
		
			[image: cover.jpg]
		


		
			Blogging Strategies and Political Tactics 

			in Runet:

			Introduction to the Special Issue

			Mikhail Suslov

			Uppsala University

			The idea for this special issue emerged at the international seminar “Digital Diaries: Resistance, Self-Representation and Civic Journalism in the Russian-Language Internet,” which took place at the Uppsala Center for Russian and Eurasian Studies on April 29, 2016 with the financial support of the Uppsala Forum for Democracy, Peace and Justice. This seminar brought together area specialists from various disciplines: cultural studies, political science, sociology, philosophy, and intellectual history. Participants approached blogging in the Russian-language Internet (Runet) from a perspective that transcended the obvious disciplinary borders of media studies, offering instead a broader vision of writing “digital diaries” as a cultural practice. This practice has roots in the history of Russia as well as relevance to the present day political situation in this country.1 This collection of five articles examines various kinds of blogs, taken as a cross-section of Russian political culture: blogs of grassroots public opinion leaders, political parody blogs, academics’ blogs, Orthodox priests’ blogs, and opera stars’ blogs. The articles provide five glimpses into a variety of digital landscapes, in which people and politics meet. The new rules of the game in the digital age fundamentally challenge the traditional relations between the private, the public and the political, while at the same time, the Russian historical and cultural legacy make blogging in Runet specific in many meaningful ways.

			The interconnection of de-politicization and re-politicization in the Russian-language blogosphere has become especially visible in recent years, as the pendulum of Russian history has swung decisively toward yet another paroxysm of authoritarianism and crackdown on opposition during Vladimir Putin’s third presidential term.2 Digital media have become the main outlet for supplying Russians with perspectives and interpretations that dissent from those aired on the state-controlled TV channels. At the same time, the “commanding heights” of digitized social networking have been commandeered by pro-government or politically neutral (but essentially compliant with the “official line”) lifestyle blogs and social media accounts. Moreover, the Internet increases dissenters’ visibility, but the flipside is that this visibility gives the policing institutions free rein to prosecute virtually any active “netizen” whose statements could be construed as “spreading extremist ideas.”3 

			If the late Soviet dissident intelligentsia’s desire exerted cultural hegemony though it lacked access to the political discourse, today’s digital intelligentsia has unlimited access to the discourse, but it no longer possesses the qualities of a cultural hegemon.4 This means that their strategies of self-presentation online are only tactics of resistance, of making their voice loud and their status important. All in all, the central question for the collection of papers is whether digital diaries can, to borrow from Gramsci, dig “digital trenches” of sorts in the context of a war for independence, human dignity and civic rights.

			The ubiquity of social networking in today’s world nurtures practices of “caring for the Self,”5 managing images of the Self, and personalization of otherwise formal relations. However, the opposite process of making the Self public is likewise ongoing, and it prompts users to instrumentalize their formal status and offline cultural capital for the purpose of online individuation. Papers by Galina Zvereva, Mikhail Suslov and Irina Kotkina document this tendency, showing how Russian academics, Orthodox priests, and opera singers shape their digital personae by heavily leaning upon their offline status. For example, Galina Zvereva demonstrates how blogging academics tend to speak ex cathedra, reproducing the professional hierarchy in the non-professional digital environment. Similarly, Irina Kotkina’s paper illuminates the processes of transformation of the community of digital aficionados of opera stars, making it clear that, at the end of the day, digital fandom remains nothing but fandom. The ideal of a networked society of “prosumers” (that is consumers who are simultaneously producers and vice versa) remains by and large a pie in the sky dream, whereas in “reality” audiences can at best create fan-science, fan-religion, fan-art. Thus, digital practices of self-presentation maintain old hierarchies in the fields of scientific knowledge, religion and high culture. The pervasive leadership in “leaderless” social movements lies at the center of Galina Nikiporets-Takigawa’s paper, in which she argues that charismatic discourse leaders usually facilitate the mobilization of “netizens.” 

			 Among other possible consequences of the online commodification of offline status is a great reliance on the “interpretive community.” As a result, online “stars” are limited by the expectations of their “fandom,” which reminds us of the late Soviet loose network of dissenting intellectuals, held together by the kitchen-table talks among svoi, or “ours.”6 Within a closed community of “ours,” political statement tends towards irony - self-irony, stiob - and parody.7 Anastasia Denisova’s paper on political parody blogs draws our attention to the possibility of resistance by means of ironic reading of hegemonic discourses. Yet a resisting subject can only operate on the level of tactic, parodying the official “party line;” the subject is never capable of offering a universalistic alternative, a strategy. Mikhail Suslov’s paper inquires into a different tactic of using self-irony in the context of the religious tradition of “holy foolishness.” Here irony works for the benefit of another hegemony – the anti-secularist program of the Russian Orthodox Church. 

			This collection of articles identifies intersections between strategies of self-description and practices of de-politicization and re-politicization in the Internet.8 It underscores the dialectics of avoiding politics, and politicizing new terrains of social and cultural experience. The articles describe how Russian “netizens” ironize about politics instead of doing politics, how they escape the public sphere into their cozy lifestyle blogs “about a duck in a stewpan;” but at the same time, readers will learn about opera singers who pose against the flag of the Donetsk People’s Republic, or about academics who turn their professional blogs into platforms for ideological debates, about jokes which evoke massive criticism of the political elite, and about social movements, rallied by the emotional charismatics online.

			 

				  

			

			
				
					1See, for example, Hans Klein and D. Kleinman. 2002. “The Social Construction of Technology: Structural Considerations.” Science, Technology & Human Values 1: 28-52; Trevor Pinch. 1996. “The Social Construction of Technology: A Review.” Technological Change, Methods and Themes in the History of Technology 35: 17-35.

				

				
					2Arkady Ostrovsky. 2015. The Invention of Russia: The Journey from Gorbachev’s Freedom to Putin’s War. London: Atlantic Books; Mikhail Zygar. 2016. All the Kremlin’s Men : Inside the Court of Vladimir Putin. New York: Public Affairs.

				

				
					3Aleksandr Verkhovskii, ed. 2016. Ksenofobiia, svoboda sovesti i antiekstremizm v Rossii v 2015 g. Moscow: Sova, pp. 107-151.

				

				
					4Russian ideologies in the digital era are discussed in: Galina Nikiporets-Takigava, and E. Pain. 2016. Internet i ideologicheskie dvizheniia v Rossii. Moscow: NLO.

				

				
					5Michel Foucault. 2003. “The Subject and Power.” In P. Rabinow & N. Rose, eds. The Essential Foucault. New York: New Press, pp. 126-144; Maria Bakardjieva and G. Gaden. 2012. “Web 2.0 Technologies of the Self.” Philosophy & Technology 25: 3: 399-413.

				

				
					6Alexei Yurchak. 2013. Everything Was Forever, Until It Was No More: The Last Soviet Generation. Princeton: Princeton University Press.

				

				
					7Mark Yoffe. 2013. “The Stiob of Ages: Carnivalesque Traditions in Soviet Rock and Related Counterculture.” Russian Literature 74:1-2: 207-225; Dominic Boyer & A. Yurchak. 2010. “American Stiob: Or, What Late-Socialist Aesthetics of Parody Reveal about Contemporary Political Culture in the West,” Cultural Anthropology 25: 2: 179-221.

				

				
					8Svetlana Erpyleva and A. Magun, eds. 2015. Politika apolitichnykh: Grazhdanskie dvizheniia v Rossii 2011-2013 godov. Moscow: NLO.

				

			

		


		
			Leadership and Leaders in Networked Social Movements

			Galina Nikiporets-Takigawa

			University of Cambridge

			Russian State Social University

			The followers/leaders, participation/leadership division is less obvious in Networked Social Movements than in traditional movements. Participants in these movements, adhering to egalitarian principles, seek to emphasize the absence of leaders, which has led some to characterize the movements as “leaderless.” This article interrogates that perspective through a critical review of these interpretations and myths, as well as the autonomous leadership theory proposed by Simon Western. After demonstrating the existence of hierarchy in Networked Social Movements, the article then focuses on the leaders of the Networked Social Movements, considering their specific characteristics in comparison to traditional leaders, and discussing the influence of new technologies on these specific characteristics.

			Internet-enabled Networked Social Movements (NSMs) are often considered “leaderless” because of the lack of visible structure, financing, organization, vertical hierarchy, and established relations among their members.1 The actions of the NSMs appear unidirectional, and no clear interaction between leaders and followers is evident. Instead, movements seem to emerge when one individual’s personal emotional feelings and initiative spontaneously combine with the emotions and initiative of others.2

			Long before the cybercommunication and cyberinformation era began, leaderless movements gained popularity among 1960s radical environmentalists, animalists, feminists, and emancipatory anti-capitalist movements. Inspired by the ideas of anarchists,3 they rejected the rigid organizational structure, hierarchy, elitism, and autocracy that predominated in the leadership of 20th century socialism, communism and capitalism. Instead, they favored participatory, nonhierarchical, informal, and distributed forms of leadership. 

			This type of political and civic activity attracted opponents of hierarchy, as well as adherents of various egalitarian movements. Those activists were eager to form social movements that adopted “leaderlessness” as a core component of their identity, and this desire to deny hierarchy and to achieve freedom from the coercion inherent in traditional or orthodox leadership, is arguably the defining characteristic of these movements. 

			The desire to eliminate hierarchy springs from a view of leadership as power held by capital and mainstream decision-makers, as well as the association of leadership with authoritarianism. While emphasizing the negative aspects of leadership, these interpretations do not consider more positive attributes, such as discipline, structure and organization. 4 Activists’ attempts to call their movements “leaderless” can be interpreted as the legacy of the anarchic ideal of a harmonious society without external interference and governance.5 However, the contemporary American anarchist Chaz Bufe is not alone among anarchists in considering such attempts “utopian.” The very idea of a leaderless movement is, according to Bufe, “a myth,” “romantic fantasy” or “unattainable ideal.” Indeed, Bufe’s statement, “Leadership is inevitable in all social movements,” echoes Bakunin and Kropotkin.6

			Leaderless movements were reinforced by the internet and “in many respects pioneered using the Internet for mobilization and coordination during the mid-1990s.”7 Since then, many other NSMs have appeared, but the majority of them have inherited an image of being leaderless and nonhierarchical. 

			Various scholars also share the belief that NSMs are “leaderless” movements where “obvious leadership” is absent.8 For instance, Castells argues that the Occupy movement had no leadership, “not locally, not nationally, not globally,”9and describes the General Assembly as a “horizontal, leaderless, consensus-based open meeting”10 where there was no traditional, rational, charismatic or personalized leadership.11 This argument, however, is weakened by examples of the spontaneous emergence of leadership, leaders, organization, and patterns of distributing responsibility.12 In the case of the Tunisian revolution, which Castells likewise considers leaderless, he emphasizes that “the protesters generated spontaneously their own ad hoc leadership,” explaining that “the networked activists plan their actions, develop strategies, organize activities and produce leaders from their ranks.”13

			Bennet and Segerberg see signs of leadership in what they call “collective action,” and contrast this with “connective action.” “Connective actions” do not form collective identities. They rely on sharing personalized content through social media, and can be crowd-enabled (such as the Occupy movement), or organization-enabled (such as the London-based coalition Put People First). The former, the researchers argue, was clearly leaderless and nonhierarchical whilst the latter had leadership alongside collective action. But participants in collective action movements, they found, tend to explicitly describe their movements as leaderless: “Throughout, the participants communicated a collective identity of being leaderless, signaling that labor unions, parties, and more radical movement groups should stay at the margins.”14

			According to Chadwick’s theory of organizational hybridity, which sees blurred boundaries between parties, interest groups, and social movements, NSMs have leadership (which social movements adopt from parties and interest groups), but still practice a “nonhierarchical, ‘medium is the message’ approach” (which parties and interest groups reciprocally adopt from social movements).15   

			Other scholars admit that NSMs have leadership, but they are not ready to confirm the presence of the hierarchy and the leaders. Gerbaudo refers to the leaders of the NSMs as “reluctant leaders,” “soft leaders” or “choreographers,” involved in setting the scene and “constructing an emotional space within which collective action can unfold.”16 Sunderland similarly draws a distinction between leadership and leaders, claiming that “individual leaders are not evident in the movements, [but] there was still evidence of leadership happening.”17

			Western believes that the movements cannot, at any stage, be considered “leaderless” but rather produce a new form of leadership, namely “autonomous leadership” – that is, “a specific form of the anti-hierarchical, informal and distributed leadership” 18 characterized by five core principles: spontaneity, autonomy, mutualism, networks and affect. This “autonomous leadership” occurs with a change in the political context and in response to this change – and, in that sense, is spontaneous. It also can spontaneously disappear with a further change in the political context. In Western’s view, the participants of these movements emphasize a lack of communication between them and any vertical structure or hierarchy – thus, their activities are autonomous, not only from state control and political elites but also from each other.  

			Thus, in the debates about leadership in NSMs, the existence or nonexistence of leadership remains a central topic. This article is driven by the strong belief that leaderless social movements simply do not exist, a contention supported by fieldwork on Russian NSMs conducted since 2012.19 It goes on to investigate the factors, among them the internet, that give the leadership of NSMs its specific character. On the basis of these factors, I argue that leadership is not always nonhierarchical. Some internet platforms allow for clearly defined positions, roles and power structure. 

			The article compares leaders in the NSMs with system and non-system political elites and clarifies some of their characteristics. It makes a primarily conceptual exploration of NSMs: summarizing the leaders’ and leaderships’ characteristics; theorizing; and comparing the Russian experience with Western experience on the basis of examples from Ukraine. The Ukrainian political context currently differs from the Russian situation and is more reflective of Western standards.    

			The dataset consists of digital communications on VKontakte20 and Twitter21 by conservative, liberal, communist/socialist, nationalist, and protest NSMs. The high politicization of the Russian internet means that it provides an ideal dataset for analyzing the development of NSMs. As the Russian state redoubles its control over independent media and movements that are not affiliated with the government vanish from the political landscape, the internet becomes a unique platform for the activity of NSMs. Using internet data allows us to observe a much more ideologically fragmented Russian society and participation in contentious politics, which is almost invisible in any other public space. The VKontakte groups and Twitter accounts of system and non-system political elites provide the data for a comparative analysis.

			Hierarchy in Networked Social Movements

			One reason for doubts about the presence of leadership in Networked Social Movements is the implicitness of NSM leadership, as well as the more fundamental question of whether it is possible to be a leader without participating in offline forms of political activism. The opacity of the hierarchy is exacerbated by polyphonic individual statements in online political communication. 

			However, upon closer examination, some powerful and attractive voices rise out of this polyphony. Though the internet creates the conditions for mass self-representation, only a minority uses this privilege, whereas the majority almost never produces substantive content. From among the most prominent netizens emerge those who comment extensively on current political affairs, care about politics and can create emotional mobilization amongst the masses. When a political event occurs, some of these masterminds within the crowd begin to mobilize the masses for street protests, and in so doing, they essentially rebuild the traditional vertical structure of power. Followers listen to the leaders, who channel the masses’ anger into offline demonstrations. Thus, despite all the antipathy that NSMs’ participants express toward leadership, hierarchy and elitism, these movements nevertheless create clear divisions between the sub-groups of leaders and followers. 

			The hosts or administrators of online activities typically hold a prominent position in the hierarchy. 22 Those who obtain these positions receive almost unlimited power over the mass of followers. They help select materials for publishing. They create rules for followers. They can lead communication as they see fit, are able to manage the admission or non-admission of participants into these conversations, 23 and can influence offline activism. Since all networked activity has its share of trolling, spam, and bots, 24 administrators deliberately ignore a portion of the commentators.25

			Fundamentally, NSMs are loyal to the ideals of egalitarianism and libertarianism. As such, they require compliance with the principles of freedom of speech and expression – and even the most rigorous administrators cannot resist this imperative.26 At the same time, they are battling online activity that is ideologically harmful to their movement: attempts to discourage people from taking to the streets, intimidation and threats, or efforts to entice members away from an NSM into a competing movement. The absence of an administrator is detrimental to the movement, and though members complain constantly about the “draconian censorship” carried out by administrators, they express far greater dissatisfaction if this administration is not done.

			Leaders in Networked Social Movements and their Characteristics

			The positions of leader and follower are selected on a voluntary basis in NSMs, and the relationship between these subgroups differs radically from their relation in traditional leadership. The leadership appears to be spontaneous and mobile, 27 springing from the grassroots. Unlike traditional leadership, the internet allows for the promotion of many leaders simultaneously. Typically, leaders in NSMs are not connected to one another, reinforcing the idea that leadership is “autonomous.” The personalities that hold leading positions are continuously replaced; hence, this type of leadership can be characterized as fluid, mobile (Bauman terms it “liquid”)28 and temporary. The leaders’ terms in the NSMs may not last as long as in traditional leadership, and the transfer of leadership happens much faster. In the Russian case, this rapid turnover of leaders – and the lack of permanent leaders – is clear.29

			These constant turnovers, the multiplicity of leaders and their invisibility feed the argument that NSMs are “leaderless.” However, at any point in time, the leadership positions are filled, meaning that the movement cannot be called leaderless. At the same time, no one claims to be a leader, there is no apparent manipulation, no demonstration of supremacy of one over any other, no fixed roles as leaders or followers and no rigid hierarchy (that is, no case where any individual has power over others), except the abovementioned power of administrators. The NSMs are horizontal, rhizomatic forms of organization in which leadership belongs to all participants (see Figure 1). On this basis, the leadership can be regarded as collective, or, as Western calls it, “individualized collective leadership,” within which everyone can be a leader. Importantly, the positions of leader and follower can be swapped at any time. Leaders and participants are not related to each other, but are united by mutual consent and mutual responsibility, and act for mutual benefit. 30 




			Figure 1: ‘We are all leaders’—a principal slogan of the ‘leaderless’ movements
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The leadership in NSMs can cross from digital to physical space, and the same leader can act in both—moving “from the safety of cyberspace” to occupy urban space.31 This link between virtual and physical networks is one of the key innovations of NSMs. In Russia, this is rare, but in the Ukrainian political context there are cases where leaders of NSMs, thanks to their exceptional popularity, become prominent figures in traditional leadership (as with the case of Mustafa Nayem, who initially conducted oppositional activity primarily on Facebook, and was then elected to the Ukrainian parliament in 2014, as well as other well-known bloggers, who moved from leading online discourse to holding public office).32

			But leadership of NSMs does not necessarily have to take place in physical space: leaders can participate in direct communication and bring followers together in action without participating in these actions, thus leaving them physically invisible to ordinary members. Leaders can control activities remotely from other cities and even countries. Leaders may not have “a face” or can use a fake identity; they may hide behind their position as administrator of an online group. With the help of new technologies, these invisible leaders convey ideological propaganda, initiate collective discussions, plan events that strengthen the collective spirit, counter ideologically hostile discourse by inciting hatred against ideological opponents, and mobilize the masses for collective action.

				These almost invisible leaders, whose identities are unclear on the internet and who never come out of the space of the internet, can nevertheless be considered leaders because the content of their online activity is important for their followers. Just as participation in a street protest might inspire people, making it possible to recruit them into political movements or call for political action, so too can the messages of popular internet authors inspire their followers to demonstrate offline. Our data show how quickly their messages mobilize many young, previously politically disengaged individuals to transform from passive online observers to street activists, a phenomenon observed in numerous other cases.

			Constant presence on the internet and active behavior in online communication are necessary characteristics of leaders of NSMs. Thus, these leaders often have professions and hobbies related to the computer world: they may be IT specialists (both professional and amateur), gamers, and amateur journalists, reporters and commentators—almost never leaving the internet, monitoring a huge amount of information, and actively producing, duplicating and distributing news and analytic texts on topics as varied as sports, video games, and travel. If they are actively involved in the political discourse and occupy a distinct civic position (this is another requirement that a potential leader of an NSM should meet), they can lead an NSM. 	

			Leaders of NSMs are often perceived as more credible than formal system and non-system elites who dominate other media. This is the case in Russia, where the internet is the one domain that is comparatively free of state control. But even in Ukraine’s more open political climate, the leaders of NSMs are seen as more reliable. According to analysts, the popularity of online leaders stems from an absence of confidence in the state and state media:

			“Bloggers are perceived as politically unbiased persons. Opinion leaders in the social networks—a concentrated voice of the people, experts say, because people not only trust them but also verify with them their opinion.”33

			The leadership of NSMs also features a higher “personalization of collective participation” than traditional movements.34 This “personalization,” which is based on the belief that everyone is leading the movement and anyone can be a leader, pushes the leaders of online discourse to engage in highly emotional verbal behavior, which then is transmitted from leaders to followers. For centuries, social movements have adopted the latest technologies, recognizing their potential much faster than the rest of society.35 Today, the leaders of NSMs creatively use the power of social media, digital platforms and mobile communications. For effective mobilization, leaders must be distinctively gifted in their verbal expressions, have well-developed skills in the use of internet communication that make an impression on the masses, and understand what Castells has referred to as “a strong cyber-activism culture.”36 Therefore, NSMs produce leaders who are charismatic in their online representations, emotional, expressive, able to ignite and inspire people, and proficient in creating the necessary emotional atmosphere, in calling for action, and, if the agenda includes street protests, in strengthening the decision to come out to the streets, as well as to calm down those who feel the fear of repression. 

