel for obtaining information that was not created by state propaganda.8

			Following a wave of protests in 2012, however, the Russian political elite began making attempts to control the Internet.9 The state exercised control through ownership of Russian Internet companies and physical infrastructure.10 However, this approach allowed only rigid forms of control, through direct blocking of content or entire sites. Internet content was affected through the propagation of fake news11 and the activity of bots, which were especially noticeable during Donald Trump’s presidential campaign.12 Nevertheless, even these two methods (direct blocking and fake news) do not allow the authorities to directly influence the agenda of Internet media.

			Thus, media can be divided into various types according to the degree of control the authoritarian state has over them. Television is the most controlled, the printed media are partly controlled (often in that they are owned by someone from Putin’s inner circle), and Internet media are relatively free to form their own agenda.

			The coverage of tragedies is a litmus test for the freedom and professionalism of the media in authoritarian states. The reaction to the murder of journalist Anna Politkovskaya13 clearly demonstrated the degradation of independent media in Russia at the beginning of the 2000s compared with the beginning of the 1990s. The coverage of terrorist attacks14 (Nord-Ost in 2002 and the seizure of the school in Beslan in 2004) took place in a strict framework and had negative consequences for those media outlets that went beyond that framework. Putin’s third term was marked not so much by a tightening of control over media business as by increasing control over the media agenda, with a particular rise in the number of political issues covered and the degree of ideological messaging.15 In the context of large international events16 (for example, the Olympic Games in Sochi in 2014) and participation in several conflicts17 (the annexation of the Crimea, the war in Syria), control over the agenda has acquired great importance for Russian political elite. For this reason, we believe that a comparison of the reactions of different types of media to simultaneously occurring tragedies can tell us a lot about the limits of media freedom and mechanisms of control over the Russian media.

			Framing and Agenda Setting 

			Currently, the most popular approaches to studying the media are frame analysis and agenda theory. According to frame theory, journalists can make some aspects of a problem more visible and distract attention from others through their selection of frames.18 The emphases of these messages may influence content consumers’ views of a situation.19 For example, the use of emotional metaphors may increase the impact of news on a person.20 Frames are formed on the basis of dominant social and political views and are transmitted through common meanings for the author and the audience.21 Frames can be allocated in various ways:22 through qualitative text analysis,23 through linguistic analysis of word choice and sentence structure,24 or through the joint occurrence of keywords.25 Typically, frame analysis is associated with a qualitative methodology. 

			This study relies more heavily on another widely used theory of the media: agenda-setting theory. The agenda-setting theory, according to which the intensity of discussion in mass media can affect human perceptions about the importance of any given event, has been in circulation for quite some time and has gained considerable popularity among mass communications researchers.26 This concept was first formulated based on data from the U.S. presidential election campaign in 1968, when researchers discovered a link between human perceptions of what the most significant problems on candidates’ agendas were and the frequency with which these problems were mentioned in the media.27 

			Agenda-setting hypotheses have not only been tested by diverse empirical objects, but they have also changed in substance.28 For instance, as a supplement to the idea of the influence of media discussions on social perceptions of the importance of particular problems, it was suggested that attention be paid to the fact that a focus on certain characteristics of a situation or public figure shapes public opinion.29 Such theory development is called “second level agenda-setting.” Later, a number of modifications of this theory were proposed;30 these include network agenda-setting (third-level agenda-setting), according to which objects (events, public figures) or their characteristics are interconnected in the public mind. The first academic article to analyze network agenda-setting was published in 2012 and described the traits attributed to the candidates in the Texas gubernatorial election.31 The research proposed that online media agendas must be connected with social agendas, i.e., the links between the problems created by mass media will be at least partly reproduced in public opinion.  

			The first studies of network agenda-setting were local in nature and based on a relatively small number of units of analysis. Subsequently, the method was applied to nationwide situations. Studies conducted in the United States32 and China33 demonstrated a strong network agenda-setting effect.

			However, the potential of the theory is not limited to the possibility of comparing social networks based on media reports and findings from public opinion polls. For example, third-level agendas allow the implementation of diverse comparative studies. Some studies compare network agendas of politicians;34 another option is to study different countries’ agendas on the same issue.35 In this study, for the first time in the literature, we use the network agenda-setting theory to compare different types of media in one country.

			Agendas in Different Types of Media

			Changes in the media landscape can contribute to changes in existing mass communication theories and to a shift in research focus. The growing role of the Internet as a mass medium requires partial revision of the agenda-setting concept.36 On the one hand, traditional media have lost their monopolistic role in shaping news agendas. Now, this process can develop “from bottom to top,” where public attention to any issue on the Internet encourages its discussion in traditional mass media.37 Multiple studies show that journalists use information from social media and blogs when preparing their materials.38 In fact, one person’s web statement can serve as the basis of agenda-shaping. 