			Jokes, irony, and even sarcasm are means to attract supporters.37 The leaders use such tools to spread information about an event that requires a civic reaction, criticize ideological opponents, spur the masses’ outrage and mobilize people to gather on the streets. In the case of the anti-government protest action in support of Russian opposition activist Alexey Navalny, they shared the news that he was sentenced for five years and started to discuss the injustice of this sentence, which immediately caused a mass rally that gathered in front of Kremlin, convened mainly via Twitter. In Moscow alone, nearly 30,000 people turned out to support him.38 Of these, the majority learned about his arrest from tweets and hashtags, where conciseness is combined with wit, helping to increase awareness and to charge the activists’ “moral battery.”39 Emotions have a fundamental importance in social movements: they produce an “emotional mobilization,”40 “give the movement to the movements,”41 charge the “moral battery” of the activists and feed “the joy of the crowd,”42 which begins in cyberspace and continues on the streets. In the Russian context, this affect is negatively directed, and the leaders manipulate their followers by inflaming hatred and other negative emotions.43 In the non-Russian context, we find more examples of positive mobilization,44 but cases where online leaders use internet communication to ignite the anger of their followers and prepare them to gather on the streets are also typical.45

			System and Non-system Political Elites, Public Figures and PR Professionals

			NSM leadership should be distinguished from the practices of system or non-system political elites, influential public figures (e.g., writers, popstars, etc. who are active bloggers), as well as professionals who earn their living through the network. The traditional political elite, both system and non-system, are represented by just a few unchangeable personalities: though every party and political association develops a parallel online presence,46 their leaders are rarely as active on the network on a personal level. 

			There are a few exceptions. For the party in power, first of all, it is Dmitry Medvedev who holds the record for the most subscribed users on his pages on VKontakte, Twitter, Facebook and Instagram. He is famous as a pioneer in the use of social networks by Russian officials: as president, he started a page on the VKontakte social network, and has 2.2 million subscribers.47 There is only one competitor to Medvedev’s popularity on VKontakte: the head of the Chechen Republic Ramzan Kadyrov with more than 1.8 million subscribers. By way of comparison, Vladimir Putin’s official page had only 69,117 subscribers on the same date, and Liberal Democratic Party of Russia leader Vladimir Zhirinovsky and Communist Party leader Gennady Zyuganov had 413,241 and 112,257, respectively.

			The online activities of the liberal leaders (A. Navalny, I. Yashin, O. Kashin, R. Adagamov and I. Varlamov48), nationalist leaders (E. Prosvirin, K. Krylov, D. Demushkin and S. Baburin) or leftists (S. Kurginyan and G. Zyuganov) can be compared with “autonomous leadership,” but only in the sense that this activity is (to varying degrees, of course) autonomous from state control. Any other characteristics of their leadership cannot be compared with the “autonomous leaders,” who come from the grassroots and appear spontaneously amongst online users in a given political moment. The leaders of NSMs have no party nor administrative resources; they have no established groups of like-minded followers, nor lasting popularity, nor a position gained a long time ago as a leader or an opinion-maker amongst conservatives, nationalists, leftists, liberals or in a public space. System and non-system elites, by contrast, use these additional resources to mobilize the masses in support of, or against, the government, as well as when they head NSMs. Furthermore, most traditional leaders and artists are mediocre in their online activity and emphatically are not emotional. They are not expected to have the abilities of “autonomous leaders,” as many participants have been involved in their movements by their name, fame and position, and not by the keenness of their remarks and their personalities. Therefore, their network activity is largely intended for self-representation rather than for communication. This is most typical for representatives of the authorities: governors, ministers and other representatives of the traditional elite can be active in producing content on their internet pages, but do not communicate with their followers.49 This constant self-representation can occasionally be interrupted by some mobilization efforts, when the formal elite use their online presence to convene their followers in meetings in their support, or at the polls. However, the difference between traditional and autonomous leaders is that for the former the internet serves as an additional tool of mobilization, and for the latter as their only mobilizing tool.

			For PR businessmen, their professional responsibility is to organize various mass political actions, and promote them through their networks.50 Any offline political party and any political leader can hire such professionals, but they often take on this work at their own initiative, knowing that it will become a focus of attention and bring about promotional dividends. The largest group of these businessmen work to support the current regime in Russia. For example, 28-year-old journalist Vladimir Tabak, on January 24, 2012, created a VKontakte group, “Network of the Supporters of Putin,” with the stated aim of gathering and mobilizing mass support for the presidential candidate during the final stage of the campaign.51 Through the network, he not only aggregated and fomented sympathy toward the candidate, but also organized street actions, including “Spring against the Meetings,” “I love Putin” and “Congratulations on March 8 from Putin.” He—and this is typical of this kind of businessman—has no civic position, nor any ideological views, and does not possess a clear attitude to the president.52 He acted not under orders from the Kremlin or the FSB,53 but was guided solely by commercial reasons. This kind of leadership can be considered typologically close to the leadership of traditional elites, or to “hidden leadership,” because it uses the popularity of parties and figures which they energetically promote; such leaders appropriate the resources available to the subjects of their PR activities whilst remaining in their shadows.54

			Conclusion

			Thus, the NSMs have transformed the institution of leadership, creating a new style with a set of characteristics related to the environment in which networking social movements and their leaders are born and developed—the digital space of social media. By changing the nature of the public sphere and the space of social communications, the internet erases various boundaries – social, national and political – completely changing the nature of the public sphere.55 In denying class differences and establishing communication that transcends national borders, the internet takes away the salience of traditional leadership, built on the elite-mass dichotomy. The NSMs produce an innovative type of leadership, comprised of the following characteristics:

			
					autonomous

					networked

					spontaneous 

					fluid, liquid

					temporal

					collective

					mutual 

					plural

					multiple

					democratic

					horizontal

					rhizomatic

					with hierarchy built on the basis of mutualism

					affective.

			

			This leadership requires specific leaders who become leaders if they satisfy a certain set of characteristics:

			
					strong verbal talents

					emotionality 

					charisma

					perpetual presence in digital communication  

					active production of content for digital communication

					an ability to use various genres of digital communication simultaneously

					creative use of digital communication

					visualization skills and an ability to present information concisely

					high involvement in political discourse

					“a strong cyber-activism culture” (Castells)

					civic position.

			

			All the features that new technologies bring to social movements (the speed of a response to a political challenge, the rapid spread of information, the wide mobilization opportunities, and the difficulty of state control over the movements and their leaders in spite of the constant tightening of legislation and expansion of the scale of measures to restrict internet freedom in different countries)56 shape the leadership in these movements. Among the advantages are the opportunity to become a leader, and the voluntary nature of this opportunity. Spontaneity, autonomy, a lack of traditional individual leadership, and the presence of the collective, allowing many to use their leadership abilities and talents, make this type of leadership – and, ultimately, NSMs – successful. These movements attract numerous supporters and inspire other movements.

			Of course, the drawbacks are closely associated with the advantages. Autonomy and spontaneity make the leaders of NSMs less vulnerable to state control, as the internet creates a zone that is less dangerous and does not provoke the immediate harsh reprisal for opposition activities. However, the “security of cyberspace” (as Castells puts it) releases the “steam of protest” via internet communication, as opposed to freeing it to the streets.57 As a result, NSMs are easily converted into movements of “slacktivists,” and their leaders into the leaders of the “sofa passionaries.”58 This is one of the reasons why Networked Social Movements tend not to go beyond the protest phase.59 Spontaneity also has its downside: the NSMs and their leaders appear quickly, but disappear just as quickly. If leaders are unable to organize more or less significant events, which give participants the opportunity to see that they have a lot of like-minded fellows, political enthusiasm can quickly evaporate. On the other hand, if leaders can mobilize a large number of supporters and achieve collective action on a mass scale, the desire to create parallel offline forms with traditional methods of leadership, vertical hierarchies and elites can arise.60

			Despite all these drawbacks, the NSMs “have turned leadership upside down by removing the monopoly over communications from the hands of those in positions of formal authority and by enabling radically new forms of collective action and complex social coordination.”61 In Russia, the NSMs also bring individuals the sense of free political participation they desire, in contrast to socialists’ and communists’ commitment to collective values. Collective leadership creates “the personalization of politics,” where many believe that everybody can be a leader.62 It makes it easier to express a civic and political position by offering a platform for the manifestation of civil activity. This “personalization of politics” should lead to greater participation in the political movements, to politicization of society as well as the development of “horizontalism.” These effects have a particular importance in contemporary Russia, where horizontal links are still weak and all the non-mainstream political activity is forced out of the physical space. Here and now, the “hybrid media system” as Chadwick calls it, is available only for conservatives and is completely closed to contentious politics.63 The internet is the only place for such politics, and internet enabled NSMs are the only way for it to exist. Collective leadership, which is an integral part of these movements, is a promising way to develop civil society.

			The current image of NSMs as leaderless movements64 leads to their perception as unimportant players in the political field. Thus, whilst investigating “leaderless jihad,” which has achieved global scope as a result of the emergence of new technologies, in 2008, Sageman did not envision it having a political future, arguing that any leaderless movement that formulates goals and objectives is short-lived and limited in its development.65 The political reality disproved this: Jihad, which is born in the depths of the internet and results in bloodshed in the streets, has become an ever-growing threat and a serious political force.66 Among Russian political scientists, pessimism toward NSMs is nevertheless very much in evidence and NSMs are not considered to have significant implications for citizen engagement.  The trend in Russian academic debates is to undermine NSMs on the basis of the absence of their leaders, hierarchy, organization and structure. Both the leadership and the leaders in NSMs necessitate ongoing empirical investigation because the movements and their leaders are becoming more and more a feature of the modern political landscape and the characteristics of the leadership are complex, multifaceted, and constantly evolving. Research should reject any one-sided assessment and use methods of continual monitoring, mapping, measurement and the analysis of a large body of evidence.
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			In the political environment of contemporary Russia, government-controlled media dominate the discourse. However, the Internet still provides a platform for – and visibility to – alternative voices and ideas. Parody microblogging is a popular recent phenomenon of Russian-language social media. Users with satire accounts utilize the names of power holders, publish links to the news, and provide opinion and contextualization, as well as offering satirical commentary on corruption, the management of the country and media propaganda. This article studies the function of parody framing in critical microblogging in the Russian-language Twitter. It discusses accounts spoofing the elites as tactical media that disrupt the hegemonic discourse and interpret political reality for the Russian digital audience.

			The Russian political environment of the 2010s is marked by a high level of state dominance over traditional and Internet media outlets, encompassing professional and amateur communication channels. This is the result of over a decade of government efforts to seize control over words and representations. The media have been “the primary weapon”1 and “the main power tool”2 in Vladimir Putin’s rise to power. Since the late 1990s, when Putin became prime minister, he has secured state ownership or supervision of the main national media outlets, including television, radio, newspapers and information agencies.3 Zygar4 and Pomerantsev note that the state-instructed media continuously portrayed Putin as a forceful, fearless, epic leader, and therefore embedded this image (Zygar calls it “Putin’s myth”) in the public consciousness.5 The President’s administration even launched a multi-language broadcasting outlet, RT (Russia Today), for the international audience, in order to propagate Putin’s myth abroad.6

			The 2010s brought a new challenge to the state’s hegemony over media discourse. The elites had to decide how to control the discourse on multiple online media, including social networking platforms and non-professional blogs.7 The early 2010s seemed an emancipating time for resistant-minded Russian citizens: they were able to discuss corruption and mobilize for a protest against the government. In December 2011, around 100,000 people gathered in the central square in Moscow for a demonstration.8 These discussions of corruption, reports of wrongdoing by the state and the promotion of opposition politicians and journalists continued throughout the first half of 2012, with further offline protests spreading in large Russian cities. The state, however, responded harshly to rising dissent activism, prosecuted many members of peaceful demonstrations and prohibited any unsanctioned public gathering that exceeded six individuals.9 The authorities confounded the work of the few remaining liberal media,10 orchestrated an editor change at leading news portal Lenta.ru in 201411 and put economic pressure on the online channel TV Rain. Moreover, the elites tried to curb the digital deliberation by a series of Internet-directed measures. The laws obliged popular bloggers and microbloggers (those with more than 3,000 visits per day) to register with the government watchdog,12 and enforced a broad anti-extremism law that applied to any expression of discontent or criticism of the government’s politics.13 As a result, the same laws that refer to the media bind popular microbloggers. Nonetheless, they can still employ Aesopian language to express their criticism of the state.

			In the realm of social media, several spoof accounts of popular political actors have gained visibility. Such microblogs as the mock account of the Russian President, Ministry of the Foreign Affairs, the moustache of the President’s representative and Joseph Stalin, attract between 200,000 and 1,600,000 readers. These microblogs are by no means the leaders of the Russian-language Twitter: pop culture personalities and government mouthpieces dominate the statistics. Television presenters Ivan Urgant and Pavel Volya have nearly 5 million followers each. In the political domain, the top accounts are those of the prime minister, Dmitry Medvedev (5 million); the President of Russia (3 million); and the state-owned channel Pervyi kanal and the state-indoctrinated news programme Vesti.ru on the channel Rossiya (3 million each).14

			Parody microblogs of the Russian-language Twitter may not be at the top of the statistics, but they encourage an intriguing balance in the online visibility of the hegemonic state and the opposition. A few years ago, when the prank profile of the president appeared on Twitter, it became more popular than the leader’s authentic account.15 The ex-president of Russia, Dmitry Medvedev, attracted 1,110,000 followers to his official Twitter feed @MedvedevRussia, while the spoof @KermlinRussia – born as a parody of Medvedev – drew over 1,500,000 followers. This example demonstrates that the digital space can empower alternative voices to pass their message to the audience and compete with hegemonic mouthpieces on equal terms. Though there has been limited research on Twitter accounts that spoof Russian leaders,16 these profiles present a phenomenon of alternative communication that deserves further study. In the Russian case, the microblogs that mock the elites sometimes turn into independent opposition mouthpieces known for their “merciless mockery of Putin and other government officials.”17

			In this research, I investigated the role of parody framing in the political communication of the leading oppositional spoof accounts in the Russian Twitter. The research question was: How do popular spoof microbloggers employ parody framing in political criticism and commentary on the news in the Russian-language Twitter? I inquired how each account holder engaged (or not) with the impersonated character; what style of communication and humor they endorsed; whether they preferred commenting on the immediate news or issuing remarks on the issues of Russian politics in general; whether they were sharing links and retweeting others, or focusing on personal expression. I have performed content and textual analysis of 700 tweets from the four most popular critical political spoof accounts on Russian Twitter. In this analysis, I investigated the assumption that Russian parody microbloggers of the 2010s act as tactical media outlets, provide analytical commentary and contextualization to the news and use the parodied persona as a one-off bait to attract an audience rather than a source of playful impersonation.

			The article starts with an analysis of the existing studies on parody and satire in the digital age: it discusses the theory on connective action, media gatekeeping and tactical activism in relation to the spoof microbloggers, and evaluates the role of parody political Twitter accounts in liberal and non-liberal regimes. Then the methodology is explained, and the results are provided. The analysis of the main themes and style of humor; approaches to impersonation and contextualisation; and varying degrees of topicality and interconnectivity with other accounts makes possible new conclusions about the role of Russian political parody microbloggers as mouthpieces for political commentary and free speech online.

			The Role of Parody in (Challenging) Power Relations

			Classic literary studies18 regard parody as a paradoxical phenomenon. On the one hand, it assists the hegemony by confirming the status of the elites as power holders.19 On the other hand, it has revolutionary potential to destabilize existing power relations20 by pointing to the weaknesses of leaders. This ambivalence constitutes the “praise and blame” ethos of parody and satire.21 Parody resonates with the conventional cultural codes and stereotypes yet allows the introduction of new ideas and criticisms in the discourse.

			Another important feature of parody for political communication is intertextuality. It connects people, ideas and elements of culture.22 Previous studies on the use of parody in subversive politics have revealed that parody incorporates references to local culture,23 history, popular stereotypes and folklore, and draws links to the immediate political context. Parody appeals to audiences that share critical sentiments toward the objects of parody. It enables resistant individuals to escape the radar of state censors,24 comment on topical events25 and participate in joyful or even “silly citizenship,”26 which blurs the trivial and political. Spoof accounts in social networks are a postmodernist practice: they allow revealing one’s interpretation of events, while playing a character and adding new layers of meaning to the interpretation.27 In his studies on the post-socialist USSR, Yurchak28 noticed the emergence of a specific type of satire, “stiob”. It refers to the humorous texts with “such a degree of overidentification with the object, person, or idea at which [it] was directed that it was often impossible to tell whether it was a form of sincere support, subtle ridicule, or a peculiar mixture of the two.”29 The ethos of a metacommentary connects the resistant political deliberation of the late USSR to the spoof political accounts of Twitter in the 2010s.

			Furthermore, not only intertextuality, but the convergence of communicative platforms is taken into account. Users access their social network profiles from various gadgets, including mobile phones. As a result, they may mix the identities they present, occasionally tweeting personal observations under the mask of the spoof persona. This concept of the “context collapse,”30 variable self-representation in different social media, links the research on spoof Russian Twitter accounts to identity studies. This spontaneous, technology-enabled phenomenon of digital commentary on immediate events sheds more light on the importance of casual communication for political activism.

			Theories on connective action31 and the “cute cat theory of digital activism”32 explain how everyday social media communications can obtain ideological value. In the era of digital networks, individuals can connect to each other without the intermediaries of established political parties, movements or professional media. In collective action, users create a collective critical and resistant discourse by contributing to the shared digital sphere from personal accounts. Humorous communication, such as satirical blogging and sharing of entertaining viral texts (including the images of cats, dogs, emotions and so forth), can draw attention to serious issues.33 Satirical communication uses allegory and pseudonyms, does not place direct blame and often shapes criticism in a light-hearted form.34

			Moreover, the tenet of joyful masked communication permits studying spoof political accounts in the lens of the carnivalesque resistance. Mikhail Bakhtin’s theory on the carnival as a form of dissent35 derives from his studies of medieval times. Bakhtin identifies carnival as a legal activity that allows for the promotion of alternative discourse, multiplicity of styles, and an intentional polyphony (“heteroglossia”). The elites are aware of the carnival yet approve of it in order to let the protest public let off steam. The proliferation of prank political accounts in the realm of social networks has echoes of Bakhtin’s36 conceptualisation of the carnival as a “second life, organised on the basis of laughter.” In restricted environments, digital networks often function as the parallel media reality for the dissent public: they reimagine political leaders in a humorous, even absurd, way, and by doing so discuss their real actions. Prank microbloggers raise the visibility of alternative discourses and fill the mainstream environment of a commercial network with subversive points on hegemonic politics. However, criticism of Bakhtin’s original concept can be also addressed toward the digital rebirth of a carnival. As Max Gluckman37 stressed in his classic argument, carnival cannot be progressive and conservative at the same time. The elites maintain control over the time and place of the carnival, therefore this public manifestation of discontent tends to reaffirm the existing power relations. White accordingly notices that, from this perspective, carnival serves as a safety valve for the power holders38 – they allow the resistant crowds to let off steam and then return to the status quo.

			When parody account holders interpret the news for their followers, they also step into the territory of professional media. Parody microblogging can be interpreted as tactical media. This concept, which merges media production with political activism, was born in the mid-1990s. David Garcia and Geert Lovink39 defined tactical media as “do-it-yourself” independent channels within hegemonic media platforms, or the stand-alone alternative media produced by non-professionals. “Tactical media are media of crisis, criticism and opposition”40 and promote voices that are otherwise excluded from the discourse. Russian spoof microbloggers collect and share links, contribute commentary and additional data, interact with other users and respond to followers. Jane Singer41 refers to this phenomenon as “user-generated visibility” and “secondary gatekeeping.” These terms explain the practices of social media users when they obtain the news from the available professional outlets, evaluate it and decide whether to share it in their personal accounts.42 In the Russian case, “secondary gatekeeping” often results in either “upgrading” or “downgrading” the visibility of the news and events to the social media audience.