			This does not mean, however, that conventional agenda-setting theory is already inapplicable to analysis of public opinion-shaping. Internet penetration in Russia is relatively low, although it is growing rapidly. According to data from the Public Opinion Foundation, 59% of Russians accessed the Internet daily in spring 2016.39 Public opinion polls also show that television remains the main source of information for 86% of Russians.40 Moreover, a considerable portion of messages on social media are about the author’s personal interests and business rather than social processes and events,41 thus limiting the impact of social media and blogs on news agendas. Consequently, it is too early to announce the death of traditional media. 

			The increased role of the Internet and the hypothesis of multiple agendas opens up opportunities for comparative study of the influence of media agendas and the web on public opinion.42 A number of studies demonstrate considerable similarities among the agendas of traditional media (television, press, radio), online news, and the blogosphere in the United States.43 Among other things, it is emphasized that the agenda of a specific mass medium depends more on its information focus (news or entertainment) than whether the particular medium is traditional or new.44 Nevertheless, the intensity of discussions of issues in blogs and forums does not always coincide with the intensity with which they are covered in traditional media. For instance, social media pay more attention than television and the press to discussions of social issues (birth control, abortion, and same-sex marriage) and to problems related to social order (drugs and weapons).45 Meanwhile, traditional media provide considerably more intense coverage of the economic situation and economic policy. Moreover, the agendas of different media types can vary considerably with respect to certain issues.46

			Consequently, personal agendas can be shaped differently depending on what people use as their key source of information.47 Moreover, the effectiveness of traditional and news media at agenda-shaping depends, in many respects, on the peculiarities of audiences. For instance, newspapers have more potential to contribute to an increase in the quantity of perceived topics if readers are interested in the news.48 Meanwhile, online media can succeed at shaping public opinion even when targeting indifferent audiences.

			Media Coverage of Tragedies

			It should be noted that discussions in mass media evolve differently depending on the subject being discussed. For example, terror attacks usually attract considerable media attention.49 One possible reason for this is that media focus more heavily on the negative, causing negative events to attract more attention.50 Alternatively, it could be that such tragedies jeopardize social stability,51 thus increasing demand for information about these events among the population, which seeks to minimize risks.52 Consequently, mass media’s functions include the maintenance of public order during times of crisis through the provision of information about current developments and, if possible, guidance.53

			However, media attention to terror attacks can vary depending on different factors. Discussion intensity is highest in situations involving victims and certain types of terror actions (for example, terror attacks on airplanes).54 The country in which the tragedy takes place also matters. In the event of international terror attacks, the number of victims may be less important,55 whereas relationships between countries, as well as their cultural and geographical proximity, move to the forefront.56 Moreover, there are quality differences in coverage of domestic and international terror attacks. When covering a domestic terror attack, mass media are less focused on the topic of fear and terror in general, instead paying attention to other news items, such as the actions of special forces and rescuers.57 In contrast, discussions of international terror attacks are often dominated by the topic of terror and the resulting chaos.58

			Characteristics of the Tragedies of December 19, 2016

			It is important to discuss the key facts of the three tragedies that occurred on December 19, 2016. The first tragedy took place in Irkutsk, a Russian city with a population of approximately 600,000 people. The mass alcohol poisonings, in which 76 people died, were first reported on December 19, 2016. People were poisoned after consuming a bathlotion called “Boyaryshnik” that contained alcohol but was not intended for consumption as alcohol. The product was cheap—about 30 rubles (around $0.50) per 250 ml. For comparison, the minimum price permitted by law for a 500 ml bottle of vodka was 165 rubles (i.e., approximately 2.5–3 times more expensive). This meant that Boyaryshnik was the cheapest alcohol available, making its consumption a fairly routine practice. As Boyaryshnik is produced illegally, its quality is not controlled at all. The reason for the tragedy was that the suppliers of Boyaryshnik breached the protocol for the technology by using methanol instead of ethanol. 

			Thisis not to say thatdeath from alcohol poisoning is a rare phenomenon in today’s Russia. According to statistics, the first three quarters of 2016 saw more than 36,000 incidents of acute poisoning after drinking products containing alcohol,59 and one in four of these poisonings was fatal. As such, the tragedy in Irkutsk made headlines because a considerable number of victims died in one place in a short period of time, not because poisonings by surrogate alcohol are unprecedented in Russia. 

			Consequently, the objective characteristics of the Irkutsk tragedy include the following: regional scope (spatial locality), high number of victims, high social significance (the real cause of surrogate alcohol consumption is the poverty of the population, as has been shown60), and the prevalence of the problem. 

			In the second tragedy, Andrei Karlov, the Russian Ambassador to Turkey, was gunned down at the opening of an exhibition atAnkara’s Centerfor ContemporaryArts. The killer, identified as Mevlüt Mert Altıntaş, a former policeofficer, was shot dead by Turkish special forces. The United Nations Security Council recognized the assassination of Russia’s ambassador as a terror attack. This tragic incident is different from the Boyaryshnik poisoning in many respects: it had a global impact; although only one individual died, he was a high-ranking person; and such assassinations are uncommon. The last time a Russian ambassador was murdered was around 90 years ago: in 1829, famous writer and ambassador to Persia Alexander Griboyedov was killed; in 1923, a plenipotentiary envoy of the RSFSR in Italy, Vatslav Vorovsky, was killed; and in 1927, the victim was a plenipotentiary envoy of the USSR to Poland, Pyotr Voikov.

			Russia’s participation in the civil war in Syria and the battle for Aleppo were reported to be the main reasons behind the ambassador’s assassination. After shooting the victim, the killer shouted: “Do not forget Aleppo, do not forget Syria.” Numerous studies demonstrate that events like these may be used to construct an “alien” and to galvanize society in the face of an external enemy.61 Meanwhile, it is difficult to predict how strong this effect has been or will be in this particular case. On the one hand, compared with international events, domestic events have a stronger effect on public opinion.62 On the other hand, prior experience of interaction with an “other” can affect society’s perception of the significance of the relevant problem.63 In the preceding year, Russia had already attempted to build an image of Turkey as an antagonist. Despite favorable relations with Turkey at the time of the diplomat’s assassination, this previous image of Turkey as antagonist could increase the focus on Turkey’s faults in this case, as well as certain prejudices against Turkey on the part of Russian citizens. Furthermore, the tragedy turned out to be related to the situation in Syria, which was broadly covered in the mass media. Presumably, the discussion about the diplomat’s assassination had a stronger influence on public opinion due to citizens’ earlier beliefs. 

			The third tragic event of December 19 also had political roots: a truck smashed into the crowded Breitscheidplatz in Berlin, which was hosting a Christmas market; 16 people were killed and 56 more were injured. The Islamic State of Iraq and Syria (ISIS), a terrorist group, claimed to have carried out the terror attack.

			Unlike the other two events, the Berlin terror attack was not directly related to Russia. However, such events have traditionally attracted considerable attention, partly because they happen suddenly64 and produce numerous victims, and partly because an “other” is involved and accused of the incident. Consequently, although the Berlin terror attack may seem to have affected Russia’s interests only to a limited extent, it is assumed to have attracted considerablemediaattention. 

			Additionally, we can look at the tragedies from the standpoint of the theory of risk communication.65 One of the differences between the three tragedies is whether they are associated with voluntary risk or involuntary risk. If the risk of becoming a victim of a terrorist act is involuntary, the risk of surrogate alcohol poisoning can be considered voluntary. The first type of tragedy is scarier to the public because it cannot be avoided by changing one’s behavior. By contrast, a surrogate alcohol poisoning is unlikely to frighten the part of the population that does not consume alcohol or consumes only high-quality alcohol. However, as studies show,66 the media can sometimes frame a single problem as both a voluntary risk and an involuntary risk. In our case, the risk of poisoning with substandard goods is involuntary, since poverty leaves no other possibility. 

			Table 1 summarizes the key characteristics of each tragedy. As can be seen, the analyzed events are different from each other. If we were only interested in how the characteristics of an event affect the attention paid to it, then these three cases would not be a perfect choice. It would be more accurate to compare international tragedies with other international tragedies, domestic events with other domestic events, etc. However, it happened that on December 19, these three tragedies occurred simultaneously. The factor of simultaneity is of paramount importance for comparing the reactions of different types of media under conditions of a lack of freedom. For the purposes of this study, it is not so important which event gets the most attention but whether there are differences in between the types of media with different levels of freedom.




			Table 1. Characteristics of the Three Tragedies of December 19, 2016

			
				
					
					
					
					
				
				
					
							
							
							Boyaryshnik poisoning

						
							
							Assassination of Russia’s ambassador 

						
							
							Christmas Market terror attack

						
					

					
							
							Spatial locality

						
							
							Irkutsk, Russia

						
							
							Ankara, Turkey

						
							
							Berlin, Germany

						
					

					
							
							Domestic

						
							
							International

						
							
							International

						
					

					
							
							Directly relates to Russia

						
							
							Yes

						
							
							Yes

						
							
							Limitedi 

						
					

					
							
							Number of victims

						
							
							74 people (as of December 23)

						
							
							1 person

						
							
							16 people

						
					

					
							
							Uniqueness of the event

						
							
							Low

						
							
							Very high

						
							
							High

						
					

					
							
							Deaths for the same reason (previous year)

						
							
							9,557 peopleii

							(for 2015 in the Russian Federation)

						
							
							0

							(4 in the history of the Russian Federation)

						
							
							151iii

							(for 2015 in the EU)

						
					

					
							
							Conformity to citizens’ personal experience

						
							
							Yesiv

						
							
							No

						
							
							No

						
					

					
							
							Type of risk

						
							
							Voluntary

						
							
							Involuntary

						
							
							Involuntary

						
					

				
			

			


i This conclusion derives from the lack of Russian citizens among the Berlin terror attack victims. Research shows that foreign terror attacks draw more media attention in those countries whose citizens suffered from the attacks. See Kelly and Mitchell, “Transnational Terrorism and the Western Elite Press.”

			ii Accidental alcohol poisonings in 2015 according to data from the Federal State Statistics Service.

			iii According to data from the European Union Terrorism Situation and Trend Report (TE-SAT), European Police Office, 2016, p.10.

			iv Kotelnikova shows that poverty is a key reason for alcohol poisoning in Russia (see Zoya Kotelnikova. 2017. “Explaining Counterfeit Alcohol Purchases in Russia.” Alcoholism: Clinical and Experimental Research 41: 4: 810–19).