			Therefore, leading a parody microblog is a social and political communicative practice. Two main features influence the popularity of parody tweets: references to the persona who is the object of parody, and topicality that links this persona to the immediate context.43 The role of parody microblogging with high level of topicality (responses and comments to the immediate news or events) differs from country to country, depending on the political and media environment. The existing research on spoof microblogging in the UK44 and Australia45 shows that users impersonate public personas to attract attention, but then utilize their accounts as entertaining outlets for sharing jokes. The tweets with good humor, strong topicality and no in-character allusions are most popular with the audience.46 However, in more restricted media environments, where the elites suppress public criticism of their actions, parody microblogging obtains more political weight. In South Korea, mock political accounts on Twitter criticize the hegemony and expose the absurdity of the existing political system.47 In Russia, spoof accounts of the power holders have a similar ethos – they provide critical commentary that has been excluded from the public space.48

			This research does not seek to provide a comprehensive overview of political parody in the Russian-language social media. Each social network available for the Russian audience has its particular communication characteristics and diverse demographics. Nonetheless, Twitter has proven to be a particularly fruitful network for political research in Russia, as it can sustain a “crossroads of discourses:”49 open communication with minimal privacy setting permits the counter-flows of opinion and ideas. Unlike Facebook, with its inclination toward echo chamber formation in the Russian context,50 Twitter can serve as the meeting point for users with varying political views who come from various backgrounds and locations. The audience of Russian-language Twitter amounts to 5 million people,51 many of them from among the young and middle-age citizens who prefer Internet to television (18-45).52 Although there is a tendency for the Russian Twitter to replicate and echo many motifs from the mainstream media, it nonetheless has a capacity to maintain long-term discourses on the political alternatives.53

			Methodology

			My research focused on the four most popular parody accounts of the Russian-language Twitter that criticize the government and offer alternative interpretations of the news. I have chosen these accounts by the open statistics of Twitter popularity (they have between 300,000 – 1,600,000 followers) and references to the established political leaders or institutions in the username and framing. The most prominent liberal parody account on Russian Twitter is @KermlinRussia (1,630,000 followers). It started in 2010, spoofing the account of then-President of Russia Dmitry Medvedev,54 but later evolved into a source of continuous criticism of the government and corrupt elites, with the most scorn directed at President Vladimir Putin and his inner circle.55 The second most popular account from the sample, @StalinGulag (368,000 followers) pretends to tweet on behalf of the late Soviet dictator Joseph Stalin; the account holder criticizes the decisions of elites, mocks propagandistic media and contemplates the passive and naïve Russian population. The third account examined is @Fake_MIDRF (182,000 followers), which tweets on behalf of a non-human entity, the Russian Ministry of Foreign Affairs. The account holder uses the photograph of Minister of Foreign Affairs Sergey Lavrov as the account’s profile picture. He or she provides daily commentary on the news and complains about the corruption of Russian power holders. The fourth account in the study, @Sandy_mustache (220,000 followers), impersonates the mustache of Dmitry Peskov, the spokesperson of Russian President Vladimir Putin. The account holder utilizes the drawn image of Peskov as the profile picture and publishes commentary on the political and economic news, as well as cartoons and original aphorisms on Russian politics and national stereotypes.

			The sample includes 2,800 recent tweets from all four accounts (700 each), retrieved by June 21, 2016. I did not set the starting date of data collection, but established the finishing date as June 21. It enabled me to compare an equal number of texts that parody microbloggers were posting simultaneously while responding to the same news and events. The uneven distribution of texts in time among accounts demonstrated different blogging patterns: for instance, @StalinGulag produced 700 tweets just within two months, from April 18 to June 21, while @KermlinRussia was much less frequent in its blogging. It took @KermlinRussia six months (from December 12, 2015 to June 21, 2016) to release 700 tweets. My data constitutes a non-representative sample, as the findings cannot be generalized to the whole number of parody accounts in the Russian Twitter. However, these microblogs are the most popular, which means that the findings on them create a solid basis for inductive analysis.56 Due to the exploratory character of my research goal – to comprehend the role of the parody framing in the spoof microbloggers’ political commentary – the inductive approach was the most viable. It enabled me to extract ideas from records and generate a conceptual understanding of the ongoing social processes.57 Within the sample of 700 tweets, the saturation of data was reached. (Saturation refers to the point in data collection when a researcher realizes that she has collected enough evidence and that adding new participants or texts would not bring any new themes or substantial alterations from the existing codes.)58 Within the collected sample, each parody microblogger exhibited their interest in a diverse array of subjects, used various styles of political commentary, made uneven references to the source of parody and exploited humor in many ways.

			The main themes were coded manually and categorized in the following schema: topical, political, topical and political, character-specific, self-exposure, retweets and external links. The tweets that responded to recent events and statements were coded as “topical”; they may or may not relate to the parodied persona. “Political” tweets contained criticism of the Russian elites; they may or may not relate to the immediate news and events. “Topical and political” tweets responded to the news and incorporated political criticism or contextualization. Contextualizing is the broad term to identify the tweets that link current events and statements with the wider context; they often inform the audience of the hidden agenda or provide additional facts and ideas to stimulate critical interpretation. “Character-specific” tweets are those relating to the persona/institution/entity that the account pretends to represent: they interpret the events from the character’s point of view or incorporate references to certain stereotypes or known traits of the parodied persona/institution.59 “Self-exposure” identifies the occasional tweets containing mentions of the account holder’s authentic personality or thoughts. In these instances, the microblogger steps out of the parodied character and talks about personal experiences, relationships with other people or Twitter accounts or shares insights in their professional or personal life.

			The collected data was further scrutinized according to the number of retweets or responses to other Twitter users, and the number of external links shared. This part of coding enabled me to analyse the interconnectivity of the chosen parody microbloggers with other Twitter accounts, media outlets, other social networks or Internet resources. It showed whether spoof account holders preferred to focus on their self-expression and opinion, or endorse and promote the ideas and jokes of others. By adding this element to the content analysis, this research aimed to distinguish the microbloggers with a self-centred ethos from those that function as hubs of information and analysis.  

			In order to enrich the understanding of the style of critical commentary and pattern of the microbloggers’ self-expression, I have performed textual analysis on a sample of tweets that were topical and political at the same time. I have picked a case study that attracted commentary from all four accounts: the viral quote of the Russian Prime Minister Dmitry Medvedev about pensions. In 2016, the Russian Prime Minister created many headlines with the announcement that there was no money in the budget to increase pensions.60 The politician was on an official visit to Crimea, walking in front of television cameras, when a pensioner approached and complained about the government’s failure to index pensions. Medvedev replied: “There is no money. But be strong. All the best. Have a good day, and good health.” The video of this meeting went viral on the Internet: 3.5 million people watched it on YouTube within two weeks.61 Many social media users picked on Medvedev’s words to criticize the government and discuss the bold character of the power holders’ rhetoric. The comparative study of the topical and political tweets that involved references to Medvedev’s statement revealed the common trends and differences in the microblogging approaches of all four accounts. This enabled me to see how the spoof account holders present the news, provide context or explanation, or exploit news and events as the starting point to discuss other grievances and make jokes about politics.

			Lastly, through content and textual analyses, I evaluated how spoof accounts mobilize parody framing to shape their political commentary and whether hoax identity plays any role in their satirical communication.

			Results: Russian Parody Microbloggers as the Mouthpieces of Contextualisation and Criticism

			Russian parody microbloggers have developed personal styles of expression and approaches to blogging. All four accounts studied were different in the ways they responded to the news and interacted with the audience, other Twitter users and external Internet sources. They utilized the framing of the official mouthpiece of the President of Russia, a fake Ministry of Foreign Affairs account, moustache of the President’s spokesperson and the Soviet leader Joseph Stalin. Although three out of four accounts hold the names of existing personas and institutions, they held little or no references to the sources of their prank in their communication. According to the content analysis, neither @KermlinRussia, @Fake_MIDRF or @StalinGulag pretended to “be” the person or institution that they referred to in their name – they did not try to convince the audience that they were the account of the president, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, or the Soviet leader. There were no allusions to the parodied individuals and institutions in the sample. Only @Sandy_mustache featured three references to the pranked spokesperson of the Russian President, Dmitry Peskov. Among the character-specific tweets were, for instance, the hint to the corruption scandal that involved the spokesperson and his wife Tatiana Navka:62

			“Tanya, if they ask us about the offshore [accounts], tell them that you do not know the person with this surname. And that the gypsies have stolen your passport in the suburban train” (Таня,еслиспросятпроофшор,скажи, чтонезнаешьчеловекастакойфамилией.Апаспорт укралицыганевэлектричке). (@Sandy_mustache, April 4, 2016)

			In another instance, the account holder pointed to the fact that, though Dmitry Peskov had shaved off his famous moustache, the account @Sandy_mustache remained popular.

			“Tanya, have you seen my moustache? – Have a look on Twitter” (Таня, ты не видела мои усы? – Поищи в Твиттере (@Sandy_mustache, February 20, 2016).

			The remarkably low level of character-specific microblogging among the parody political accounts of the Russian-language Twitter reflects the global trend of this genre: users often employ the parody framing as a bait to attract the audience63 and then publish tweets that bear no connection with the source of prank. The tweets that suggested self-exposure (those that revealed the personality and private experiences of the account holder) were more prominent: @KermlinRussia (2), @Fake_MIDRF (6) and @StalinGulag (6). In most cases, these tweets promoted the creative work of the account holders beyond Twitter, namely the mobile apps or the Facebook page of the same name. The profile page of @Sandy_mustache on Twitter even shows an email address with the note: “For advertising requests.” This detail suggests that the user is trying to turn their microblog into a commercial resource and acknowledges its popularity among the public. @StalinGulag, comparably, retweeted over a hundred tweets – but all of them were praise of his Twitter account and sense of humor (102 out of 104 retweets on his page are compliments to @StalinGulag). This also exemplifies the importance of self-expression and reward to the creative input of the parody microbloggers on Twitter. They seek recognition from the audience and try to boost their popularity.

			“[I have attracted] 3,500 followers just over a few hours! My channel in Telegram is a macho bachelor’s cave where I can make jokes without choosing [politically correct] words telegram.me/stalin_gulag” (За несколько часов 3500! Канал в телеграмме- брутальная холостяцкая берлога, где можно говорит неподбирая слов telegram.me/stalin_gulag) (@StalinGulag, April 21, 2016).

			 “Whoever has ears, let them hear! Sandy_mustache in the mobile application SoundStreamsoundstream.media/listen/971362425 Mar” (Имеющий уши, да услышит! УсыПескова в мобильном приложении SoundStreamsoundstream.media/listen/971362425 Mar) (@Sandy_mustache, March 25, 2016).

			@Fake_MIDRF and @KermlinRussia refrained from self-promotion. Nevertheless, they also included tweets that suggested self-exposure. For instance, they defined their own blogging style or remarked on the issue of authorship in social networks. When other users accused him of plagiarism, @KermlinRussia openly apologized for the “stolen” tweets,. This style of tweeting indicated that the account holder did not mind going completely “off character,” which further proved the insignificance of character-specific framing for this account. @Fake_MIDRF once explained the account’s style to English-speaking journalists and users who noticed his satirical style on Twitter:

			“@KevinRothrock The only healthy attitude to Russia’s policymaking is via satire. Otherwise it’s way too tragic” (@Fake_MIDRF, May 24, 2016).

			“@IlvesToomas @ChristopherJM @SupportCrackdown on satirical Twitter accounts violates the principle of freedom of speech!” (@Fake_MIDRF, May 31, 2016).

			The self-referential and self-promotional tweets demonstrate that the microbloggers are aware of their Twitter popularity. They consciously work on improving it (as the links to other resources suggest). The bait of the prank profiles enabled the parody microbloggers to attract followers, but it is persistent creative output that has kept their audiences growing. Interestingly, parody microbloggers sometimes acknowledge their status as hubs of communication on Twitter. For example, @StalinGulag announced in advance that he would hold a live commentary on the Eurovision-2016 competition, and @KermlinRussia, @StalinGulag and @Fake_MIDRF were all actively commenting live on football matches during the Euro-2016 Championship in France. Such live-tweeting was not uncommon during these events, but the communication of @StalinGulag, for example, contained appeals or instructions to the audience. This demonstrated how aware the user was of his popularity. He included many patronizing pieces of advice, such as encouraging viewers to get a drink, or go to bed, when there was not much hope left for the Russian team. However, this user rarely engaged in conversation with followers and preserved a one-to-many pattern of communication. Similarly, the analysis of @Sandy_mustache’s tweets also revealed a tendency to act as a one-to-many communication outlet: he retweeted other users only 62 times, and barely interacted with the commentators.

			Two other accounts, @KermlinRussia and @Fake_MIDRF, were more active in holding discussions with other Twitter users. These parody microbloggers were also more “generous” in letting other users profit from their visibility – they shared 177 (@KermlinRussia) and 262 (@Fake_MIDRF) retweets of other users and many external links. In addition to the retweets, they generously distributed links to external resources in their Twitter feeds (@KermlinRussia, 199; @Fake_MIDRF, 304). These included links to liberal media, opposition blogs and anti-corruption investigations, which acquainted their followers with various critical ideas and facts. @Sandy_mustache, by comparison, shared only 104 external links and preferred to focus on its own commentary to the news and events. Nonetheless, all three accounts (@KermlinRussia, @Fake_MIDRF and @Sandy_mustache) were similar in their responses to the news agenda: they combined information, opinion and user-generated content on a daily basis. They monitored the news and quickly responded, often with interpretation and criticism of the elites. This style of communication resembled the work of media outlets that amalgamated links, ideas and discussions. @StalinGulag was the only account in the sample that did not include a substantial amount of external links or retweets, and performed as a standalone opinion mouthpiece.

			The high level of topical tweets in the sample (@Kermlin Russia, 269; @Fake_MIDRF, 163; @StalinGulag, 243; @Sandy_mustache, 55) reveals that parody microbloggers follow the news and offer their commentary. This commentary is likely to be political and suggest a certain point of view, as the majority of the topical tweets among all four users were also political (@KermlinRussia, 139; @Fake_MIDRF, 152; @StalinGulag, 119; @Sandy_mustache, 42). This finding supports the assumption that political parody microbloggers in Russia utilize their accounts to contextualize the news and explain the political background of events. They take references to the immediate news as their starting point in a discussion of the government’s wrongdoings.

			Many tweets by the parody microbloggers scorned what they considered the mainstream media’s propaganda on patriotism and conspiracy theories. For example, these tweets by @KermlinRussia and @Fake_MIDRF mock the popular idiom “Russia is rising from its knees” that symbolizes the revival of a powerful Russia. The users cast doubt on the wealth and might of Russia as it is in 2016, and juxtapose the propagandist quote with recent statistics.

			“Russia has risen from its knees and ran to find some food: according to Nielsen, 47% of citizens are saving on food” (Россия встала с колен и побежала искать еду: по данным компании Nielsen 47% граждан начали экономить на продуктах питания) (@KermlinRussia, 20 May 2016).

			“Russians are now earning less than the Chinese.” We were rising from our knees. We hit the chair with our heads. We fell flat on our faces in the mud” (“Россияне стали зарабатывать меньше китайцев” Вставали с колени. Ударились головой отабуретку. Упали в грязь ебалом плашмя) (@StalinGulag, 18 May 2016).

			In another instance, @Sandy_mustache condemned recent legislative initiatives by the Russian parliament64 that suggested withdrawing citizenship for the support of terrorism, limiting the activity of religious groups and increased access to private communications by security agencies (Eckel, 2016). The microblogger explicitly demonstrated the extent to which such laws can harm freedom of expression. He made a pun on the phrase “Next, please!” that one frequently hears at the cashier in the fast-food chain McDonald’s. In Russian, it sounds as “Free cashier!”, so the blogger made a pun on the connotations of the Russian word “free” (“svobodnyi”), which can both mean “available” or “unrestricted.”

			“The phrase “Free cashier!” will be considered an extremist appeal” (Фраза “Свободная касса!” Будет признана экстремистским лозунгом) (@Sandy_mustache, April 25, 2016).

			“Why pass the restrictive laws every day, when you can just take a sheet of paper and write down everything that is allowed” (Зачем каждый день принимать запретительные законы, когда можно на одном листочке написать всё что разрешено) (@Sandy_mustache, May 25, 2016).

			“Mornings make adults commit suicide. Hey, Mizulina [Yelena Mizulina, the Russian MP known for promoting many restrictive laws], prohibit the mornings, I know you want to!” (Утро толкает взрослых людей на совершение суицида. Эй, Мизулина, запрети утро, я же знаю тебе хочется!) (@StalinGulag, 18 May 2016).

			The tweets cited above exhibit the common communication style of satirical microbloggers: they link narratives to the idioms, news and previous wrongdoings of political leaders. They shape their criticism in a form of an aphorism or a pun, and often include quotes and facts. 

			The case study of Dmitry Medvedev’s quote about pensions and the social media response to it permitted me to compare parody microbloggers’ responses. When a pensioner asked Dmitry Medvedev about the indexation of pensions, he replied that there was no money for that in the budget and finished the conversation by saying “But be strong. All the best. Have a good day, and good health” (BBC, 2016). Between them, the four parody microbloggers published roughly 30 tweets that contained (in full or in parts) the phrase “But be strong. All the best. Have a good day, and good health.” The majority of users utilized the quote to speculate on the corrupt authorities; they directed their blame either personally at Medvedev or the Russian elites in general.  

			“Dmitry Medvedev in a tuxedo tells the Russian pensioners: “There is no money. But be strong. Have a good day!” (Дмитрий Медведев во фраке говорит российским пенсионерам: «Денег нет. Вы держитесь тут. Хорошего настроения!”) (@Fake_MIDRF, June 10, 2016).

			“Dmitry Anatolyevich, no one can survive on a pension like this. – Do not worry, when the money arrives, we will do the indexation of our income. And you be strong!” (Дмитрий Анатольевич, на такую пенсию не проживёшь. — Не беспокойтесь, будут деньги, мы всё себе проиндексируем. А вы тут держитесь!) (@Sandy_mustache, May 23, 2016).

			“[The essence of] Russia is the prime minister with an annual income of 8.8 million who tells the old people with a pension of 8,000 rubles that there is no money, but they should be strong” (Россия—это премьер-министр с годовым доходом 8,8 миллионов, сообщающим старикам с пенсией 8 т: денег нет, держитесь) (@StalinGulag, May 24, 2016).

			Another important narrative that emerged out of the microbloggers’ mockery of Dmitry Medvedev was criticism of state media and popular propaganda themes. Parody accounts utilized Medvedev’s quote to comment on media assertions that Russia was wealthy and held a strong position on the global political arena. They also questioned the popular Russian media rhetoric that the United States of America was responsible for Russia’s economic and political troubles. @KermlinRussia connected Medvedev’s quote with a video by the government’s English-language channel RT (also known as Russia Today). This pro-Kremlin video speculates on what could have happened if Russia had not annexed the Crimean peninsula in 2014, and suggests a gruesome alternative scenario for the local population. By linking the prime minister’s announcement with the propaganda video, the microblogger points to the manipulation and lies of the government and its media. The microblogger disrupts the hegemonic media agenda and suggests alternative readings of its narratives and messages.

			“There is no money, but be strong and say thanks that you have not kicked the bucket yet (new video from RussiaToday)” (Денег нет, но вы там держитесь и скажите спасибо, что ещё не сдохли (новый ролик от RussiaToday): www.youtube.com/watch?v=BwEC1SuhpCo) (@KermlinRussia, June 9, 2016).

			The third way to interpret and contextualize Medvedev’s quote was to turn it into a meme, a viral catchphrase that one could use on any occasion. The repetition and redistribution of this meme for weeks after the statement reminded the audience of the government’s unashamed rhetoric.

			“The annual pay of players on the Russian football team is 1.8 billion rubles. And you be strong, have a good day http://pbs.twimg.com/media/ClbHtpmWQAADv4u.jpg” (Годовая зарплата футболистов российской сборной - 1,8 млрд рублей. Вы держитесь тут, хорошего вам настроения. http://pbs.twimg.com/media/ClbHtpmWQAADv4u.jpg) (@Fake_MIDRF, June 21, 2016).

			“Go to bed. There is no money and it makes no sense to be strong” (Идите спать. Всё равно денег нет и держаться смысла тоже нет) (@StalinGulag, May 24, 2016).

			“Money cannot buy a good mood!” (Хорошее настроение за деньги некупишь!) (@Sandy_mustache, May 24, 2016).

			The Medvedev case study reveals that parody microbloggers utilize the news and statements in ways that vary from putting the events in a context that the propaganda media would never show to turning embarrassing moments for the government into viral hits. This activity resembles media gatekeeping, where journalists decide what to put in the spotlight and how to interpret it for the audience. Spoof accounts engage in “secondary gatekeeping” and upgrade the visibility of news that helps to criticize the government. Moreover, they employ their popular parody accounts as tactical media – they point to the issues of hegemonic politics and hold the authorities to account. By performing the latter, they take over the duty that the state-controlled media in Russia have abandoned.

			Furthermore, the microbloggers highlight the absurdity and misleading nature of the government’s claims. By doing so, they not only comment on the news, but object to the narratives of propaganda. In this confrontation, the parody accounts operate as classic satirists and innovative culture jammers at the same time. Following in the footsteps of the newspaper lampooners or cartoonists, they exaggerate certain sides of the discourse or traits of the main actors; they put the authorities under the magnifying glass. From the standpoint of culture jamming, they remix the elements of culture and exploit the viral nature of networked communication to spread their unconventional message. The parody account holders disrupt the hegemonic discourse and reveal the hidden meaning of what is being said and done. By contextualizing the quotes of the power holders and turning them into viral jokes, the microbloggers increase the political awareness of their audience. They create resistant narratives and educate followers through the continuous flow of critical communication.

			Conclusion

			Amalgamating the findings from textual and content analysis reveals that Russian parody microbloggers largely refrain from references to the parodied personas. They do not aim to impersonate the actors and institutions that they mention in the account framing. They currently utilize these usernames as brand names for communicating with Twitter crowds. Intriguingly, this study of the Russian parody microbloggers has demonstrated that parody is not as prominent as satire in their communication patterns. In order to explain this seeming inconsistency, one may consider the political environment of contemporary Russia. In the present limited media environment of Russia, holding a critical political account can be dangerous: both the state and pro-state groups may persecute or threaten the opponent of the Kremlin. For this reason, the parody framing serves as a protective shield rather than a source of playful impersonation. Hiding behind a pseudonym permits the account holders to stay anonymous and keep their identity from the communication watchdog or state supporters. Although they may need to report their passport details to the government,65 they can at least be safe from pro-government activists.