			Methodology

			In this study, we use data from Medialogia,67 a company that aggregates news from more than 40,000 Russian-language mass media, including 1,974 newspapers, 11 federal TV channels, 34,905 online newspapers, and 2,574 blogs. Medialogia entered the market in 2003 and, to date, is the leader in mass media monitoring and analysis. 

			In order to answer our research questions, we built networks corresponding to discussions in different types of mass media during the period of December 19–23, 2016. We intentionally limit the analysis period to 5 weekdays, as mass media are usually less active on weekends. Moreover, on December 25, 2016, there was a catastrophic plane crash in theBlack Sea that killed 92 people. As this event captured a considerable portion of the public’s attention, it would be impossible to compare the aforementioned three tragedies in the ensuing period without adding the fourth tragedy, thus further complicating our analysis. 

			We built 5 networks based on the joint mentions of different topics in three media types: television, newspapers (federal and regional), and the Internet (online newspapers and blogs). The networks reveal the contexts in which the tragedies concerned were discussed. The comparison of these networks will allow us to understand whether media type affects coverage of tragedies.

			The topics (attributes) to which tragedies were related were automatically selected by Medialogia’s algorithm based on joint mentions (not less than 15 joint mentions in at least 1 network). The network includes the leaders of the countries where the tragedy occurred, 3 key topics meaningfully related to the tragedy, and the most popular topics in the Russian media, which are discussed daily (the context). We did not include in the network any issues inherent in the tragedies, for example geographic locations (Berlin, Ankara, Irkutsk, Turkey, Russia, Germany, etc.). For the topic of alcohol poisoning, the names of law enforcement agencies investigating the tragedy were included in the analysis (the bodies investigating the two other tragedies were rarely mentioned in the Russian media). A total of 17 unique nodes were selected. Each tragedy has 7 related keywords (some of which are common), which equalizes the different tragedies. A complete list of nodes is presented in Table 2. This network could be expanded to include more keywords about the political context and related events that are mentioned less than 15 times, but due to the low contribution of these events to the network density, they would not have a significant impact on the result.




			Table 2. Tragedies and Related Issues (Nodes of the Network)

			
				
					
					
					
					
				
				
					
							
							Key nodes (tragedies)

						
							
							Ambassador

						
							
							The terrorist act in Berlin

						
							
							Hawthorn

						
					

					
							
							Leaders of countries where the tragedy occurred

						
							
							Erdogan

						
							
							Merkel

						
							
							Putin

						
					

					
							
							Top 3 related issues

						
							
							ISIS

						
							
							ISIS

						
							
							Poverty

						
					

					
							
							
							Syria

						
							
							Syria

						
							
							Alcoholism

						
					

					
							
							
							Terrorism

						
							
							Terrorism

						
							
							Excise tax

						
					

					
							
							Political context (daily topics in the Russian media)

						
							
							Sanctions

						
							
							Sanctions

						
							
							Sanctions

						
					

					
							
							
							USA

						
							
							USA

						
							
					

					
							
							
							Ukraine

						
							
							Ukraine

						
							
					

					
							
							Bodies investigating the event 

						
							
							-

						
							
							-

						
							
							General Prosecutor’s Office

						
					

					
							
							
							
							
							Investigative committee

						
					

					
							
							Total number of related nodes (for each tragedy)

						
							
							7

						
							
							7

						
							
							7

						
					

				
			

			


Networks were built using matrixes (Appendix 1 shows the matrix for a discussion on television). Each cell of the matrix reflects the number of times that two network attributes were mentioned simultaneously in one message or publication. As the direction of attribute connections is irrelevant to our analysis, the network is symmetrical. In other words, the connection between attribute A and attribute B is as strong as the connection between attribute B and attribute A.

			The distance between different network points is calculated using the Force Atlas 2 algorithm, considering the strength of connections among different network nodes.68 The more often topics are mentioned together, the closer to each other they are located. The more connections an attribute has, the closer it is to the network center. Topics in the network periphery have weak connections with other issues. The thickness of lines, as well as distance, shows the strength of connections among different topics, calculated as the number of joint mentions in mass media.

			The “degree centrality” indicator was calculated for each network attribute, reflecting the number of connections with other attributes. The “degree centrality” indicator shows the extent to which any given event is integrated into the context of discussions of other acute problems.

			Findings

			The Attention Paid to Tragedies by Different Media

			Data analysis shows that media universally paid most attention to the assassination of Russia’s ambassador to Turkey (see Table 3). A similar number of news items were shown on TV with respect to surrogate alcohol poisoning and the Berlin terror attack. Blogs, newspapers, and online newspapers paid more attention to the Boyaryshnik poisoning than to the Berlin terror attack.




			Table 3. Attention of different media to tragedies

			
				
					
					
					
					
					
					
					
				
				
					
							
							

						
							
							Poisoning in Irkutsk

						
							
							Ambassador’s assassination in Turkey

						
							
							Berlin terror attack

						
					

					
							
							
							N

						
							
							Row %

						
							
							N

						
							
							Row %

						
							
							N

						
							
							Row %

						
					

					
							
							News items on TV

						
							
							735

						
							
							26.6%

						
							
							1,307

						
							
							47.3%

						
							
							724

						
							
							26.2%

						
					

					
							
							Newspapers (federal and regional)

						
							
							388

						
							
							32.4%

						
							
							611

						
							
							51.0%

						
							
							199

						
							
							16.6%

						
					

					
							
							Online newspapers

						
							
							16,933

						
							
							23.4%

						
							
							40,694

						
							
							56.2%

						
							
							14,803

						
							
							20.4%

						
					

					
							
							Blogs

						
							
							727

						
							
							22.6%

						
							
							2,030

						
							
							63.1%

						
							
							462

						
							
							14.4%

						
					

					
							
							All

						
							
							18,783

						
							
							24%

						
							
							44,642

						
							
							56%

						
							
							16,188

						
							
							20%

						
					

				
			

			


It is noteworthy that all types of mass media prioritized the tragedies in the same manner. The strongest emphasis is on news items about the assassination of Karlov, the weakest on the Berlin terror attack.

			The differences in media attention to different issues can be explained by the peculiarities of the events. Apparently, the assassination of an ambassador, as a unique event of a political nature, provoked a more active discussion than a social problem related to mass poisonings by surrogate alcohol. Presumably, the authorities would not have benefited from discussing the problem of poisoning, as it reveals their failures in the realm of economic policy—failures that lead to poverty. Thus, the lower attention to the Boyaryshnik poisoning may have to do with the government’s pressure on mass media. However, this does not explain why this news item is ranked second by relatively independent media (blogs and online newspapers). The reason for such a distribution of attention can be identified through an analysis of all topics with which these tragedies were mentioned.

			


Figure 1. Discussion networks in five types of mass media, December 19-23, 2016

			





a) TV	
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b) Federal newspapers
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			c) Regional newspapers	
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d) Online
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			e) Blogs
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			Event Networks

			The diagrams in Figure 1 show network agendas in five different media types. The assassination of Russia’s ambassador is the center of all networks, followed by the other two tragedies in question, regardless of media type. The former tragedy is closely connected with many key issues: the positions and responses of different countries (the United States, Syria, Ukraine) and leaders (Putin, Erdogan, Merkel), as well as acute political problems (terrorism, ISIS, sanctions). In our opinion, the assassination’s top position on the agenda (in terms of the number of publications) was predetermined by its stronger connections with other issues discussed by the Russian media before the tragedies. The tragedy in Turkey meshed organically with discussions of issues that were causing different levels of concern in the Russian media.69

			The Boyaryshnik surrogate alcohol poisoning is on the periphery of most networks and does not create any strong connections with other topics being discussed. Interestingly, Boyaryshnik often lacks strong connections with both the poverty problem and the excise tax issue. 

			The Berlin terror attack attracted less attention in the Russian media than it could have had Russia’s ambassador not been assassinated on the same day. The above networks show that the Berlin tragedy relates to the same key problems as the ambassador’s assassination in Turkey. However, it was less acute for the Russian audience and hence attracted less attention. The comparison of discussions of the Berlin terror attack and the ambassador’s assassination in Turkey invites the assumption that the two topics competed with each other. Naturally, the event that directly affected the interests of Russia70 sparked the strongest interest; the number of victims was less significant.71

			Constructing the Perception of Problems through Connections with Other Topics

			As shown by Kotelnikova,72 the real cause of surrogate alcohol poisoning in Russia is poverty: people cannot afford quality alcohol and purchase surrogates instead. These topics are closely intertwined only in the regional press. In other networks, the link between these problems is less distinct. It is noteworthy that the topics of alcohol poisoning and poverty are in separate areas of the television discussion network. In other words, television did not establish any links between surrogate alcohol poisoning and the problem of poverty. Discussions of the Boyaryshnik problem in the mass media most often referred to the actions of special forces (prosecutor’s office and investigation committee), as well as the response of Putin, who is the central figure in all networks. Attempts were made to deproblematize the situation;73 the government was presented as a strong actor that takes an active role in solving the problem of surrogate alcohol poisoning.

			This is confirmed by analysis of the main news show, “Vremya,” which is broadcast daily on Channel One, Russia’s leading TV channel. This channel attracts 13.3% of the nation’s television audience.74 On the second day of the tragedy, only half a minute was devoted to the problem of surrogate alcohol poisoning, whereas the ambassador’s assassination was discussed for almost half an hour (see Table 4).




			Table 4. Analysis of attention to tragedies in the news show “Vremya” on Channel One

			
				
					
					
					
					
					
				
				
					
							
							
							
							Poisoning in Irkutsk

						
							
							Ambassador’s assassination in Turkey

						
							
							Berlin terror attack

						
					

					
							
							News item duration (“Vremya” on Channel One at 9:00 p.m.)