			In the present political circumstances, where the state controls the majority of the traditional and popular digital media in Russia, individual critical mouthpieces in social media are precious as the few remaining hubs of resistant ideas. This article has illuminated the prevailing patterns of criticism and communication styles, disclosed that users often immerse the news in an instant political commentary, link the events and their prerequisites, blame corrupt officials and juxtapose their words with the facts. Russian parody microbloggers comment on the news on a daily basis and pick the anti-government stories, which they then distribute to their followers with a critical judgement. They often aim to turn their oppositional criticism into a viral joke. This format exemplifies the longevity of the critical narrative in social networks, as users exploit it on many occasions and circulate it even weeks after the news event. The analysis revealed that parody framing in Russian microblogging has a different role from parody framing in liberal countries. Russian politicized spoof accounts shield their identity and promote alternative interpretations and political ideas. Western parody microbloggers seek to entertain their audience, while the Russian politicized prankers aim not only to amuse, but educate their followers on politics. Moreover, the low degree of impersonation and role play in Russian parody microblogging makes it possible to identify these microbloggers as independent tactical media rather than artists with playful self-expression; they serve as sources of information and political ideas.

			Further research should help to analyze feedback from followers and commenters; examine whether they relate to the parodied personas or understand the spoof; investigate how they perceive the critical communication and respond to it; and determine which tweets attract like-minded individuals, and which texts encourage hate speech from supporters of the state. Overall, the research on parody microblogging in Russian Twitter has much potential to reveal the main themes and allegories of the existing (though narrow) resistant discourse in Russian-language social media.

			

			
				
					1Arkady Ostrovsky. 2015.The Invention of Russia: the Journey from Gorbachev’s Freedom to Putin’s War. London: Atlantic Books.

				

				
					2 Mikhail Zygar. 2015.Vsia Kremlevskaia Rat’: Kratkaia Istoriia Sovremennoi Rossii. Moscow: Intellektual’naia literature.

				

				
					3 Peter Pomeranstev. 2015. “‘The Kremlin’s Information War.”Journal of Democracy26(4): 40-50. Zygar. Vsia Kremlevskaia Rat’.

				

				
					4 Zygar. Vsia Kremlevskaia Rat’. Pomerantsev. The Kremlin’s Information War.

				

				
					5 Ostrovsky.The Invention of Russia.

				

				
					6 Pomerantsev. The Kremlin’s Information War.

				

				
					7 Ostrovky. The Invention of Russia.

				

				
					8 BBC. 2011. “Russian election: Biggest protests since fall of USSR.” 10 December 2011. 

				

				
					9 Aleksandr Sherstobitov. 2014. “The Potential of Social Media in Russia: From Political Mobilization to Civic Engagement.” EGOSE ‘14: Proceedings of the 2014 Conference on Electronic Governance and Open Society: Challenges in Eurasia: 162-6. http://dl.acm.org/citation.cfm?doid=2729104.2729118.

				

				
					10 Zygar. Vsia Kremlevskaia Rat’.

				

				
					11 BBC. 2014. “Russia Lenta.ru editor Timchenko fired in Ukraine row.” 12 March 2014. At  http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-europe-26543464, accessed 1 April 2016.

				

				
					12 Anastasia Denisova. 2016, forthcoming. “Democracy, Protest and Public Sphere in Russia after the 2011-12 Anti-Government Protests: Digital Media at Stake.” Media Culture & Society. Nastya Chernikova. 2014. “Aifon v Karmane Vatnika [iPhone in the Vatnik Pocket].” The Village, 23 April 2014. At http://www.the-village.ru/village/business/story/157495-iphone-v-karmane-vatnika, accessed 10 April 2016. Nikolay Petrov, Maria Lipman and Henry E. Hale. 2014. “Three Dilemmas of Hybrid Regime Governance: Russia from Putin to Putin.” Post-Soviet Affairs, 30(1): 1-26. Sherstobitov. 2014. “The Potential of Social Media in Russia: From Political Mobilization to Civic Engagement.”

				

				
					13 Andrey Malgin. 2014. “Vnimatelno Chitayem Zakon o Blogerakh, Prinyatyi Vchera Dumoi [Let Us Carefully Read the Blogger Law that Was Passed by Duma Yesterday].” Echo of Moscow, 23 April 2014. At http://www.echo.msk.ru/blog/avmalgin/1306048-echo, accessed 10 July 2014.

				

				
					14 SocialBakers.com. 2016. Twitter Statistics for Russia. At https://www.socialbakers.com/statistics/twitter/profiles/russia, accessed 26 August 2016.

				

				
					15 Ivan Tyutyundzhi. 2011. “Fenomen KermlinRussia v rossiyskom informatsionno-politicheskom prostranstve.” Sotsiologiya Vlasti, 5: 51-53.

				

				
					16 Tyutyundzhi. Fenomen KermlinRussia. Julia Ioffe. “Meet the Persident.” Foreign Policy. 3 January 2011. At http://foreignpolicy.com/2011/01/03/meet-the-persident, accessed 10 August 2016.

				

				
					17 Marc Bennetts. “Satire is Thriving in Russia, While Many Russians Aren’t.” Newsweek. 2 May 2016. At http://europe.newsweek.com/russia-political-satire-vladimir-putin-ntv-454525?rm=eu, accessed 8 August 2016.

				

				
					18 Linda Hutcheon. 1994. Irony’s Edge: The Theory and Politics of Irony. London: Routledge: 3-4; 28-34.  Simon Dentith. 2000. Parody. New York: Taylor and Francis. Margaret A. Rose. 1993. Parody: Ancient, Modern and Post-modern. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

				

				
					19 Tim Highfield. 2015. “News via Voldemort: Parody accounts in topical discussions on Twitter.”New Media & Society, March: 1-18. 

				

				
					20 Hutcheon. Irony’s Edge.

				

				
					21 Sangeet Kumar and Kirk Combe. 2015. “Political Parody and Satire as Subversive Speech in the Global Digital Sphere.” The International Communication Gazette, 77(3): 212.

				

				
					22 Rose. Parody: Ancient, Modern and Post-Modern, 1.

				

				
					23 Kumar and Combe. Political Parody and Satire as Subversive Speech.

				

				
					24 Ibid.

				

				
					25 Highfield. News via Voldemort.

				

				
					26 John Hartley, as cited in Highfield. News via Voldemort, 2.

				

				
					27 Highfield. News via Voldemort

				

				
					28 Alexei Yurchak. 2006. Everything Was Forever until It Was No More. Princeton: Princeton University Press.

				

				
					29 Ibid., 250.

				

				
					30 Alice Marwick and danah boyd. 2010. I Tweet Honestly, I Tweet Passionately: Twitter Users, Context Collapse, and the Imagined Audience. New Media & Society, 13(1): 114-133.  

				

				
					31 W. Lance Bennett and Alexandra Segerberg. 2012. “The Logic of Connective Action: The Personalization of Contentious Politics.” Information, Communication & Society, 15 (5): 739-768.

				

				
					32 Ethan Zuckerman. 2013. “Cute Cats to the Rescue? Participatory Media and Political Expression.” In Danielle Allen and Jennifer Light, eds, Youth, New Media and Political Participation. Cambridge: MIT Press.

				

				
					33 Ibid.

				

				
					34 Clay Shirky. 2011. “Political Power of Social Media-Technology, the Public Sphere, and Political Change.” Foreign Affairs, 90.

				

				
					35 Mikhail Bakhtin. 1984. Rabelais and his World. Bloomington: Indiana University Press.

				

				
					36 Ibid., 8.

				

				
					37 Max Gluckman. 1965. Custom and Conflict in Africa. Oxford: Blackwell. 

				

				
					38 Allon White. 1987. “The Struggle Over Bakhtin: Fraternal Reply to Robert Young.” Cultural Critique, 8: 217-241.

				

				
					39David Garcia and Geert Lovink. 1997. The ABC of Tactical Media. At http://preview.sarai.net/events/tml/tml_pdf/abc_tactical.PDF, accessed 11 August 2016.

				

				
					40 Ibid., para. 3.

				

				
					41 Jane Singer. 2014. “User-Generated Visibility: Secondary Gatekeeping in a Shared Media Space.” New Media and Society, 16(1): 55-73.

				

				
					42 Ibid., 1.

				

				
					43 Highfield. News via Voldemort.

				

				
					44 Ibid.

				

				
					45 Jason Wilson. 2011. “Playing with Politics: Political Fans and Twitter Faking in Post-Broadcast Democracy.” Convergence: The International Journal of Research into New Media Technologies, 17(4): 445-461.

				

				
					46 Highfield. News via Voldemort, 14.

				

				
					47 Chang Sup Park. 2013. “Political carnivalism and an emerging public space: examination of a new participatory culture on Twitter.”International Journal of Electronic Governance٦.٤: ٣٠٢-٣١٨.

				

				
					48 Ioffe. Meet the Persident.

				

				
					49 Svetlana Bodrunova, Anna Litvinenko, Dmitry Gavra and Aleksandr Yakunin. 2015. “Twitter-based Discourse on Migrants in Russia: The Case of 2013 Bashings in Biryulyovo.” International Review of Management and Marketing, 5: 97-104.

				

				
					50 Svetlana Bodrunova and Anna Litvinenko. 2016. “Fragmentation of Society and Media Hybridisation in Today’s Russia: How Facebook Voices Collective Demands.” Zhurnal Issledovanii Sotsialnoi Politiki, 14(10).

				

				
					51 Bodrunova, Litvinenko, Gavra and Yakunin. Twitter-based Discourse.

				

				
					52 Pomerantsev. 2015. “The Kremlin’s Information War.”

				

				
					53Anastasia Denisova. 2016. “Democracy, Protest and Public Sphere in Russia after the 2011-12 Anti-Government Protests: Digital Media at Stake.” Media, Culture and Society, December. 

				

				
					54 Lenta. “Yekaterina Romanovskaya pokinula proekt “Perzident Roissi”. Lenta.ru. 4 November 2014. At https://lenta.ru/news/2014/11/07/kermlin/, accessed 9 August 2016.

				

				
					55 Ioffe. Meet the Persident. Bennetts. Satire is Thriving in Russia.

				

				
					56 Alan Bryman. 2014. Social Research Methods. Oxford: Oxford University Press. 

				

				
					57 W. Laurence Neuman. 2014.Social Research Methods: Quantitative and Qualitative Approaches(Vol. ١٣). Boston: Allyn and Bacon, 177-178.

				

				
					58 John W. Creswell. 2014.Research Design: Qualitative, Quantitative, and Mixed Methods Approaches. Thousand Oaks: Sage Publications, 77.

				

				
					59Highfield. News via Voldermort, 6-7.

				

				
					60BBC. “Russian PM: ‘No money for pensions, but have a good day!’” BBC Trending. 23 May 2016. At http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/blogs-trending-36482124, accessed 9 August 2016).

				

				
					61BBC. “Russian PM: ‘No money for pensions”.

				

				
					62In 2015, Russian president’s spokesperson Dmitry Peskov married his partner in a prestigious Black Sea Resort. Anti-corruption activists pointed to the wedding photograph of Peskov wearing an expensive pair of watch worth £400,000. They questioned how the official with a declared annual salary of £93,000 could afford such an expensive timepiece, and accused him of corruption. Peskov denied the allegations and insisted that he did not pay for the watch – it was a gift from his wife. Source: Ronald Oliphant. “Vladimir Putin’s Spokesman in Luxury Watch Scandal.” The Telegraph. 3 August 2015. At http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/worldnews/vladimir-putin/11780027/Vladimir-Putins-spokesman-in-luxury-watch-scandal.html, accessed 10 August 2016.

				

				
					63Wilson. 2011. “Playing with Politics: Political Fans and Twitter Faking in Post-Broadcast Democracy.”

				

				
					64Mike Eckel. “Russia’s ‘Yarovaya Law’ Imposes Harsh New Restrictions On Religious Groups.” Radio Free Europe Radio Liberty. 11 July 2016. At http://www.rferl.org/content/russia-yarovaya-law-religious-freedom-restrictions/27852531.html, accessed 9 August 2016.

				

				
					65Andrey Malgin. 2014. “Vnimatelno Chitayem Zakon o Blogerakh, Prinyatyi Vchera Dumoi [Let Us Carefully Read the Blogger Law that Was Passed by Duma Yesterday].”

				

			

		

		
			
			

		

		
			Dr. Anastasia Denisova is a Lecturer in Journalism at the University of Westminster. Before starting her academic career, she worked as a journalist in Russia for over a decade. She is currently researching the role of Internet memes as a casual artful means of political resistance in the restricted Russian media environment. Email: a.denisova1@westminster.ac.uk

		


		
			Blogging in 

			Russian Academia: 

			Practices of 

			Self-representation 

			in Public Contexts

			Galina Zvereva

			The Russian State University for the Humanities

			Academic blogging occupies an important place in the Russian social communications system. Russian academics are now creating and maintaining blogs on various digital platforms, using diverse formats to interact with on-line audiences. This paper explores how the behaviour of academic bloggers resembles that of other bloggers on the Internet. What are the features of academic blogging that distinguish it from other social media, and how visible are Russian scholars as bloggers? The paper examines the spaces in which academics in the Russian blogosphere position themselves in the public digital environment, and analyzes the ways in which they present and identify themselves. On this basis, it provides insight into how academic professionals organize their interactions with the wider public, and the ways in which specialized knowledge is transformed and broadcast in public online culture.

			Blogging plays a central role in digital social communications. The relatively short period of the development of the worldwide web has seen a steady increase in the number of blogging platforms, formats and audiences. The dynamics of blogging in on-line communications, and its changing role and nature, are determined not only by the growing sophistication of network technologies designed to facilitate knowledge production and promotion, but also by the growing number of individual and collective bloggers, the increasing diversity of their roles and by the particular ways in which they position themselves within the network. Among the ranks of bloggers (comprising ordinary users of the new media, opinion leaders, celebrities, politicians, professionals from different fields and experts), a prominent place is now occupied by academics posting on various new media platforms. 

			This article explores the ways in which contemporary Russian intellectuals position themselves as bloggers in the digital public sphere. The purpose of this study is to analyze techniques of academic bloggers’ self-representation and to hone in on the specifics of their communication with mass audiences, taking into account Russian social and political contexts.

			Conceptual Framework

			Researchers in the field of new media are actively engaged in examining the place of blogging in on-line communications and the particular character of the blogosphere and the blog as a media genre.1 Studies of academic intellectuals’ media practices form a significant part of the analytical literature on this subject. At present, research into the academic blogosphere tends to focus on the question of why academics decide to keep blogs; the methods they use to present themselves in specialized and public media-based spaces; and the problems that arise in the course of their digital activity, both within academia and on public on-line platforms. Those who have written on the subject point to two main impetuses motivating academic professionals to become bloggers – one intrinsic and one extrinsic, both interconnected and often overlapping during the practice of academic blogging. The first is the need among academics for a qualitative redefinition and reshaping of the forms and methods of their own research and teaching activities for the new digital climate.2 In the 2000s, a new concept began to appear in the world of academia - the image of the “digital,” “open” academic actively engaged in using digital technology, both in order to produce expert knowledge and as an aid to teaching and learning in higher education and in academic communications.3 The creation and maintenance of a personal blog became an important part of this new type of engagement with information technology: it allowed such academics to maintain their professional reputation and represent their professional identity in the academic sphere, while at the same time broadening their circle of academic and social contacts.4 

			The second impetus motivating academic professionals to become bloggers is related to the intense pressure exerted on specialized professional environments by public domains dominated by non-professional, hybrid or “commonplace” knowledge that appears both relevant and accessible to the ordinary user. According to researchers, mass audiences are now presenting the academic world with demands of their own, asking academics to help produce, legitimize or commercialize various types and forms of knowledge distributed and consumed in different segments of the network culture. In working out how to engage with information technology in public networks, academics have been forced to bear in mind (though not always to accept) the specific demands of the digital audience for authoritative statements, and to try to find appropriate methods to adapt to these. By taking up the position of blogger in the mediated public environment, academics aim to prove the importance of their own activity as critics, educators and experts, while also showing that they are able to respond to new challenges.5 

			The dynamics and transformations of blogging taking place in new media over the last decade have extended the very notion of the blog. The personal blogs of Russian intellectuals on LiveJournal, as well as their personal Facebook pages and Youtube vlogs, constitute the main empirical basis of this study. Authors of these blogs - professionals linked to the academic environment by their activities - position themselves as scholarsin different fields in the social sciences and humanities and, at the same time, actin the mediatized public sphere. The main criterion of selection of material for this study was the popularity of certain blogs: I have chosen blogs widely known both in the Russian professional sphere and in the Russian-speaking media. For a more detailed study, I have selected personal blogs and pages created by their authors in the mid-2000s, which remain active to this day.

			It seems important for a researcher of Russian blogging to pay attention to the permeability of the boundaries between academic and non-academic personal blogs, as well as the intention of some popular media persons (political scientists in particular) to emphasize their academic background and their connection to academia. Working with such media resources requires the use of qualitative research methods and techniques such as narratology and critical discourse analysis. These research guidelines directed my content analysis of the academic blogs selected for this study.

			The Positioning of Russian Professionals in the Digital Environment: Sites of Academic Blogging

			The way Russian academic professionals position themselves within mediated social environments is greatly affected by the technological, social, and cultural conditions surrounding the production, dissemination and exploitation of knowledge in online communication. In the 2000s, Russian scholars were actively engaged in applying new information technologies to teaching and learning in higher education, and in self-promotion through academic on-line communications. They became involved in public social media, which expanded their opportunities to represent themselves using new media formats and genres. With the development of public popular-science and educational digital platforms (Postnauka, Gefter, Arzamas, Medusa, Kolta, Polit.ru, etc.), Russian academics increasingly appeared on these platforms as public promoters of specialized knowledge. In order to examine the dynamics and formats of academic blogging, we need to take into account these conditions, and the context in which academics are engaging with the online environment.6 

			Russian professional academics discovered the potential of the personal blog as a new type of social media in the late 1990s and early 2000s. The most important site for online communication among academics was the LiveJournal site, and participation on this site became very fashionable among many Russian intellectuals. In the early 2000s, Live Journal accounts were opened for every new cause or occasion, and personal blogs also proliferated.7

			What was it that so attracted users to LiveJournal? At the time (2004), social commentator and blogger Nikita Sekretarev explained the LiveJournal craze as follows:

			“Firstly, Live Journal and services like it were quite unique in their conceptual design of “one-on-one communication with the whole world” – in combining the intimate with the public. Secondly, they allowed bloggers to have complete control over this combination, to choose the most convenient model for interacting with the world at large and with others. (…) Nowhere else did users have the comparative potential to decide the subject of conversation, to choose with great care who could take part and to control the intensity of the level of communication, and all in real time. (...) In the West, online diaries are barely distinguishable from traditional diaries – they are devoted to a fairly detailed chronological account of the blogger’s own life and personal experiences. (…) In Russia, the situation is different. People have begun to see online journals as authors’ columns, as an additional form of media, and to use them primarily to discuss cultural, social, political and professional matters. Discussions have migrated from journal to journal, acquiring new participants and new nuances and giving rise to remote arguments. As a result, we can now see a single space, a large interconnected mass.”8 

			Academic blogging on LiveJournal reached its peak during the years 2005 to 2012. During this period, academic professionals representing various fields within social studies, the humanities, natural sciences and technology set up personal blogs. At the same time, a number of subject-related blogs by professional communities presenting themselves as scientific, educational and popular-scientific appeared. Those who wrote and contributed to these blogs were mainly engaged in exchanging information considered useful to their communities (that is, posting and reposting news and current events in their area, announcements, and publicity material). Writing blogs of this sort encouraged academics to form horizontal communities and consolidate their position on the Internet, and helped the members of online communities to position themselves professionally and socially. However, participants in collective academic blogs did not have time (or perhaps simply never managed) to create their own distinctive niche on LiveJournal, or develop their own formats for the production and promotion of specialized knowledge in the public mediated environment. In the second half of the “noughties,” when serious rivals to LiveJournal appeared on the web - competitive public platforms that enabled interactive communication alongside the promotion of information and knowledge-based products - the interest in LiveJournal in academic circles fell off considerably. Between 2012 and 2014, many professional communities on LiveJournal discontinued their activity.9 Nowadays, academic blogging is being actively developed as a means of public online communication with various audiences on specialized portals and sites connected with scientific and academic institutes,10 academic journals11 and professional academic organizations.12 

			On the personal side of academic blogging, LiveJournal remains significant for academics and their audiences, despite the appearance of many new sites on the web which allow users to carry out blogging activity. What is it that attracts academics to this particular media platform? On his profile page, Sergei Shmidt, the Siberian historian and prominent blogger who has been writing a blog on LiveJournal since 2004 under the user name langobard, explains the phenomenon as follows:  

			“I write almost nothing about myself or about the events of the day. I only write about what has just come into my head. I see LiveJournal merely as a means of indulgent self-presentation, free from any external editing...What follows should not be believed – it should be used.”13 

			He develops this idea further in an interview given to an information agency in Irkutsk:

			“I would describe the style of my journal as “everyday humanitarian.” Why is it that the blogosphere is attracting such a huge number of people nowadays? (…) In the first place, it’s a site for genuine public discussion. There is no censorship on LiveJournal. Secondly, there are quite a lot of people who have the need to set out their thoughts in an informal fashion. (…) Here, everyone is equal, and everyone is able to realize his own ambition. I think that blogs are the best means to reach the public, and a means for those who live in the regions to overcome the oppressive sense of parochialism/provincialism.”14 

			This comment is interesting in that it not only describes the more general purposes of bloggers (the freedom to express one’s own opinion, to inform and consolidate one’s audience and self-promotion on the Web) but also touches on the idea of being able to draw up one’s own agenda and to overcome the boundaries between commonplace and specialized knowledge through blogging. 

			At present, personal academic blogs on LiveJournal take various shapes and fulfil various functions. In one type of blog, authors present themselves, above all, as experts. In blogs of this type, academics address the public as producers and organizers of authoritative specialized knowledge: they present the results of their own work, voice expert opinion and offer their audience useful information resources. In keeping with this approach, “strict” academic professionals maintain a particular style of online behaviour, restricting themselves to communicating chiefly with others like themselves. This is seen in their careful choice of themes for discussion, the critical selection of the information resources posted, their choice of “friends” and the creation of links to the blog-pages of other professionals. Typically, such a blog will consist of a series of diary entries by the author of the blog, comments on subjects which are close to the blogger’s professional interests and links to significant data and information resources within the blogger’s own field of knowledge or related disciplines.15 

			Another type of personal academic blog on LiveJournal will include selected documents from various online resources and posts on current social, political, historical and socio-cultural topics, in addition to the blogger’s personal comments. Contributors to such blogs present themselves to the readership not only as specialists in their “own” area of knowledge but as social commentators, those who set the current “agenda” and, not infrequently, as adherents of particular ideological views.16 

			The growth of social media platforms such as Facebook, Instagram, Twitter, Youtube, Vkontakte, among others, is providing intense competition to academic professionals’ self-representation on LiveJournal. This growth substantially increases the choice of sites for digital media positioning available to intellectuals, presenting more possibilities to reach different audiences and greater potential for self-representation. Facebook attracts many Russian academics, due to the fact that it allows users the freedom not to make obligatory regular entries (unlike LiveJournal). Intellectuals who use this kind of resource are freed from the need to keep up a constant digital diary; this allows them to make economical personal statements while achieving rapid self-promotion and promotion of their views on the Web. On Facebook, academic posting can be successfully combined with blogging and takes on some of its characteristics.17 At the same time, the academic professional is able to increase his or her digital capital by reaching a much wider audience of users. One example of this is the blogging activity of political scientist Ekaterina Shul’man. On her Facebook page, she organizes her own journal entries and posts she has made on the platform into an open, integrated, dynamic system, combining them with interviews and publications prepared and posted on other sites and other digital media formats (including Slon, Vedomosti, the Moscow Times, OpenRussia, and YouTube).18 The psychologist and poet Maria Falikman organises her own blogging on Facebook in a similar way.19 On her Facebook page, she combines her social commentary, professional observations and literary reflections with re-postings of her own publications and video appearances which have already been posted on YouTube, and on the scientific and educational portals Postnauka and Neurotechnologies.ru.

			At present, academics are actively developing the practice of writing personal blogs in web versions of the print-based and electronic media, radio and television (websites and web channels). Blogging and videoblogging are becoming an inseparable element of the electronic forms of these media and web communications. There are a number of reasons why academics (sociologists, political scientists, economists, historians and experts in the humanities) appear on these public media platforms to declare where they stand on current questions of interest involving science, education, politics and society. Sites connected to periodical publications (such as Vedemosti Kommersant, Ekspert, Novaia gazeta and others), radio stations (Ekho Moskvy) and central Russian television stations now have well-established personal blog pages and columns written by academics. Open scientific education portals such as Postnauka, Gefter.ru and Arzamas play an important role in helping Russian academics to position themselves. These sites have special sections, under headings such as “authors” and “lecturers,” which essentially fulfill a similar function of personal blogging by academics. In this way, Russian academics are using modern communications technology on blogs of various formats to promote their own positions and their own intellectual products.

			Modes and Forms of Self-Representation by Academic Bloggers on the Web 

			Academics engaged in scholarly work online need to develop new skills and abilities. These include the ability to construct a virtual author image as well as the ability to create a public image and to manage its promotion on various media platforms. The way academic bloggers organize their interaction with various audiences in the digital media environment relates to the modes and forms of their personal, professional, social and often their ideological self-identification. The way academic bloggers position themselves both personally and professionally is largely driven by the public roles they chose for themselves in the digital environment. There is quite a range of such roles: academics may present themselves as researchers, analysts, educators, publicists and propagandists. Ultimately however, these roles can be reduced down to two main modes of self-presentation. The first of these is to address one’s public in the familiar role of an expert, an academic addressing primarily a likeminded public (his or her “own” public), that is, users who are able to understand posts or comments by the author and to discuss the topics that the author/blogger brings up. It is precisely this type of ostensibly public but essentially self-interested position that is adopted on many personal blogs by academics on LiveJournal20 and on Facebook, where much academic blogging takes place.21 The other main means whereby academics create an identity on the Internet is by presenting themselves above all as educators, publicists or as public/political activists, while maintaining their prerogative as providers of expert opinion.  Where this is the case, the blogger’s modes of self-representation will be dominated by didactic, civil, political and ideological positions and arguments. The way bloggers present themselves in online communications is determined by their choice of platform on which to create content and their techniques of self-promotion in public environments, as well as by their use of specific narrative and discursive strategies in addressing their public.22

			As social media assumes hybrid forms, Russian bloggers demonstrate a variety of different methods for producing and organizing, distributing and disseminating knowledge.23 It is worth mentioning that the digital behavior of academic professionals is, on the surface, virtually indistinguishable from the behaviour of other types of bloggers. Academic bloggers will create digital content in a variety of forms, keeping an eye on its quality and variety, as they attempt not only to identify a conceptual or topical niche on the Web, but also to find an audience among users. The platforms on which bloggers publish content will impose limits according to their format. In other words, the variations in the content created by academic professionals is largely determined by the specific character of the media platform on which a particular blog is posted. Twitter involves “micro-blogging” using a succinct verbal format, whereas LiveJournal presents bloggers with greater choice. Some academic blogs are made up of primarily verbal material, while in others, posts of photos, videos and audio files predominate, and still others combine these different types of content. Academic blogging on social media platforms such as YouTube, Facebook and Instagram for the most part takes the form of video-blogs, photo-blogs and audio-blogs.  

			The choice of which digital platform and which publishing format to use for blogging is connected to how bloggers create a media “persona” and, in general, to the creation of content. The content of academic blogs may take a great variety of forms, with a great many different aims in mind. In some cases, an academic blog takes the form of a diary of events, or a succession of posts designed to express certain opinions (the blogger’s own, or those of other participants); in others, it may be a collection of posts not demonstrably addressed to a mass audience, which are built up into a system of knowledge management (a knowledge blog, or klog). An academic blog may appear to the public to be a deeply private site setting out the personal reflections, feelings and emotions of the author, or it may seem completely impersonal – a site intended solely to provide information.  At the same time, in everyday practice, bloggers will air a mixture of private topics and more public or politically significant topics and issues. In creating digital content, the blogger combines elements of personal experience with elements of constructed social or historical reality, building up a calendar of significant events or customizing a cross-media agenda. At the same time, the content of an academic’s personal blog may alternate between being monologic, dialogic or even polylogic. 

			Some of the similarities and differences in the way content is built up can be seen in a comparison of, for instance, the LiveJournal blogging activity of university lecturer, historian and specialist in Russian 19th and 20th century social history, Sergei Volkov,24 and political scientist and lecturer Oleg Matveichev.25 Both blogs have a steady user following in the Russian blogosphere. The authors of these blogs also have their own personal sites on the Web, the content of which expands on and adds to their blog posts.26 If we examine the content of these blogs, we can see that there is a fundamental difference in the way that they are organized. Sergei Volkov’s blog is organised according to “classic” ideas about online journals. It is based on personal diary entries by the author in the form of verbal texts. These consist of the blogger’s reflections on social and political subjects, interposed with erudite arguments on certain specific historical themes which conform to his own professional interests and his research. The content of the news feed on this site looks less strict and consistent, including posts with photo or video content. In Oleg Matveichev’s personal blog, by contrast, content is organized according to the principles he declares in his profile: “This blog contains material by authors whose opinions may differ from the opinion of the blog’s author.” The blog is based on posts made by various users of social media on various digital platforms, selected by Matveichev for reasons of his own. The majority of the content consists of posts on political and social questions that contributors consider relevant, generally with a marked ideological (pro-government, conservative or patriotic) slant. Posts include verbal, visual and audio components. The content of the news feed content completely duplicates the basic content of the posts. The personal voice of the author of the blog is heard through the voices of all the participants in these hypertextual conversations. Notably, the content of this blog is highly journalistic. The only indicator of the author’s academic credentials is a link to his official site, where a detailed biography is supplied, containing information about his academic, public and political activities, as well as blurbs for his books, with offers to order them from the publishers, and full texts available for download. 

			By comparing these two examples, we can see that the decisions taken by academic bloggers about whether to publish material on a given topic relates largely to the bloggers’ own predictions about which topics are likely to provoke intense discussion among the “friendly” audience of their readers, and about which new online connections may be stimulated by such discussions. Academic bloggers, like bloggers in general, aim above all, to sustain user interest in their own intellectual product, something that allows them not only to interact with friends and colleagues, but also to create new connections. As news feeds expand and hyperlinks proliferate, cross-media blog content is built up and disseminated over the Internet. Links in academic blogs are strategically important for knowledge creation, organization and management. By keeping an eye on the quality and variety of their digital content, academic bloggers are able to build an audience and increase their personal rating in the digital environment. 

			As academic bloggers broadcast digital content, they develop distribution channels and build up feedback in a similar way to web-based marketers. In their role as public figures and opinion leaders, academic bloggers contribute to the creation and promotion of media events, and compete for audiences in their own field and outside it - that is, they try to increase their influence among the mass of social network users. Bloggers frequently use several platforms at once to broadcast and spread information. While academic bloggers may differ, or even be diametrically opposed to one another in their social and political convictions, and in the public stance they adopt, they will still use similar communication strategies and similar methods to promote their ideas when they address the public as educators and social commentators. This can be seen by comparing how two very (politically and ideologically) different bloggers present themselves online: the university professor, historian and media journalist Nikolai Svanidze27 and the university professor, historian and publicist Andrei Fursov.28 Both these figures are active bloggers on a number of platforms, appear in video-blogs on the sites of TV channels, and have posted a large number of video-blogs on YouTube. Both are influential with a mass audience (although they address themselves to people on opposite sides of the political spectrum), and both are heavily involved in promoting their intellectual products on the web. The main difference between them is that Svanidze, as a blogger, concentrates on playing the role of social analyst and critic, whereas Fursov addresses his audience primarily as a paternalist, moraliser and educator. Thus, academic bloggers can build up a digital reputation in various ways. 

			While they may attract a large public online as bloggers and influential media figures, Russian intellectuals still make an effort to maintain their image as academic professionals and scholars in web-based communication. Academic bloggers tend to rely heavily on their academic background, no matter how they position themselves in the digital world.29  The same is true also of academics who drift in the direction of popular science or journalism in the course of their blogging practice, and of those who take up ideological positions and act as propagandists in the Russian blogosphere. At first sight, it might seem strange that Russian intellectuals whose priorities are clearly revealed by their political activities as propagandists should, in creating a digital self-image, stress their status as academics. One way to explain it is that, while the idea of strictly specialized knowledge has lost some of its authority among the wider public, bloggers of this type have a pressing need for some “philosophical” or “scholarly” grounds for their opinions, and for appropriate lines of argument to back up their positions in the public digital environment. These academics use the idea of “scholarship” or “science” to try to lend conceptual weight, social value and political significance to certain ideological precepts, as they marshal them and promote them online. 

			This is shown clearly in the blogging activity of Alexander Dugin, an ideologue from the Neo-Eurasian movement and a spokesman for Orthodox conservatism. Dugin appears on various digital platforms: he has a personal blog on LiveJournal and a blog “Dugin’s Word” (Slovo Dugina) which is run on LiveJournal by aficionados of Dugin; a blog-page on Vkontakte and a personal English-language site, The Fourth Political Theory; he appears on the site of the Orthodox Conservative community “Kakheton” and on the research and information portal “Eurasian Youth Union”; and has a personal page on the conservative and patriotic blog community “Izborsk club”30 - and this is by no means a full list of all the sites on which Dugin maintains a digital presence. Alexander Dugin variously presents himself to a mass readership as: a Russian philosopher, Doctor of Philosophy, Doctor of Science in Sociology, Professor, head of the faculty of Sociology of International Relations at Moscow State University, political analyst, the rector of the “New University,” leader of the International Eurasian Movement, and an Orthodox Christian.31 Biographical markers of this sort encourage readers and viewers of Dugin’s posts to perceive them as reliable, objective and well-substantiated. The content of Dugin’s blogs and pages is orientated in such a way as to appear monologic, prescriptive (the regular publications have the general title “Dugin’s directives”) and messianic, and there is no sense that users themselves are expected to participate directly in the production of these texts. However, Dugin and his aficionados actively use hypertextual technologies in the blogosphere to create and broadcast his digital products, which, together with his biographical “academic” markers, create the impression of a large and diverse science and information field involving ordinary Internet users.

			Any academic blogger who creates and shapes an audience through blogging is, in essence, carrying out a social action.32 The nature of blog entries is largely shaped by the style of social behaviour selected by an academic blogger for use in interacting with readers. Private “chatty” entries, designed to be publicly read and commented on, are very popular among academic bloggers. This is an experimental form, free from academic rules, which has the potential to involve readers and users in its production.33 

			Though the content of such entries is, generally speaking, given in the form of a narrative by the author, the author of the blog is constantly making choices. In choosing this or that narrative position, the academic blogger is making a choice from a whole spectrum of possible roles. The narrator can address the public as a participant in events, as a witness, as an interested or neutral observer, or as a broadcaster of information from various media resources. In a personal blog, the narrator may address the public in an autobiographical manner, translating personal stories into publications (posts), or he may do so in the style of a neutral chronicler of significant opinions or events. In constructing his narrative, the blogger will choose his words and organize what he says using a particular modality and intonation to address his readers. A “chatty” or “conversational” entry by an academic blogger may be couched in the style of a persuasive text or an edifying text, a debate, an expression of agreement, disagreement, or aversion, and so on. In the narrative practice of academic blogging, expressions of the blogger’s individual opinions as a professional, expert assessment and analysis, and ideological views are frequently found closely interwoven with everyday observations and reflections. A typical example of this type of stylistic mix on LiveJournal can be seen in the blogging of Dmitrii Beliaev, an academic and specialist in the history and culture of Mesoamerica. The author combines his discussion of academic subjects and questions concerning the history of the peoples of Pre-Columbian America, and history in general, with his own reflections on the state of Russian scholarship and education, and his impressions from his travels and work in the countries of Central and Latin America. While some posts on the blog take the form of scrupulous professional pronouncements, these are interspersed with a freer conversational style in other entries, using elements of lower registers and slang expressions.34

			In the posts and narratives of academic bloggers, a daily “agenda” is created and events are documented on two levels - semiotic and semantic - simultaneously. The author “flags up” a particular event as being worthy of discussion, assigns it a name, and starts up a conversation with the public. In the process, the event being described is documented, transformed, as the entry is written, from an “index marker” to a semantic reality. In this way, the blogger creates and forms a digital object or entity. Due to the predominance of particular cultural values in the texts of a personal blog, the author is able to exercise symbolic power and control over his audience.

			Various types of narrative and story can be found in the world of academic blogging. However, certain technical characteristics connect these narratives to the wider narrative and discursive practices of the blogosphere.35 Narratives of this type are created as cross-media products, combining the episodic, steadily unfolding nature of narrative with a fragmentary quality. The main character in this serialized narrative is the blog’s author, who is presented to the reader or viewer as the most significant figure, authoritative expert, or opinion leader. As stories in a personal blog are put together on a multi-modal basis, and represent a combination of diverse semiotic elements (text and audio and visual components) and intertextual elements, they can be a powerfully effective instrument for those involved in public activism. As blog-stories are created, various contexts are organically brought into them by means of links and hyperlinks.

			Conclusion

			Russian academics are now actively exploiting the practice of blogging, posting on various digital platforms and trying out various types of social networking. To a significant extent, the behavior of academic bloggers is similar to that of other compilers of blogs. Like other bloggers, the writers of academic blogs try to ensure that the content of their posts is topical, noteworthy and attractive to the public. Likewise, they try to make their posts as meaningful and suggestive as possible, using a multitude of discursive cross-media and multi-modal resources. They promote and distribute their own digital products using the same technologies as other bloggers. At the same time, academic blogging exhibits a number of unique features that distinguish it from other types of blogging. Its uniqueness can be seen in the motivating factors behind academic blogs, how academic professionals position themselves in the digital world, the manner in which they present themselves, and the character and tone of their interactions with their public.

			For Russian scholars and university teachers, there is something to be gained, both professionally and socially, from writing a blog.  Professionally, it allows them to extend their network of informal communications in the academic world, within conditions in which participants are essentially liberated from the usual hierarchy in relationships and from the strict conventions of academic writing and speech. Academic blogging is also a valuable social resource, creating conditions that allow open web-based interaction with various audiences, and stimulating academics to create a number of “weak” ties across the web.  The creation and writing of an academic blog is a deliberate and well-considered piece of intellectual and technological work, in which the interface between the private and public is customized as the blogger sees fit, and in which the blogger selects those forms of interaction with the digital world at large which are both meaningful and convenient. A blogger will carefully construct a personal media image on the web, choosing specific roles with which to be identified: the meticulous scholar, the approachable teacher, the educator skilled at conveying complex academic or scientific ideas to the public, the active social commentator, missionary, or propagandist. No matter what role is selected from this wide repertoire, academic bloggers will, in structuring a public face, try to emphasize the “academic” component. Sometimes, such bloggers are interested primarily in the promotion and legitimization of certain academic ideas or views in the public digital environment. At other times, they may wish to use a clichéd halo of “academic respectability” to lend added weight to their comments and consolidate their media reputation with larger audiences.  

			Academic bloggers are meticulous in their choice of roles as they set distinctive agendas, chronicle events or tell stories. They work on the fine points of their informal writing style and develop a style of interaction for use with various audiences – familiar and unfamiliar. At the same time, in the public non-professional environment, the relationship between bloggers and their public is not generally an equal one. Either overtly or covertly, directly or indirectly, academic blogging reproduces a “dominant-subordinate” relationship. To some extent, this is because academic bloggers are aware of having a hand in the command and production of complex specialized knowledge. They assume that their role is, primarily, to transmit this knowledge to a wider public, achieving connections and links with everyday user experience based on the importance of “being understood”. The reason academic bloggers replicate this sort of relationship is partly because, despite the various social roles they assume and the different means which allow them to interact with audiences, they behave much like other type of bloggers, or even ordinary Internet users. Like other users of social media, academic bloggers sustain a self-referential pattern of behaviour, which revolves around their own selves and the cultural meanings and values they produce in informal writing or speech.  In Russian public contexts, the extent to which bloggers’ voices are heard generally depends on the type of media role they choose. The academic bloggers who become opinion leaders tend to be those who position themselves primarily as publicists or political propagandists: that is, those who move furthest beyond the narrowly academic field.
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			Abstract: This article analyzes the blogs of Russian-language Orthodox priests on the platform of LiveJournal.com, focusing on how bloggers reflect on their own activities, how they manage their identities, and how they relate to the secular Other and to the Church hierarchy. The analysis draws on the medieval Russian tradition of “holy foolishness” as the context which helps bloggers orientate themselves in and make sense of the digital environment, associated with a threat to the Orthodox ethos and theology. The article argues that Orthodox bloggers are a closed circle, opposed to the secular “outside world.” In relation to the Church authority, their position is ambiguous: they simultaneously distance themselves from the task of carrying out the Church mission online, and capitalize on their spiritual status for the purpose of “creation of the self” in the digital age.  

			Never before in Russia’s thousand-year history did ordinary people experience involvement in the discussion of societally important questions to such a scale as when mass blogging became part of Russian everyday life in the early 2000s, contemporaneously with the decade of “stability”, surging oil prices and unabashed consumerism. The new technology of blogging encourages users to formulate and express their attitudes on political issues, and to comment on experts’ opinions.1 Blogging forges audiences of “friends” and “followers,” thereby creating a historically unique – and probably transient – moment where “ordinary” Russians feel that their thoughts matter and their voices are heard. More than that, with a risk of overstatement, one can argue that technologies of self-expressing and self-presenting, which recently became accessible to the masses, compensate for the lack of the historical experience of the Reformation and Enlightenment. In the West, this experience shaped the idea of individual autonomy,2 much contested in the context of Russian authoritarian and military political culture and religious asceticism. As such, in Russia, blogging has become more than just a sign of the times, or another outlet for individuals’ creative voices and political deliberation. Instead, it is the primary experience of individuation and political reasoning,3 the space where crowds of well-fed Russians, who care for themselves, are being taught to value the autonomy of a human being, the importance of a personal opinion, and the inviolability of the private sphere. 