						
							
							19.12.

						
							
							4:25

						
							
							6:58

						
							
							0

						
					

					
							
							20.12.

						
							
							0:47

						
							
							27:24

						
							
							5:45

						
					

					
							
							21.12.

						
							
							5:29

						
							
							13:08

						
							
							4:43

						
					

					
							
							22.12

						
							
							0:58

						
							
							6:54

						
							
							0:49

						
					

					
							
							23.12

						
							
							0

						
							
							0

						
							
							3:39

						
					

					
							
							Aggregate air time

						
							
							11:39

						
							
							54:24

						
							
							14:56

						
					

					
							
							News item duration (final Sunday newscast)

						
							
							25.12.

						
							
							8:57

						
							
							19:51

						
							
							8:53

						
					

				
			

			


The newscast did not devote more than 5 minutes to this tragedy until the third day following the deaths, when Vladimir Putin personally asked to address the problem of poisoning in Irkutsk. Even then, newscasts on Russia’s main TV channel aimed to ensure that this problem was perceived as something routine and insignificant.

			The phrases aimed at deproblematizing alcohol poisoning include the following remark by a “Vremya” newscaster: “Fourteen thousand [deaths caused by alcohol poisoning per year] is a lot, dozens of times higher than in European countries, although they drink a lot, too. For example, cirrhosis of the liver is one of the most common causes of death in France. They drink wine every day. Many people become alcoholics in old age.” Such framings attempt to persuade listeners that the situation in Russia is not unique and that the problem of alcohol abuse also exists in other developed countries. Consequently, neither the domestic situation nor the action (or inaction) of civil servants at different levels is the cause of Russia’s alcohol problem. The true cause is human nature. It is fairly difficult to argue that this statement, which contradicts statistics, has any goal other than creating a favorable image of the problem.75 Besides such framings, television focused mainly on the progress of the investigation into the Boyaryshnik poisoning and the statements of public officials about actions to be taken in order to prevent similar situations.

				Media discussion of the assassination of Russia’s ambassador followed different paths. The media might criticize Turkey, which was unable to prevent the terror attack, or the terrorists who committed the attack. The Russian authorities would not have benefited from the first scenario, as Russia had a good relationship with Turkey at the time. Therefore, the official position of the Russian government was that Karlov’s assassination was a provocation aimed at deteriorating the recently restored relationships between Russia and Turkey. Presumably, this theory is further supported by the fact that the murder was committed right before trilateral negotiations among Russia, Turkey, and Iran. Accusations against the Turkish security service were voiced in the Russian media (primarily in online newspapers) only on the first day of the tragedy. Later, newspapers, news sites, and television clearly expressed the same idea: the tragic event should not be allowed to affect Russia-Turkey relations.

			Why, even in the independent media, did discussions of the ambassador’s assassination follow the path that benefited the authorities (i.e., by focusing on the Syrian war and not on Turkey’s role in the assassination)? Again, a possible reason is that links to other news items being discussed at the same time forced the discussion to follow this path. Right before the tragedy, the Russian media was actively discussing the actions of ISIS, was supporting the war in Syria, and was demonstrating the unanimity of Russia and Turkey on these issues. The news item about the terrorists who murdered the Russian ambassador in response to what was happening in Syria fit with the agenda much better than did discontent with the actions of Turkey, as friendship between Russia and Turkey was a frequent topic in many Russian media.

			Both the press and the TV news drew parallels between the assassination of Russia’s ambassador and the Berlin terror attack. Even if the attacks were committed by representatives of different terrorist groups, they nevertheless resulted from the same problem. In some cases, however, the authors of articles referred to different reasons behind the attacks targeting Russia and Germany. For instance, journalists framed the ambassador’s assassination as an attempt to destroy a policy that effectively opposed terrorists, while they attributed the Berlin terror attack to the lack of clear policy. Consequently, similar events were interpreted differently by the Russian media depending on whether actions were directed against “us” or against the citizens of another country. However, some mass media voiced other opinions. For instance, Novaya Gazeta, a Russian opposition newspaper, wrote that “people in Berlin were killed by the German migration policy, the Russian ambassador by the Kremlin’s decision to be at war in Syria.”76 

			The issue of the Berlin terror attack was more neutral in the Russian authorities’ eyes than the other two tragedies. The terror attack was committed in another country and did not affect any Russian citizens. However, this event could be successfully linked with the discussion of the ambassador’s assassination in Turkey. Deliberate shaping of this link is evidenced by the fact that the tie between the ambassador’s assassination in Turkey and the Berlin terror attack turned out to be twice as strong in the discussions on TV, control of which is maintained by the Russian authorities, than in those in print and online newspapers and blogs (see Table 5).

			The connection between the assassination of Russia’s ambassador and the Berlin terror attack underlines the importance of Europe/Russia consolidation in the two regions’ fight against a common enemy. The Russian media indicated that although Russia and Europe had different opinions on the Syrian war, they needed to overcome these controversies in order to prevent future tragedies. The linking of the two tragedies allowed for the strengthening of a certain political position.