			It is important to emphasize that Eastern (Orthodox) Christianity, which dominated Russia’s cultural life for centuries and craves socio-political ascendance in today’s Russia,4 suspects the idea of the “cultivation of the self,” sinful self-adulation, devilish egoism, narcissism and heresy. By the same token, the co-habitation of the Orthodox ethos and the liberal doctrine of humanism has never been straightforward. For example, on 21 March 2016, Patriarch Kirill attacked the “global heresy of human-worshipping [chelovekopoklonstvo].”5 Likewise, Metropolitan Hilarion (Alfeev), Kirill’s closest follower and suffragan, emphasizes that human self-assertion leads to self-destruction.”6

			Hence, the Russian Orthodox Church (ROC) is not neutral toward digital technologies. In the past decade, the ROC has massively migrated to the digital environment; the vast majority of the highest clerics, monasteries, parishes and spiritual educational institutions have webpages and social media accounts. Patriarch Kirill, for example, has accounts on Facebook and Vkontakte.7 For his flock, there are many other digital media available, such as a virtual chapel (though this provoked a lot of controversy among the priests), Orthodox dating sites, chat rooms where Orthodox priests consult believers and so on. At the same time, studying the ROC’s take on these new media, one cannot shake the impression that, beneath the official vision of the internet as a “useful tool for the Church mission,”8 there is a deeply ingrained fear that digital media posit an existential threat to the theological tradition and religious practice of Orthodoxy. The ROC finds it aversive that the digital environment prioritizes personal over collective identities, destabilizes hierarchies and questions authorities. In this context, the new media are seen as the playground for elusive, subversive, unorthodox forces, a domain dominated by rootless members of the liberal intelligentsia, mockers of the sacraments, pedophiles and atheists. As a result, the reflections of “Ortho-bloggers” on their activities are highly controversial, and the medium, designed as a paragon of safety and control, is acquiring menacing contours in the Orthodox imagination. For most Orthodox intellectuals and the highest clerics, the concept of the internet is associated with the tropes of corporeal and national insecurity, foreign and viral invasion, loss of personal agency and conspiratorial thinking about some external force, for example the CIA, which is taking hold of Russians’ minds.9

			Christianity as a whole, with its strong emphasis on external spiritual authority and the infallibility of Scripture; the physicality of its central rituals; and the importance of the Church hierarchy and the community of believers, is relatively reluctant to migrate online. Nevertheless, elements of “online religion”10 are ubiquitous in Protestantism and Catholicism, ranging from “cyber-theology”11 to virtual chapels, prayers and rituals. Likewise, in spite of the abovementioned “digital anxiety” emanating from the ROC’s hierarchy, its rank-and-file priests have developed a relatively independent and self-sustaining blogosphere, which does not mirror the offline hierarchy.12 The ROC’s leadership is trying to catch up with these developments, and since at least 2007 has made efforts to use digital social networks as instruments of the Church’s mission, understanding that for many secular people it is easier to start communicating with a priest online than in an offline situation, which neophytes find unfamiliar and unwelcoming.13 Hence, the Orthodox blogosphere exists in a sort of cultural limbo, where three logics of appropriation of the new media intersect: the logic of control and instrumentalization, demanded from above; the logic of “caring for the Self” required by the culture of consumerism and individualism; and the logic of resistance to external pressure, when individuals retreat to their digital caves, escaping the need to be politically active. 

			I argue that the “Ortho-blogosphere” maintains an isolated subcultural identity, based on excluding outsiders and rejecting the possibilities of dialogue with the secular world. At the same time, this subculture creates niches of non-transparency for the authoritative gaze from the Church as well, and revisits the late Soviet practices of the communities of closed “ours” (svoi) with their specific language games, aimed at the ironic and non-conflictual avoidance of the hegemonic narrative.14 I propose to look at the practices of interaction with the secular Other and the Church authorities developed by the “Ortho-bloggers” through the prism of the medieval tradition of “holy foolishness.” The triple irony, used by the “holy fools” in the digital age, relates to the triple logic of the domestication of the new media: 1) the attack on the (arguably) hostile secular outside universe; 2) distancing from the Church hierarchy and 3) instrumentalizing the Church and the office one obtains from it for the purpose of raising and staging one’s own status.

			A Note on Methods

			The analytical “kitchen” of this article was shaped by approaches originating in intellectual and conceptual history. The paper is primarily interested in how the bloggers “think politically”, implying the “range of particular thought-practices of, and concerning, collectivities.”15 I interpret Orthodox blogging as such a thought-practice, mediated by text and visuals, which rarely results in ideological conceptualization per se, but which nevertheless has an important political dimension, because the authors of these blogs – willingly or otherwise – communicate a certain position towards some broad socio-political contexts: the Church, society, the public sphere, the global world, etc. This angle of research allows me to investigate not the aesthetic aspects of online diaries of the priests, but rather their pragmatic side: what the author wanted to say about his (invariably “his” – the ROC does not accept female priests) relation to the political.16  

			The present research works with a sample of 55 priests’ blogs, gathered by the snowball method, whose starting point was the list of blogging priests, published at http://dioecesis.livejournal.com, a blog specifically devoted to cataloging the Orthodox blogosphere. The blogs were chosen randomly, rather than by popularity, with guiding principles for selection being their connection to the Orthodox religion (not necessary the ROC, although the vast majority belong to this denomination) and use of the Russian language. Here the “snowball method” implies that I used the list of the friends of the first blogger for choosing the second blogger and so on.17 This approach allowed me to avoid the pitfall of cherry-picking only the most popular, top bloggers, who purposely promote and sometimes pay for high traffic ranking. Instead, the snowball method gave me a representative cut of the Orthodox blogosphere, including a few high-ranking blogs as well as less popular, and even hardly visible ones – with a small number of friends and posts – which nevertheless add to the picture of the blogosphere. 

			A special note on the choice of the LiveJournal (LJ) platform should be made. In the early 2000s, the LJ blogs constituted the Russian Orthodox blogosphere; as of today, it has spilled over into Vkontakte, Facebook, Instagram, Twitter, Telegram and other services. However, I consciously limit the present study to the analysis of LJ accounts. For many reasons, which will be discussed later, Orthodox priests stick with the old-school service, and form a relatively closed group with an insignificant number of links to other social media platforms. Often, even if bloggers maintain a Twitter account as well, it is used as an auxiliary service to advertise posts on LJ, which continues to be regarded as the predominant habitat of digitally active priests. Their reluctance to go beyond LJ transcends personal reasons or behavioral traditionalism. The LJ blogs form a close and stable community of interconnected “friends,” so the resilience of the Orthodox blogosphere on LJ is a matter of belonging and being recognized by peers. The communicative scheme within this community is akin to the network of the “kitchen-tables” of the Soviet intelligenty. Similarly, the Orthodox blogosphere is simply not about popularity and ranking; it is even not about spreading the word of the Gospel, or Church mission. It is about maintaining group identity, and LJ suits this purpose well. As such, my study does not claim to comprehensively cover all Orthodox blogospheres, but it emphatically stresses that the LJ blogosphere is a separate and self-sufficient phenomenon, whose analysis raises important and central problems for the whole of Russian Orthodox culture as well as for the Russian-language internet. 

			Ortho-blogosphere: The Circle of “Svoi”

			Online, the ROC has been trying to create its own rules of the game, rather than working within those that already exist. For example, it has opened its own social networks,18 one of the most popular of which is Elitsy.ru, launched in 2014. As Sviatoslav Shevchenko, one of the blogging priests on LJ wrote of his experience with this service, “[I feel there] at home… Do you know why? Because there are no unnecessary people [lishnikh net]. There are [only] Orthodox believers around.”19 This initiative was criticized by Church activists, who feared that a separate Orthodox social network would lead to the ghettoization of believers and repel masses of laymen and laywomen.20 Indeed, Shevchenko’s words about “unnecessary people” are dubious not only from the moral, but also from the ecclesiological viewpoint: the very sense and essence of the Church’s service, in the Orthodox view, is bringing laypeople to the liturgy.21 Without going into theoretical debates, common users complain that the Orthodox network Elitsy.ru is a boring treadmill of unctuous visual materials and dull theology.  Understandably, Elitsy.ru has not become a popular platform: it had 124,000 registered accounts and 13,000 visitors daily as of September 2016. Compared to 47 million and 22 million monthly visitors from Russia on Vkontakte.com and Facebook.com respectively in 2015, the Orthodox social network service is hardly visible.

			As a result, “lay” blogging and socializing platforms, such as LiveJournal.com, invariably remain the most noticeable platform for Orthodox bloggers. The Orthodox blogosphere on LJ took its shape in the middle of the 2000s. The first Russian-language accounts on LJ appeared in 2001, and by 2006 Russians became the second largest community on this platform.22 It is evident from my sample that priests mastered the new technology with a lag of some 2-3 years compared to Runet in general: the first blogs were launched in 2003 and most blogs were started in 2008 and 2009. After 2010, the popularity of LJ fell sharply, and no new blogs were opened after 2013, following a pattern evident worldwide as well as in Russia. However, having started a blog on LJ, Orthodox bloggers remain remarkably faithful to this service. 27 priests from the sample continued blogging well into 2016 (as of September). For comparison, average statistics suggest that up to 95 percent of blogs on the platform are effectively defunct.23  The average life-span of Orthodox blogs is 7.4 years, with 3 long-livers on the list (13 years of continuous blogging as of September 2016).

			The resilience of LJ in the Orthodox blogosphere can be understood when we take into account the air of intellectualism which it retained from its earlier years in Russia (creating the perception that it was more “intelligent,” intelligentnyi24 than Facebook, Vkontakte and the like). It also affords bloggers more opportunity to write extensive and complex texts, manage their circle of followers, and create differential rules for accessing their posts. On LJ, unlike on Facebook, for example, the list of friends whom a person befriended and the list of friends who befriended that person, are different, and likewise, it is easy to give various levels of access to the posts or apply various modi of commenting, from screening (pre-moderating) comments to blocking them completely. Consequently, blogging priests feel that LJ is more convenient, and it gives a sensation of greater security and control over their practices of communication. 

			It is typical for LJ users to clarify their “friend policy” in the upper post. Some of them specifically ask readers to write a personal introductory letter if they want to become friends.25 Others stipulate that their “friendship policy” is completely arbitrary and unaccountable. As one of the users (a priest from the Old Believer’s Church) puts it, “the author of the diary befriends and unfriends as he deems it suitable, based solely on  [his] subjective reasons, which he is not obliged to explain.”26 Presviter_ds (archpriest Dimitrii Struev) explicates that 5/6 of his friends are offline friends, whereas “purely virtual acquaintance and communication is disagreeable for me, because I do not know how to be friends with nicknames and profile pictures [s iuzerneimami i iuzerpikami].” He suggests that people who want to become friends with him should first introduce themselves, explain their reasons for following him, and reiterate those reasons in the comments. If communication goes well, mutual friendship will become possible.27 A typical narrative is a litany about a physical inability to keep updated on all friends’ posts, and, hence, the need to keep their friend lists as short as possible, with an apology for their standing policy of pitiless “friendicide.”28 At least rhetorically, managing friend lists reflects the inclination of the majority of Ortho-bloggers to stage their individuality for the audience of known, respectable people instead of creatively experimenting with their identity. 

			According to my observations, the Orthodox blogosphere has a core of approximately 1,000 blogs, which constitute a net of tightly interconnected “friendships” and established traditions of commenting on each other’s posts. The average number of friends is 181, ranging in the sample from 1 to 1,140. This is more than the international average, attesting to the fact that Orthodox bloggers tend toward the creation of communicative networks, all their rhetoric about “friendicide” notwithstanding.29 

			The Orthodox bloggers constitute a fairly homogenous group that fully belongs to the Russian language segment in the internet. Eastern Orthodox Christianity is a global phenomenon, which consists of more than 15 autonomous Churches. However, the networks of the blogging priests in my sample never extend beyond the Russian-speaking environment. One of the accounts belongs to an Armenian priest (Oriental Orthodoxy) and one to an Old Believer (of the Belokrynistskaia hierarchy). Several belong to priests who physically reside outside of Russia (in Lithuania, Greece, Columbia, Israel, and Ukraine) but are affiliated with the Moscow Patriarchate. In all cases, however, these men write in Russian and only occasionally in other languages. Thus, the Orthodox blogosphere has nothing to do with projects of transnational Orthodoxy and ecumenical communication; it is an isolated subcultural terrain. 

			The embeddedness of the Orthodox circle of “ours” into Runet means that they work with sources of information outside their religious subculture. Non-personal posts usually comment on the secular and non-religious partisan Russian media, while quotes from or shares of Orthodox news portals, radio, TV and journals do not dominate blogs’ newsfeeds. This makes the flow of information somewhat unidirectional: the Orthodox “interpretive community”30 works on commenting on and debating the nation-wide agenda, remaining at the same time almost impenetrable for secular commentators and invisible to the general public. 

			As one of the Orthodox users sums up her experience of blogging, “I am still a novice in LJ, but I like it here, when I do not go beyond the circle of [likeminded users].”31 As a result, the absolute majority of friends are fellow-priests, Orthodox activists, and priests’ wives; the latter constitute a separate sub-sub-culture of matushki.32 Dissenters are mercilessly expelled from the Orthodox blogosphere and their comments erased.33 Many bloggers warn readers about their strict pre-moderation policies, and their intolerance toward heresies and criticism of the Church and Orthodoxy.34 Padre-ieraks (anonymous) informs readers that a part of his notes is closed to the public and that all comments are being “screened” (pre-moderated).35 In the most extreme case, priest Denis Kostomarov (aka seminarist_mp) closed his blog for all but his friends because it was “more comfortable” (uiutnyi, literally: cozy) for him.36 

			Regarding bloggers’ activities, the average number of posts in the sample is 370 (the dispersion is from 6 to 5,300). Considering the average number of years of blogging, typical activity is 50 posts per year. The average number of received comments is 9,600 (dispersion from 40 to 85,000), which gives us approximately 1,300 per year, or 3.5 per day. The average number of posted comments is 6,300 (2.3 per day). This means that, on the one hand, Ortho-bloggers are much more oriented toward maintaining their networks of friends than toward publishing original posts. On the other hand, the imbalance between posted and received comments shows that blogging priests are considered as important shapers of the public discourse, whose “ex cathedra” pronouncements attract more attention than they pay to their audiences in return. Of course, within these averaged data the differences are striking. The most productive bloggers managed to generate as many as 2.4 posts and 10 comments daily, whereas others produce hardly one entry per month.  Compared to the most popular bloggers in Runet zyalt (2.4 million comments received as of September 2016), drugoi (2.5 million), and tema (4.6 million), “Ortho-bloggers” look quite modest, with only deacon Andrei Kuraev (diak_kurav), with 1.3 million comments received, approaching the heavyweights of the Russian blogosphere. 

			 In terms of the genre, the absolute majority of blogs under scrutiny are “diary-style” blogs.37 Most of the priests commonly refer to their blogs as a “diary” [dnevnik], and also “memoirs,” “notes”, etc. Many specifically indicate that this is nothing else then their “diaries,”38 often filled with self-descriptions and self-reflections. Some of these “diaries” are devoted to a more or less distinctive topic within the mental universe of the Russian priest, such as Church singing, fighting atheism, news and rumors on the life of the church, or defending the cause of the pro-Russian fighters in Donbas. Others are devoted to the life of a particular parish; in such cases, a priest’s personal diary tends to be dominated by posts chronicling his local church.39 

			Confronting the Secular Other

			The ROC is working to reclaim its place as the cultural hegemon in Russian society – that is, to return to the pre-secular position where the Church was tasked with setting the rules of the game. This orientation makes the ROC unwilling to maintain dialogue with the secular forces in Russia.40 At the same time, the cultural memory of mass repressions of priests and destruction of the Church’s infrastructure during the Soviet times makes the Church existentially insecure, uncertain about its future and present status in society. This attitude toward the secular world impacts the way that rank-and-file priests use the technology of blogging. First of all, they have to reconcile the digital culture of narcissism with the Orthodox ethos of asceticism. This becomes possible when self-concentration is separated from self-aggrandizement. In principle, introspective self-concentration is the axis of ascetic practices.41 In Foucault’s rendition, care for the self is synonymous with metanoia, an ascetic act of self-transformation, “an exercise of self upon self by which one tries to work out, to transform one’s self and to attain a certain mode of being.”42 This was exactly the way of caring for the self in early Christianity, monasticism and Puritanism, oriented towards self-examination, self-policing, and self-denial.43  

			In this context, self-concentration morphs into a truly ascetic practice of self-belittling, self-emptying in the spirit of Kenoticism, which, in the words of George Fedotov, “became in Russia the most popular, a truly national form of ascetic life.”44 Similarly to how medieval holy fools shocked contemporaries with their despicable appearance, in dirty rags, barefoot or simply naked, today’s digital holy fools indulge in acts of self-disclosure, including, for example, posts about health problems, which for today’s culture of self-staging online represents the most guarded core of one’s personality.45 It is likewise acceptable to share emotional states with followers, such as being tired, sad, angry, etc. These practices of disclosure convey the idea of Christ-like vulnerability, and Christ-like involvement into the mundane life of sinners. The digital environment here corresponds to the marketplace of a busy medieval town – a usual habitat for holy fools, where they constantly provoked ridicule and beatings at the hands of mobs.

			Drawing on the studies of Rene Girard,46 one can generalize that, by imitating Christ, holy fools voluntarily inflicted violence on themselves. Indeed, as typical scapegoats they lingered on the religious and social periphery of Russian medieval life, and at the same time they attacked the cultural order, overthrew hierarchies and blurred differences. Fedotov emphasized that holy fools aimed to “provok[e] vilification from men” and by doing so they served the world.47 For the Orthodox subculture, which was shaped, in its present form, on the semi-legal margins of the Soviet life, and had always retained memories of the early Soviet-era repressions, blogging amounts to a courageous “coming-out.” The ulterior motive of blogging is thus to probe the limits beyond which the presence of the Church in the public life of Russia will not be tolerated any longer. Against this background, the nature of holy foolery of the blogging priests becomes clearer: they over-identify with the most radical anti-Church critics as if offering themselves for imaginary martyrdom. 

			Profile pictures or “userpics” give many possibilities to creatively ironize the image of priests in the popular opinion, not to mention that it is also a strategy of self-representation online.48 The choice of userpics indicates that their accounts should be taken cum grano salis, or that their authors do not attach much importance to this activity. For example, alprist (anonymous) has five userpics, including two photos of rock musician Tom Petty, a trollface-like image of grinning Fr Vsevolod Chaplin, Pope Benedict XVI, and an icon of Adolf Hitler as an Orthodox saint. Likewise usavschik (Fr Maksim Pliakin) creatively navigates through his 10 userpics, featuring among others, an image of a leaf of cannabis with the caption “official pusher,” which reminds us of Karl Marx’s famous dictum about religion as the opium of the people. Another picture shows a menorah with the inscription “secret agent of Mossad” (see Figure 1). 

			The choice of userpics visualizes the extreme of self-representation, connected with the most radical anti-clericalism (e.g. an icon of Hitler, a pusher of religious opium). The ironic air of all these strategies of individuation and self-description is reminiscent of the late Soviet stiob, vitriolic mockery, which is here interpreted as a predominant rhetorical instrument of a holy fool. According to Aleksei Yurchak, stiob performed ironic over-identification with the source of hegemonic discourse in the spirit of the brave soldier Svejk, whose resistance was not open but was nevertheless capable of effectively challenging authority.49 Ustavschik’s reference to religion as the “opium for people” is not only a self-irony but also an instrument of self-defense, when the hostility of the secular world is taken as apriori hegemonic discourse. As one of the blogging priests describes his writing endeavor, “this journal assumes the stance of a simple person, believer and obscurant [obyvatelia-obskuranta], vested in the priest’s garments.”50 Here, the iteration of his “obscurantism” serves as a challenge to a secular reader, apriori taken as being critical of the ROC. A similar purpose can be discovered in the self-description of another blogger: “a well-fed father” [sytyi batiushka],”51 chosen to spite the critical online discourses about the obesity and idleness of priests.

			Some Ortho-bloggers manage their identities by distancing from the stylistic and linguistic conventions of secular, profane Runet. For this purpose, the image of the secular internet is created as the realm of cynicism, derision, obscenities and unprintable words.52 They often warn their commentators that the use of obscenities or deforming the Russian language would lead to the commentators being banned. Scaffolding their identity as “serious” actors, in contradistinction to the generally playful moods of Runet users, priests accentuate that they abhor the atmosphere of virtual hangouts, flash mobs, and digital games.53 The “Olbanian” language54 is explicitly banned in many “Ortho-blogs”, because their owners consider the impeccable Russian language a moral quality on a par with Christian virtues.  At the same time, blogging priests are not altogether alien to language games. Some of them, especially those with a slant towards monarchism, individuate their language by using the pre-revolutionary spelling, or mark their writings with Church Slavonic and archaic words and expressions. The style of this prose could be saliently ornate and obfuscating, modeled after the genre of “spiritual literature” of the 19th century. Sometimes it is confusingly unclear whether the author is serious or is playing a sort of a post-modernist game.55 Obviously, this artificial stylistic archaism often slips into irony. Ierofant-2011, for example, uses the tag in Church Slavonic “me, a sinner” [Az” greshen esm’] for demarcating posts which contain some personal information, especially about his achievements. In addition, anonymous bloggers eagerly mix archaic and pronouncedly religious phrases with youth slang, “Olbanian” or obscenities. Fatherpenguin, for example, posts a series of Easter congratulations, such as “Christ is risen! Indeed, He is risen! Kick demons!” [pipets besam], using a euphemism for a strongly obscene word.56 

			 Holy foolishness is more than defensive-aggressive self-exposure for the purpose of attacking the outside world. It also combines elements of resistance to the Church hierarchy and strategies of self-individuation, which will be discussed in the following section. As Per-Arne Bodin argues, “holy foolishness represented a force directed against all types of hierarchies.”57 It is no coincidence that holy foolishness emerged in Russia in parallel with the rise of the autocratic power of the tsar.58

			Standing Up for Privacy

			While confronting the secular Other, the blogging priests at the same time try to liberate themselves from the imposed roles of unpaid Church missionaries, creating a distance between a priest’s individuality and his office within the clerical hierarchy.  What is remarkable in “Ortho-blogs” is the relatively infrequent discussions of superiors and the Church hierarchy in general, resulting from the awareness of being watched and from the threat of punishment for dissidence.59 For example, father Vladimir Vigilianskii, then the head of the Press Service of the Moscow Patriarchy, attacked those blogging priests who spend their time in senseless jabbering, disseminating rumors, criticizing and ridiculing authorities, often using the questionable jargon of the internet subculture.60 In a few known cases, priests were punished for their imprudently politicized posts on social networks.61 One of the first scandals with blogging priests happened in 2009 when hegumen Feognost (Pushkov, aka abbatus-mozdok, whose account is in my sample), was banned from performing services for impudent posting online.62  Another remarkable vignette relates to the musings of one priest about what he would do if he had a flower that granted wishes (Tsvetik-semitsvetik, after a popular Soviet fairytale by Valentin Kataev). He concludes that he would rather give the flower to his bishop, who knows better than he does how to make use of it.63 In the comments section, one of his interlocutors dared to utter something critical or caustic about the blogger’s decision, but this interjection was immediately deleted and a reproach followed: “You should not talk that way about my Bishop” [zria vy tak o Vladyke].

			Experimenting with multiple personalities has always been a hallmark of resistance and non-conformism. Understandably, Russian Orthodoxy vocally opposes pseudonymity and anonymity, also on theological grounds, admonishing priests to always identify themselves on the internet.64 Still, in my sample, seven priests’ accounts are anonymous. These rare cases of actual anonymity, when the identity of bloggers is hard to verify,65 do not represent a political gesture because those accounts are not substantially more oppositional than others. By contrast, politically “problematic” bloggers, such as Fr Nikolai Savchenko or Fr Georgii Belodurov, who had issues with the authorities, do not conceal their personalities online. To be sure, anonymous bloggers are freer in expressing their discontent with direct superiors, or spreading rumors about other priests, but their anonymity is a safeguard of their privacy rather than a weapon in the political struggle. 

			A more common strategy is “spurious anonymity,” when authors do not name themselves, but do not conceal their identity either, so it is relatively easy to learn their real name from the content of their blogging. In this case, “spurious anonymity” is a sign of the high status within the selected circle of “ours,” who perfectly well know the author both off- and online, and who engage in the game of anonymity for the sake of maintaining distance from outsiders. “Spurious anonymity” is likewise used to show one’s Christian humility, a readiness to do without one’s earthly roles and statuses, displaying only one’s “essential” characteristics, e.g. “father Dmitry, Russian Orthodox Church.” 

			The choice of a username, although providing fewer possibilities for experimenting than userpics, because of the Orthodox aversion to pseudonymity, is nevertheless used for individuation, creativity and staging the status. The common practice is to indicate the first name and the title of the spiritual dignity in various languages and traditions, e.g. “abbatus”, “abuna”, “fater”, “fr”, “hierophant”, “otets”, “padre”, “pater”, “pop”, “priest”, “prêtre”, “père”, and so forth. Thus, avoiding the dullness of the name-surname identifier, they manage to declare their high and uncommon status, to demonstrate some linguistic competence, and to indulge in the game of anonymity. The nickname for them is not a title for an artistic project but a centerpiece of identity management, built on the incorporation of their spiritual dignity into a life-style-like individuation.

			Often Ortho-bloggers explicitly profess their autonomy and privacy. The anonymous fatherpenguin playfully entreats his readers not to look for lofty truths in his blog: “[If you are searching for spiritual food] you have to go to the church. I have been there today, ministered and even preached…  But only thoughtless people can detect anything spiritual in my diary [filled with] idle talks.”66 The leader of “Ortho-bloggers” deacon Andrei Kuraev shared his vision of blogging as his “own [spiritual] quest, his perception of this world,” not an ambo for preaching. Others mention in their profiles that this diary expresses their private opinion, and can by no means be considered the Church’s official position.67 Presviter_ds defined his reason for blogging as “a means to communicate with a circle of dispersed friends and acquaintances.” He shuns the idea to become a public figure (“I never aimed at publicity”) and accentuates that “this is my private diary… I write [there] whatever I want.”68 Igumen-aga (hegumen Agafangel Belykh) instructs the readers of his blog not to relate to seriously to his posts, which sport emoticons.69 Kolokolchik_lby (archpriest Dimitrii Ivanov) admits that blogging is a foible for a priest, and hopes that when his children grow up, he will live a quiet prayerful life in a monk’s cell, but for the time being blogging is his distraction from ministering and family commitments.70 Similarly, their readers observe that those priests who conduct themselves “too seriously” are hard to communicate with.71 Astoa (priest Dimitrii Bondarenko) muses on the purpose of his LJ blog: “[if I wrote on] theology, this would give the pretext for blasphemy. So I am writing for no particular reason, about a duck in a stew-pan, or sometimes I grumble a little.”72

			 Ortho-bloggers stand up for the freedom from professional obligations and moralization in their activities. They are reluctant to see their online activities as an extension of their church mission and struggle to secure their digital niche as a place of personal self-expression. Trying to make sense of this tendency, Father Andrei Efanov, himself a blogging priest, insists that the very presence of clerics online fulfills their mission, showing users that Christians “are also people with their weaknesses but also with something distinguishing [s iziuminkoi]… it is more interesting for users to see the priest as a senior brother in faith rather than a presbyter”.73 Summing up the general position of the blogging priests, one of them penned in the upper post:

			Priest’s service does not exclude human [qualities]: the author of this journal is a living person, just like you, who has his own opinions, passions, errors and a civic position. The priesthood is not a profession, but a style of living, but we are all humans, priests included – [we are] dissimilar from each other… The personal opinion of the blog’s author can change over time into a diametrically opposite one, but the author could not be held responsible for this or asked to explain the reasons for this.74

			Indeed, “Ortho-blogs” are by and large lifestyle blogs. The founder of the Russian autobiographic prose archpriest Avvakum emulated the martyrdom of Christ and displayed God’s will manifested in his story of self-victimhood.75 In contradistinction to Avvakum, today’s Orthodox bloggers represent their life stories not as hagiography but as chains of individuating events, making them interesting and unique persons. For example, some Ortho-bloggers have a passion for posting photo sessions from their pilgrimages or just holiday travels. Others ask for prayers when they get ill and describe in detail what aches and how they are being treated.76 They extensively use LJ to advertise their promotions within the Church hierarchy,77 publications,78 presentations, lectures, radio and TV appearances, not to mention important Church services and ceremonies. One blogger even feeds his friends a detailed deciphering of his DNA.  

			At the same time, in line with the story of Avvakum’s calamities, digital diarists indulge in (putative) humility and self-criticism. The introductory words to presviter_ds’s blog are: “[I am] difficult to deal with, ambitious, conceited… So it is better not to mingle with me at all.”79 Said with a grain of irony, this self-description has nothing to do with penitence, which could be expected from an Orthodox believer. Instead this self-disclosure serves for the purpose of asserting individuality. The blogger actually says that he has the right to be imperfect because his imperfection is the marker of the uniqueness of his individuality and the privacy of his blog. 

			Ostentatious humility is often displayed by some derogatory self-description, characteristic of the tradition of holy foolery. One blog is entitled “Notes of a madman,” and its biographic questionnaire says that the author is Padre Pius, or in Russian “Padre P’iu” – an amusing and confusing translation could be “Father Drink.”80 In continuation of the potatory theme, one of Padre P’iu’s userpics features Banksy’s painting of an angel sitting in front of a bottle with a cigarette in hand; the caption reads “100 g [of vodka] and a doughnut.” A typical self-description contains an indication of the provinciality and unimportance of its author: “Various notes of an unemployed [zashtatnyi] priest”; “Notes of a provincial bishop”; “Notes of a countryside hegumen.”81 One blog is entitled “proto-blog,” a play on the Russian term “protodiakon,” arch-deacon.82 Another sports the name “Journal of a washed-up man.”83 Echoing the spirit of Orthodox kenoticism, this strategy is used for a purpose far from ascetic humility – for narrating a personal life story, deemed to be of importance and interest to contemporaries. This strategy does not differ significantly from practices of individuation in Runet in general, centered on self-irony and accentuation of uniqueness and importance of the Self.84 In their narrative, the religious position itself is the key factor of individuation – “iziuminka” (in the words of Fr Andrei Efanov), a distinguishing feature, helping them to successfully struggle for recognition among their peers.  

			Struggling for recognition

			While distancing themselves from the Church hierarchy, “Ortho-bloggers” at the same time instrumentalize the priesthood for the purpose of staging their individuality for their readers by means of references to their high and sacral status and by showing off their special relations to faith. In a sense, contrary to Avvakum’s autobiographical narrative, which serves for the greater glory of God, today’s Orthodox diarists include the Church and the transcendental into the logic of post-modern consumerist individuation.




Figure 1. The Set of Userpics for ustavschik
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			Source: http://www.livejournal.com/allpics.bml?user=ustavschik





Thus, one of ustavschik’s userpics is an image of a stylish priest in dark glasses (see Figure 1), resembling Neo from the film series Matrix; the caption reinforces this impression, reading, “Welcome to reality.” The conveyed message converges with the Christian idea about the absolute reality of God, the Creator, and conditional reality of the world around us, the creature. All together, this gives the impression that the user is the hero in a blockbuster, who has arcane knowledge of and privileged access to the “reality”. The blog of ierofant_2011’s (anonymous, self-named “Abbot d’Herblay,” after Alexandre Dumas’ character from The Three Musketeers), sports the title “Some Thoughts of Some Priest” and a playful image of Aramis (d’Herblay) reading the mouthpiece of CPSU Pravda (The Truth) as a userpic. Two intersected associations – the womanizing musketeer who became a presbyter, and the main newspaper of the Communist Party, omnipotent in the Soviet Union – produce the combination of mild self-criticism, associations with Soviet-era propaganda, and the image of a powerful knight of the Church, who “goes to do the good” [idu prichiniat’ dobro], as the subtitle of the blog says.

			Some Ortho-bloggers are quite explicit in their craving for status and its attributes. Priests Dimitrii Struev (aka presviter-ds), and Iakov Krotov (yakov-krotov) find it necessary to specifically instruct their followers to name them “Father,” as is common inside the Church.85 The absolute majority of the priests view their dignity as authority and privilege, and try to resist the democratizing tendencies of the internet communication. More subtle practices of self-individuation include fleeting impressions and everyday trifles, often reported in ironic modes as well.86 For the blogging priests, the inclusion of these trivia into their narratives serves to mix up the profane and the sacral planes of existence. Ironical zooming in on the trivial works as a holy fool’s profession de foi through the doings of his insignificant life, not lofty phrases about God,87 which well resonates with the Orthodox vision of faith as a flow of practices, not a verbalized and systematic credo. For example, archpriest Aleksandr Kosach melancholically remarks in one of his posts:

			I am eating pancakes, observing life… The spring has come, but nature forgot to change itself, so I am freezing… I ordered a cross from Greece, a simple one for $12, the seller wrote that it had been stolen already in Greece, before he sent it. This is funny… A new Pope has been elected, a Jesuit by the name Francis. This is interesting. Father Georgii [Mitrofanov] left the Synodic Commission on canonization. This is strange, at least… I would be better off eating pancakes.88 

			When narrated for the circle of hundreds of friends, trivia work as pure signs of individuality and recognition of a blogger, who is sure that these moments of disclosure will be read and commented on by his followers. Besides, banal observations are often amalgamated with “serious” discourses on the Church’s politics, faith and so on, which maintains the identity of a “real,” living person, fatigued by the long winter, with a weakness for Russian national cuisine. At the same time, by virtue of his religious position, he discusses the “big problems,” such as the cadres policy of the ROC, and its relations to the Vatican. 

			This strategy of individuation is pursued by Metropolitan Savvatii (Antonov) of Ulan-Ude and Buriatia, who responded to his friends’ requests that he write more on LJ by posting a photo shoot with the lavish harvest of mushrooms (Figure 2). The bishop poses in a simple monastic garment and a khaki jacket in his kitchen; the photo session includes close-ups of different stages of cooking and different types of mushrooms, and it is wrapped up by the phrase “That is it. This is my report.” Savvatii deliberately stages a dissonance between his high (in Orthodox circles) status as a Metropolitan and his attention to trivia, called in exalted bureaucratic language “a report” (otchet).89  This dissonance produces the ironic effect of self-debasement, but at the same time, this irony is addressed to the audience, which understands and appreciates his self-belittling (and for that matter, is also well aware of his “real” position as the head of a diocese as geographically vast as Germany, reinforced by a userpic featuring Savvatii in his episcopal clothes). 

			Indeed, in a paradoxical contradistinction to representing their blogs as diaries of private men, “Ortho-bloggers” often upload user pictures showing them in ecclesiastic attire, often during a moment from the service, thereby displaying high status in their social context. The “Ortho-blogger,” constructing his  “projection of the self,” follows the logic of Web 2.0 rather than the objective of the Church mission, because for him the network of readers is the “authority” to which he addresses his request for recognition.90

			Figure 2. Screenshot of the entry to the blog bishop-savatius, entitled “Notes of a provincial bishop.”

			Conclusion

			The closed circle of Ortho-bloggers positions itself by means of antagonizing the secular Other and distancing itself from the Church hierarchy, but at the same time establishing a personal lifestyle connection with the Church and its transcendental authority. Priests’ blogs, as father Yakov Krotov puts it, represent a kind of mixed up “fourth place,” which is neither profane public space, nor sacral territory, nor private sphere.

			My blog is not a church, where you can only pray or listen to the sermon, but neither is it a street. It is something like a churchyard. There are no closed posts, but there is likewise no full freedom to comment… If I speak, it does not mean that anybody can interrupt me or start a conversation with me.91 

			This “fourth place” is not the place to strike up a conversation with the secular Other other than in the form of ironic-defensive talk pro domo sua, which represents its secular interlocutor as an enemy of the essence of the Church. We can well understand this position from the historical point of view, from which the community of believers is seen as a wretched underdog, persecuted and suppressed by the atheistic authorities. The situation is different today, but religious bloggers still have neither the will nor the capabilities to rationally contest the secular discourse, and prefer to enclose themselves in an isolated community. Against the background of the post-Soviet political apathy, this encapsulation could be seen as the “collective atomization,”92 whose result was succinctly summed up by father Yakov – the churchyard: the double limbo between the private and the public, and between the sacred and the profane.

			The churchyard and the church-porch was the common stage where medieval holy fools performed their self-offerings as free-will scapegoats. Bridging centuries of Russia’s history, holy fools in the digital environment continue working as mediators between the secular and the religious, attacking the former and distancing from the latter. This continuity should not be exaggerated, however: the kenoticism of contemporary bloggers is subsumed under the all-inclusive logic of “caring for the self.” 
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			Self-Representation in the Web World of Opera: What Do the Blogs and Social Network Accounts of Famous Russian Opera Singers Tell Us About?
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			This article examines the online self-staging strategies of famous opera singers of Russian origin in Runet (the Russian-language internet). It argues that, in the Russian media context, opera singers’ blogs create an “emotional regime” of high intensity, which helps them to destabilize political hierarchies and intimately connect the grassroots with the political sphere. The study starts from the assumption that the digital environment changes the character of relations between audiences and celebrities in several ways. The most important of these, the paper argues, is that social network communication between opera stars and their fans distorts the traditional limitations and hierarchies.

			This article examines the online self-staging strategies of famous opera singers of Russian origin in Runet (the Russian-language internet). It argues that, in the Russian media context, opera singers’ blogs create an “emotional regime” of high intensity, which helps them to destabilize political hierarchies and intimately connect the grassroots with the political sphere. The study starts from the assumption that the digital environment changes the character of relations between audiences and celebrities in several ways. The most important of these, the article argues, is that social network communication between opera stars and their fans distorts the traditional limitations and hierarchies. Celebrity exerts a sort of a normative power, generating meanings, values and norms in society.1 The power of celebrities tends to be constantly transferred from the public domain into the private space, while simultaneously giving public meaning to private information. In contemporary society, celebrities have the power to produce enormous normative ascendance over millions of their fans; at the same time, the source of this normative power could easily be questioned on the trivial level. With the advent of digital technologies, the culture of “a new public intimacy”2 creates additional possibilities for blurring the public and private spheres, even exposing celebrities’ private lives to the public gaze. The phenomenon of celebrities epitomizes two parallel moves: toward the convergence between political power and the mediatized power of celebrities, on the one hand; and towards greater audience participation in the production of celebrities, on the other.

			Celebrities’ blogs function as precisely this switcher from the public to the private mode of reasoning; each blog is built through the collaboration of its readers and its owner, so blog readers become co-producers of the star’s online identity. However, the work of this switcher hinges upon the cultural context. In a politically well-organized society with established traditions of participatory democracy, the switcher smoothly mediates between the public and the private spheres, whereas in a politically troubled society, a celebrity’s blog can impart too much of the political to the private sphere and too much of the personal to the public sphere. In this research, I draw upon the concept of the social construction of technology, which means that people make sense of new technologies (in this case, digital technologies) by grounding these technologies in their cultural traditions. According to this conceptualization, technical innovations become meaningful for users only when they are framed mentally and emotionally.3 In other words, success or failure in mastering technologies depends not on their innate qualities but on the way in which people construct them, leaning on their previous experience, cultural traditions, basic values and other discursive practices. Hence, celebrity blogging in Runet builds upon the cultural, religious and literary tradition of venerating opera performers in Russia, as well as the less democratic political environment. 

			In particular, I refer to the tradition of self-reflective writing “to the drawer” or to a close circle of “ours” (svoi),4 which is disproportionately more important than other forms of engaging with public politics and political self-expression. Digital diaries, thus, compensate for dysfunction in many other social spheres in Russia, from legislation to family life, and from the press to grassroots’ organizations. In the case of celebrity blogs, the group of svoi is forged by shared emotional experience and shared “mimetic desire”5 toward the same object of veneration. In this case, the Soviet circle of svoi seamlessly morphs into a post-modern digitalized fandom. The genealogical proximity of opera fandom to Soviet dissident circles makes it different from the typical portrait of popular culture fandom. Opera fans tend to self-identify with the intellectualism and elitism of the Russian intelligentsia. The tradition of mediating political ideas via literature, art, music and theater in an authoritarian environment has shaped the opera fandom’s sensibility vis-à-vis political issues. Thus, the blogs of opera singers in Russia mediate the creation of digital niches, in which emotional communities of opera fandom transgress the borders between the private and the public as well as between the political and the personal.  

			This article focuses on three blogs – those of opera stars Maria Guleghina, Dmitry Hvorostovsky and Anna Netrebko, who are considered to be top Russian opera singers of international prominence. All three are located on the Facebook platform. The study examines three years of blogging activity, ending in January 2017. Though these stars possess other social media, I consider Facebook to be the most representative platform, because they heavily emphasize Facebook as the main outlet for their self-staging activity on the internet. The choice of Facebook stresses the importance of the international audience as well as internationally oriented Russian fans for their outreach efforts; VKontakte (vk.com), by contrast, has been traditionally considered a social media platform predominantly oriented toward Russian-speaking users. Facebook also allows for narrative self-descriptions, in contrast to Twitter, which enables users to instantaneously “feed” their followers. 

			In selecting the sources which form the basis of this article, I manually collected all posts within the abovementioned chronological frame, which gave me approximately 100 posts for each of the three blogs under consideration. I use a contextual and content analysis on these posts, paying attention to the authors’ strategies of self-representation and the ways in which they create common ground for engaging a broad public in dialogue.