			Table 5. The number of ties between the assassination of the Russian ambassador in Turkey and the Berlin terror attack in different media types

			
				
					
					
					
					
				
				
					
							
							
							Number of ties between two tragedies

						
							
							Total number of ties in network

						
							
							% to all ties in the network

						
					

					
							
							TV

						
							
							119

						
							
							6,241

						
							
							1.91%

						
					

					
							
							Newspapers (federal)

						
							
							13

						
							
							1,391

						
							
							0.94%

						
					

					
							
							Newspapers (regional)

						
							
							15

						
							
							2,229

						
							
							0.67%

						
					

					
							
							Online newspapers

						
							
							784

						
							
							87,886

						
							
							0.89%

						
					

					
							
							Blogs

						
							
							97

						
							
							13,226

						
							
							0.73%

						
					

				
			

			


Media Type and the Context of the Coverage of Tragedies 

			As seen earlier in Table 3, 56% of total publications on the three tragedies focused on the ambassador’s assassination; 24% on the Boyaryshnik poisoning; and 20% on the Berlin terror attack. However, network analysis reveals that the number of mass media publications on an issue does not always correspond to the issue’s position in the network. A topic can be actively discussed in mass media and create ties with other news items, or a discussion can progress autonomously.

			We assess linkage with other topics as the number of mutual mentions in publications or as degree centrality.  A comparison of the degree centrality of the three tragedies would allow us to understand which of the three is most context-dependent. 




			Table 6. Degree centrality of the three tragedies and the relationship between degree centrality indicators

			
				
					
					
					
					
					
					
					
				
				
					
							
							

						
							
							Poisoning in Irkutsk

						
							
							Ambassador’s assassination in Turkey

						
							
							Berlin terror attack

						
					

					
							
							
							N

						
							
							Row %

						
							
							N

						
							
							Row %

						
							
							N

						
							
							Row %

						
					

					
							
							TV

						
							
							293

						
							
							10%

						
							
							1,973

						
							
							66%

						
							
							721

						
							
							24%

						
					

					
							
							Newspapers (federal)

						
							
							29

						
							
							7%

						
							
							324

						
							
							76%

						
							
							76

						
							
							18%

						
					

					
							
							Newspapers (regional)

						
							
							162

						
							
							26%

						
							
							396

						
							
							63%

						
							
							73

						
							
							12%

						
					

					
							
							Online newspapers

						
							
							3,440

						
							
							11%

						
							
							24,234

						
							
							74%

						
							
							4,961

						
							
							15%

						
					

					
							
							Blogs

						
							
							434

						
							
							10%

						
							
							3,353

						
							
							76%

						
							
							623

						
							
							14%

						
					

				
			

			


Figure 2. Relationship between degree centrality and the percentage of publications about three tragedies in different media types

			





			The black lines in Figure 2 show the share of attention paid to each tragedy (as a percentage of the total number of publications on the three topics). Columns show the degree centrality of the selected problem as a share of the total degree centrality of the three tragedies in each media type in question. Unless the news items in question were peculiar, the number of network ties (degree centrality) should have approximately correlated to the total number of publications on a given topic. In contrast, if degree centrality goes above the black line, then the event’s involvement in the network derives not only from the number of publications in mass media but also from its specifics. In contrast, if degree centrality goes below the black line, then the event is in the network periphery regardless of the number of publications.

			Figure 2 allows us to conclude that the ambassador’s assassination not only attracted the most media attention but also was discussed in the context of the most acute topics. The Boyaryshnik surrogate alcohol poisoning was linked to other topics pro rata to the intensity of discussion only in the regional press, but it was still out of context in other media. Finally, the Berlin terror attack was put in context only on TV. As mentioned earlier, a possible reason for this is that television established a close link between the Berlin terror attack and the assassination of Russia’s ambassador.

			Similarities and Differences among Network Agendas in Different Media Types

			Despite the above differences, the network analysis allows us to conclude that discussions in different media are similar. First, all networks give priority to the same topics. For instance, although regional media pay comparatively more attention to the problem of surrogate alcohol poisoning than other media, discussion of the ambassador’s assassination in Turkey is still ranked first. Second, the ties among the problems are very similar. All networks put the ambassador’s assassination in the context of discussions about political issues, leaving the Boyaryshnik poisoning on the periphery. 

			Russian traditional media are highly dependent on the authorities,77 whereas the Internet and blogs currently remain independent. We could expect discussion of tragedies to vary greatly depending on the freedom level of any given media type, yet this is not the case. Television is more involved in deproblematizing alcohol poisoning, as the authorities would not benefit from the development of this topic. Regional media write more about poisoning, as this topic is more important to their audience than political issues. However, the analysis allows us to conclude that the level of media attention to problems depends, to a significant extent, not on media type but on the nature of a problem and its ties with other issues on the agenda.

			Bloggers could have written freely that the Boyaryshnik poisoning resulted from Russia’s high poverty rate. However, we can see that, in terms of structure, discussion in blogs is very similar to discussion in other media types: the assassination of Russia’s ambassador is in the spotlight. One possible reason for this is that bloggers had no personal experience with the problems in question (which are “unobtrusive,” to use McCombs et al.’s term78) and hence relied on media information. In so doing, they perhaps reproduced similar arguments despite the lack of direct pressure to do so.

			Moreover, any news is always put in the context of other issues being addressed in the mass media. Before the tragedies, the Russian media actively discussed the issues of terrorism, the fight against ISIS, sanctions, and U.S. policy, almost ignoring the issues of poverty and alcoholism. The ambassador’s assassination was discussed in that existing context, whereas the Boyaryshnik poisoning did not have its own context.

			Discussion

			The occurrence of three tragedies on the same day allows for a comparison of the responses of different media types to tragedies of different natures. In contrast to the literature,79 we showed that the number of victims is not a key factor affecting the visibility of an event in the mass media. In fact, the number and intensity of links between the tragedy and other topics previously discussed in mass media is more important. 

			Consistent with the literature,80 we showed that discussions in different types of media are similar. It is noteworthy that this similarity persists even when mass media are not free from censorship.81 However, generally similar network agendas differ in certain important ways. For example, the difference in the ranking of the surrogate alcohol poisoning topic in the network agendas of television and regional media is evident. Such differences can be indicative of attempts to deproblematize a given event in a certain type of media (in this case, government-controlled television). Moreover, in this case, the peculiarities of the audiences targeted by such media might matter. 

			This research supplements the existing understanding of the possible functioning of state censorship. The topic of the Boyaryshnik poisoning was inconvenient for the Russian government, as it raised the issues of ineffective management of the economy, poverty, and social inequality. A direct ban on discussion of this tragedy was possible on television (for example, “Vesti,” the main newscast, almost ignored this news item on the second day of the tragedy—see Table 3) but could hardly affect blogs and online newspapers, which remain relatively independent. In this regard, the fact that more independent media gave equally limited attention to the Boyaryshnik poisoning may seem surprising. As we see it, the reason is that the agenda traditionally discussed by the Russian media did not offer up any topics that could have been organically linked to the alcohol poisoning. Moreover, traditional media discussed the problem of poisoning in the context of the investigation and finger-pointing, thus making the population feel that everything was under control. Interestingly, the coverage of the surrogate alcohol poisoning problem—in keeping with the “special operation” for the capture of those responsible—was organically aligned with special operations aimed at searching for the perpetrators of the Berlin terror attack and investigation into the assassination of Russia’s ambassador. In other words, these tragedies, while different in nature, were covered within the same frame,82 in which the government acted as a stronger party by punishing those responsible (and not a weaker party that allowed the tragedies to happen).

			One could argue that the agenda of one week is not sufficient evidence of the presence or absence of a context for discussing a particular tragedy. For example, it is possible that the problems of poverty and alcoholism existed on the agenda but were supplanted that week by more pressing issues related to terrorism. Let us compare the contexts for the two types of media that are the closest to polar opposites in terms of their control by the state, namely television and blogs. As can be seen from Figure 3, the context preceding the two tragedies did not differ much. The problems associated with alcoholism and poverty were not discussed before the tragedies and did not become much more actively discussed thereafter. On the contrary, the existing context related to the discussion of terrorism and the war in Syria actually intensified. Interestingly, a month before the tragedies, discussion of the war in Syria more than doubled in blogs, despite the fact that the state was not able to directly control their agenda.

			Figure 3. Number of mentions of keywords related to three tragedies on TV and in blogs

			TV
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			Blogs
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			Consequently, this research shows that it is possible to control the discussion of unpalatable and dangerous topics related to sudden tragedies by creating a certain agenda. Russia’s media overlooked the problem of poverty and alcoholism, as the Boyaryshnik poisoning turned out to be outside a context in which this topic could have developed. The ambassador’s assassination, in contrast, was linked to the daily agenda of the Russian media, including the Syrian war, the actions of President Putin, and confrontation with the United States and Ukraine. 

			Conclusion

			The media in Russia are not free, but the state exercises differing degrees of control over traditional media and new media. One would expect the more independent new media to devote significantly more attention to the problem of surrogate alcohol poisoning, since it is more relevant to the population of Russia and emphasizes the existence of serious social and economic problems. If the state-controlled television was forced to hush up this problem (see Table 4), bloggers faced no such restriction. However, the result was surprising: attention to the tragic events of the various types of media was almost identical. We explain this result by reference to the similarity of agendas that existed in all types of media before the tragedy (see Figure 3). An agenda for the state-controlled media leaks into other, more independent media. If a tragic event occurs that does not fit well into the existing agenda, then even independent media outlets pay little attention to it. This form of media impact in authoritarian states can be used unintentionally by the authorities; as our research has shown, it turns out to be effective in controlling the agenda of independent media.

			This research reveals the potential of network agenda-setting for the analysis of competition between important events in different media and for comparing the impacts of different media types on the coverage of the same issue. For the first time in the literature, we addressed these issues simultaneously, which allowed us to reveal the impact of event peculiarities and media type on the nature of discussion. 
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