			These blog posts are either produced by the singers themselves or by their managers or other appointed persons on their behalf. The statements made in the blog, their choice of photographs, and the topics they select for discussion with readers are all manifestations of the authors’ self-representation. Most of the opera singers prefer to represent themselves through complimentary reviews from the press, or through enthusiastic comments on their art made by fans or fellow colleagues. They also take the opportunity to announce their future performances on their blogs (networks). On some blogs (networks), the most successful audio records and video clips appear, or links to other thematic internet platforms are provided. The photos that are present are contemporary stage photos, personal photos from the past – which offer insight into a singer’s private life - and photos with other famous colleagues, which highlight the status of the blog owner. Some opera singers also publish video messages to readers on their internet platform. Comments about vocal art are very infrequent, as are political statements. Instead, the predominant tendency of the blogs is to create and stage opera singers as unique and interesting personae; these are lifestyle blogs rather than blogs dedicated to vocal art. Likewise, the followers and friends of these accounts are recruited from the fandom of a particular performer rather than from the circle of opera music aficionados. There is a close connection between the blog and the opera singer personality, as opposed to fan sites, which often allow for anonymity. On the official platforms, it is always the singer who is considered the writer of the blog (network), even if a special manager maintains the platform. Besides, it was created, following Western examples, primarily for the purpose of self-advertisement. Facebook accounts initially appeared as addenda for the personal official web-pages of the most renowned opera singers, and have since become self-sufficient.  	 	 

			Opera Fandom: Past and Present

			Before the 1917 revolution and during the Soviet epoch, opera singers were absolutely unattainable stars. Although they were objects of desire, they never communicated with crowds of their fans, and their personal life was an enigma. The tradition of relationships between opera stars and their fans was formed earlier, in the pre-revolutionary years or even at the end of the 19th century, when opera became affordable not only for the aristocracy, but for a broader stratum of society. When the population of the Russian cities increased toward the end of the 19th century, and high-quality private opera enterprises emerged, opera became an accessible form of social entertainment.6 Students, female course attendants, and cultural merchants started to visit the opera on a regular basis. The public acclaim of certain opera stars became legend. There are well-known stories that, after a particular triumph onstage, the opera singers were carried on the hands of their fans from the theater to the place where they lived. Similar stories relate how difficult it was for fans to learn the home address of certain opera stars. It was hardly imaginable that any fan would have the courage to talk to the opera singer, to ask personal questions or even to simply greet them. The most personal communication could happen when fans wrote a letter to the star, which almost always remained unanswered, or asked the singer to sign his photograph. Other sorts of communication were not imaginable, and both fans and opera singers were eager to play this game.7 

			The cult of opera singers created a distance between the star and the fan. The widespread poverty of the Soviet era, coupled with a reinforced sense of hierarchy during the Stalinist era, and the lack of entertainment other than opera and theater, which were extremely affordable due to Soviet governmental policy, made opera stars broadly popular. Arguably, the only romanticism of life could be found on the opera stage, so worshiping an opera star could be perceived as an escapist movement, very strong among lower-class young females in the 1930s to 1950s.  One of the connoisseurs of that phenomenon recollects in his LiveJournal blog: “Opera fans were mostly girls from poor communal apartments, persistent, but quiet. They did not miss a single concert, a single performance of their hero. They waited for their idol at the street, near his house, or near his dressing room. The greatest joy for them was to pay to the elderly cloakroom attendant 200 rubles - for this price he would allow female fans to try on the rubber overshoes (galoshes) of their cherished opera star. Even more joy came from pulling the button of HIS jacket, or even pulling the strap of HIS fur coat.”8 

			The composer Tikhon Khrennikov, for many years the head of the Union of Soviet Composers, recalled that Sergey Lemeshev, a famous tenor at the Bolshoi Theatre, had a whole crowd of female fans who were called “cheese” “because they constantly gathered in the supermarket selling cheeses on the Gorky street in Moscow. Without ceasing, they constantly observed Lemeshev’s every step. It seemed to me that this made his life difficult.”9 The daughter of the singer, Maria Lemesheva, recalled: “He had only to leave the house, and fans immediately began to walk on his heels, solemnly carrying a gramophone, from which one of his famous arias was heard.”10 As the Lemeshev example indicates, this adoration has always been distant. Although very active, opera fans never attempted to enter into personal contact with their idol, except for following him in the street. They discussed everything among themselves, without involving the real personality of the performer in their circle. The adoration of opera singers in Soviet Russia during the 1930s was modeled after the veneration of saints in the Orthodox context and paralleled the cult of Stalin, catering to the people’s demand for a Romantic super-human personality. However, unlike the quasi-celestial, absolutely unattainable figure of the Kremlin’s leader, opera stars did have some palpable human “residue,” like Lemeshev’s boots, or holy relics deposited in churches. 

			This fan movement became much less active between the 1960s and 1980s, and acquired a more elitist and intellectual character because the overall popularity of opera dropped off considerably with the appearance of other popular music entertainments and the penetration of Western music into the Soviet musical market. A famous “thaw” poet, Andrei Voznesenskii, wrote a canonical poem about the public reaction to “cheeses” in the previous period. “Confession of ‘cheese woman’” is filled with empathy toward and understanding of the “cheeses,” rather than with derision.

			All is venality - in the soul and in the crotch.

			Selfless is only - in the delirium -

			The pure heart of a “cheese woman”

			That beats in a dark row of the theatre.

			Was it she who put a forest lily of the valley

			Into the pocket of the mailbox? […]

			Did you never experience such feelings as hers?

			I am sorry for you!11

			Although the opera fandom shrank in the post-war period, the mode of adoration remained essentially the same as in the Stalinist time: distant and with a deep sense of awe.  

			After the end of the Soviet regime, which roughly coincided with the surge in digital technologies, and easily accessible mass media products of foreign provenance, the opera fandom became even more encapsulated into a closed circle of “chosen” music connoisseurs. The lifestyle nature of the opera stars’ blogs drew them even closer to their admirers. So today, you can not only track the whole professional and even personal life path of an opera singer, you can easily communicate with her and get a response, which is, more often than not, written by the performer herself rather than by her press manager (depending on the level of popularity achieved, of course). Their involvement in online conversation is sometimes so sincere that one might sense that they feel a sort of nostalgia and loneliness. Conversations in the blogs seem to be an important source of social interaction in the otherwise busy life of an opera star. Otherwise it is hard to explain such a degree of openness in correspondence with unknown people. Opera singers are no longer unattainable stars. They now create the illusory presence in the lives of opera fans. Today, the opera fandom mediates with its idols in elitist and dialogical modes, oriented toward consumption and emulation of the singers’ exquisite lifestyle and high living standard. 

			Certain researchers imply that this situation puts opera singers in the position of having their private life controlled by fans.12  My idea, by contrast, is that opera singers are quite free to provide whatever information they want, and that it is they who attract the attention of their fans and position themselves in their fans’ lives. Unlike the previous epoch, when opera fans looked for the smallest signs of attention from opera singers and followed them in the street, opera singers now openly invite fans to “follow” them in the digital space. Moreover, they have to provide new information about themselves all the time, to invite opera fans to their personal lives and to exchange opinions with them, otherwise their online presence would make no sense. It is possible to say that the digital world turns the whole situation of fandom on its head. The opera singers are now the ones looking after their fans, not the other way round. This proves that celebrities, opera singers included, are very much interested in the attention and reactions of their fandom, even if they deny it.

			Russian opera stars grab the attention of their fans not with information, nor, like other celebrities – who are constantly inventing new scandals and stories13 - with gossip, but with the same instrument they use to hold attention on the opera stage – that is, the production of strong emotions in their listeners and readers. Although the situations touched upon in the blogs are often common and trivial, the way the blogs describe these situations present them as strong emotional episodes filled with the extreme expression of passions. This pertains to the stage experiences, political statements or daily routine reflected in the blogs. 

			According to Evgenii Gornyi, a media researcher who studies the creation of “virtual personalities” by Runet bloggers, bloggers’ virtual representation and their real personality cannot be completely divergent.14  One might suggest, however, that the “virtual personalities” of opera stars are distant from their real, everyday embodiment, and are much closer to their opera characters than to normal people. Though opera singers open up their family situation, their daily routines and their interpersonal relations to the blog readers, the way they do it makes them come across as very “operatic”, hot-blooded, strong, intransigent and full of passions. In the end, this is what they are adored for onstage, and this is what they think could attract their fandom even more powerfully to them.

			To recap, the digitalized fandom of contemporary Russian opera singers has been consolidated as an offshoot from the trunk of the late Soviet intelligentsia, characterized by a certain elitism and critical distance from the official hierarchy. However, in the epoch of digital consumerism, this elitism transmogrified into an appreciation of the opera stars’ attractive lifestyles, held together by the common intense emotional framing. In what follows, I will discuss, one by one, the opera blogs of Maria Guleghina, Anna Netrebko, and Dmitry Hvrostovsky. 

			Maria Guleghina’s Blog

			Maria Guleghina, a soprano born in 1959, made her stage debut at Minsk State Opera in 1985 (then in the USSR). She moved abroad in 1989, performing in all the major European opera houses and, from 1991, regularly appeared at the New York Metropolitan Opera. In the last five years, Guleghina has frequently appeared in Russia. Her career is now developing largely on Russian stages due to the aging of her voice. She is very active online, with an official website15 and a Facebook account that has more than 33,600 followers.16   

			Her Facebook account is entirely constructed to glorify her as a stage diva, down to the way she decorates the expression of condolences. Her blog essentially contains only condolences, acclamations, and spine-chilling descriptions of dangerous situations she once found herself in. According to Anna Fishzon, opera fans reproduced melodrama in the 19th century,17 whereas in this case it is the singer who constantly infuses melodrama into her blog. 

			Maria Guleghina loves to comment on her recent productions. She also shares her personal feelings: for example, how nervous she was before the opera, and how happy she is at the end. The most obvious quality of her blogging is the impression that her emotional life is open. She invites readers to share these emotions with her, an invitation that is almost irresistible. 

			 For example, this is how a post from summer 2016 - in which she empathizes with victims of the Italian earthquake, appears (Figure 1). A staged photo from her opera performance, in which she plays mourning, has been used here to express the authentic feeling of mourning and condolence.
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			Figure 1. Snapshot from Maria Gulegina’s Facebook account, August 24, 2016. The inscription says: “My dearest Italian friends! I grieve with you with all my heart and soul... My deepest condolences for this tragic natural catastrophe - an earthquake...”

			


It is noteworthy that the diva soon received comments from her fans demonstrating that they had perceived her message correctly (Figure 2).

			


Figure 2. Snapshot of fans’ comments on Maria Guleghina’s Facebook post (August 28, 2016), which read “Fantastic picture” and “Thank you for your talent” (with appalling grammatical mistakes).18 

			Tanyshka Sladkaia: Патрисающее фото![image: https://www.facebook.com/images/emoji.php/v5/ufc/1/16/1f44d.png][image: https://www.facebook.com/images/emoji.php/v5/ufc/1/16/1f44d.png][image: https://www.facebook.com/images/emoji.php/v5/ufc/1/16/1f44d.png][image: https://www.facebook.com/images/emoji.php/v5/ue8/1/16/1f451.png][image: https://www.facebook.com/images/emoji.php/v5/ue8/1/16/1f451.png][image: https://www.facebook.com/images/emoji.php/v5/ue8/1/16/1f451.png][image: https://www.facebook.com/images/emoji.php/v5/u7b/1/16/1f44c.png][image: https://www.facebook.com/images/emoji.php/v5/u7b/1/16/1f44c.png][image: https://www.facebook.com/images/emoji.php/v5/u7b/1/16/1f44c.png] 

			Larisa Chernaya: Благодарю за Ваш талант

			Barini Elisa: you are an angel, your soul shows the beauty every moment, in the art and in private life. GB you Mrs Guleghina, the world needs more humans like you !

			


From these comments, we can see that – rather than empathizing with the victims – fans praise the beauty of singer’s picture, the singer’s talent and the singer’s soul. 

			Mentions of Guleghina’s colleagues appear in her blogs only in relation to Guleghina’s own stage successes. Famous baritone Leo Nucci, an internationally-renowned opera star who used to be Guleghina’s stage partner, is mentioned only in such a post:

			“[...] Having breakfast with one of my most dear colleagues and friends, the outstanding Leo Nucci and his wonderful wife Adriana! I adore him! He once even saved my life during a performance of Nabucco at the Wiener Staatsoper, he dragged me away from the closing curtain that was about to fall on my neck!”19

			On the one hand, this blog post sends a message that Guleghina’s success at the Wiener Staatsoper was so great that she was applauded and called for bows until the iron curtain fell down. It also shows that she was so absorbed by her role that she did not notice the external environment. At the same time, the singer indicates that there is no space in her blog to describe Leo Nucci’s own onstage successes, not even mentioning his role in the Nabucco performance beyond that of Guleghina’s savior.

			Fans quickly pick up this message and reduce the role of Leo Nucci to only the savior of the Diva: “To a wonderful singer Leo Nucci with the limitless gratitude for the saved life of our most beautiful and beloved Maria Gulegina!”20

			Maria Guleghina is equally outspoken and passionate in her political statements. For example, as an honorary board member of the International Paralympic Committee, she presented her opinions about the suspension of the Russian team by giving a bold statement based on no evidence beyond her option that anti-Russian plotting is responsible for the doping scandal that prevented the team’s participation: 

			“As an Honorary Board Member of the International Paralympic Committee, with all responsibility I declare my categorical protest against the suspension of the Russian Paralympic Team! [...] It has already been proven that WADA has no evidence except the accusations by McLaren! [...] This is unacceptable and outrageous!”21

			This statement is supported by Guleghina’s fandom, which immediately follows it with their own expressions of protest, complete with aggressive emojis and capital letters. As can be seen, this singer’s online self-representation is always based on a dialogue with readers.

			Maria Guleghina represents herself as a supremely powerful individual completely devoted to the stage and to her voice. On her blog, this portrait is sketched by self-representation and dialogue with her fandom, and it is filled in by the comments of others, which are very much in tune with her own statements. A particularly spectacular and special portrait of Maria Guleghina is drawn by her daughter and manager, Natalia Newman, who posted a very long narrative revealing the dramatic story of Guleghina’s operation, recovery and heroic stage appearances that followed it. The story, published in both Russian and English on June 27, 2016, depicts events that happened a year previously, and in fact refers to a cardiac valve operation and bypass surgery, one of the most routine heart operations, which is very common for those over 55 and has a more than 90 percent success rate. It turns out that for this operation Maria Guleghina was transported on a private jet to the best hospital in Germany. The whole story, told by her daughter, reinforces the image of a super-woman who overcomes extreme misfortune in order to return to the stage:

			“It went all so quickly, I did not even have time to think about what we are going to do with the upcoming engagements, Moscow, New York, Mannheim, St 	Petersburg, UNICEF concert - all those starting in one month! May be I should inform them? Cancel? […] All I know for sure is that she will not recover unless she knows she has engagements.  I know that if something happened to her voice she would end it all. […]

			Off to New York! […] It has been three months since the first two surgeries and only two months since the additional minor-heart-surgery. Doctors said she is crazy and she should not even think of going on stage for at least six months. She kept saying: “Why do I need a healthy heart if there is no point in living? Why is it supposed to beat if I cannot sing?” 

			So… the rehearsal went well…  If only they knew how she walked the 300 meters from home to the stage door. […] She sang and acted well, the MET Musical Staff 	was even saying things like “Finally a real Tosca”, “Brava Maria, you look and sound great”, she replied smiling: “Thank you, I had a terrific vacation.” […]”22

			In conclusion, in her blog Guleghina carefully portrays herself as a very emotional diva, a “stage animal” who cannot imagine herself without singing and acting. She never fails to present herself in the most attractive way, and uses her own beauty and spirituality to stage this. She creates her statements in such a way that they always demand a reaction and a response. Guleghina even enters into dialogue with the most devoted of her fans, thus attracting them even more. Her emotional involvement in what she writes is so strong that it gives the impression of sincerity, improvisation, immediacy, which are all just masterful touches on the portrait of her virtual personality.

			Dmitry Hvorostovsky’s Blog

			Another Russian opera star very active online is Dmitry Hvorostovsky. He was a soloist at the Krasnoyarsk Opera between 1985 and 1990, and after his victory at the International Opera Competition in Cardiff in 1989, he launched his international career. From 1990, he performed at many famous European opera houses, including Covent Garden in London.

			Hvorostovsky’s main tool is to evoke strong emotions in his followers is photography.  He is less vocal, but the pictures he shares speak more than words. He confessed once that he delegated to a special manager the task of maintaining his social accounts on Facebook, Twitter23 and Instagram24, as well as his YouTube channel25, and only supervises this manager’s work. His Facebook is therefore described as his “official fan page” rather than his “official page,” though this does not mean that its content is created by his fandom. Hvorostovsky has 174,490 followers on Facebook, which is quite a lot for an opera star. He also has an official website with his professional schedule and press reviews. When asked about his online presence, Hvorostovsky said: 

			“I would like to share my secret: I do not personally create neither my web-site, nor my blogs in the social networks. I use the help of specially trained people for this. Of course, I control and approve all that they do, but I do not write posts in the Facebook myself, nor upload photos to Instagram.

			Why?

			I do not want to. Perhaps I am mistaken, but I do not see much sense in this. Yes, for many people social networks have become an important part of life, but not for me. [...]”26 

			Under the singer’s supervision, his image is created in social accounts. The digital personality of Hvorostovsky reminds me of the opera character Georgio Germont from Traviata, one of his favourite roles. In his aria, Georgio Germont tries to appeal to the feelings of his scampish son by reminding him how beautiful it was in his native Provence, which he erased from his heart. Hvorostovsky creates his image in the same way. He constantly offers reminders of the past, the roles he played when he was younger and his native Krasnoyarsk by posting photographs from his past alongside photos of contemporary stage successes. The photos of his present day happy family life are masterfully intertwined with the photos of his early career, and he poses a question to his fandom: “Guess, which role it is?”

			Before Hvorostovsky’s brain tumour developed, the singer also was proud of his muscles and posted pictures of himself exercising with weights in the gym and winter swimming in the ice-cold water. It is not clear if he deliberately created an image of a “Russian bear,” but even his official web page had pictures of the singer “swimming for the Snow Bear Club.”27 Last year, after Hvorostovsky had chemotherapy, he posted the whole account of his medical sufferings and courage and continues to cultivate the image of a strong man and smiling personality bravely fighting cancer. 

			Despite this “Russian bear” image, in his interviews Hvorostovsky self-represents himself as a highly intelligent European citizen and criticizes the way Russia is ruled. In his interviews in a Latvian newspaper for  Russian-speaking audiences, he advocates the ideals of the European Union. This interview has a telling title: “The European Union is Salvation and Stability, while a bunch of people decides the fate of the whole of Russia.”28 Hvorostovsky ardently advocates for the indivisible Europe:

			“The tendency of modern society is such that on the one hand the cohabitation of different nationalities is encouraged, and on the other, the realization of national feelings of oneself. All this is happening at the same time and sometimes illogically. Brexit is such a case. [...] The European Union – this is salvation, stability, integration! Well, how could one vote against it?!”29

			The opera star is also eager to criticize the contemporary Russian regime. He does not conceal his dissidence: “For many years already the fate of Russia is solved by a bunch of people, who believe that it is correct. The Russian population is amorphous and inactive; it is very easy to govern... I do not even want to talk about it further.”30

			And yet, Hvorostovsky is eager to enjoy the company and probably personal patronage or even friendship with the most odious of this “bunch of people”. His wife, Florence Hvorostovsky, has her own Facebook account,31 which she uses mostly for what she thinks is advertisement of her husband and his opera career. She constantly posts his pictures on the stage and their private photos in order to create a picture of her spouse’s happy artistic and family life. It is clear that the Hvorostovsky fandom would follow her account as well and check it regularly. With the best of intentions, Florence challenges the virtual person of Hvorostovsky and sheds light on features which he probably would like not to make public.

			For example, in 2014, she posted a photo of the Hvorostovskys and Pavel Astakhov with his wife Svetlana celebrating New Year’s Eve in Monte Carlo on her Facebook page (Figure 3).
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Figure 3: Picture showing Pavel Astakhov and Hvorostovsky with their wives in Monte Carlo32

			


As the photograph shows, the two women have similar fur coats, simultaneously suggesting both their friendship and high social status, since both women belong to the top social stratum. The publication of this picture caused a scandal in the Russian blogosphere, because the former ombudsman for children’s rights, Pavel Astakhov, was at that moment a hated political figure due to his anti-Westernism and the ardent support for the Dima Yakovlev law.33 On the one hand, Astakhov proclaimed his support of national values as opposed to the “rotten” values of the West, while on the other hand he settled his entire family in Nice and celebrated the new year in Monte Carlo. The comments under this photo ironically stated: “How nice to be a defender of Russian children and to celebrate New Year’s Eve in Monte Carlo.”34 The promulgation of such a close friendship with one of the most corrupted Russian functionaries certainly cast a shadow on the reputation of Dmitri Hvorostovsky and destroyed his image as a noble European, an image that he carefully cultivated in his social networks. Following the flurry of negative responses, Florence Hovrostovsky deleted this photo from her Facebook account. Hvorostovsky himself has avoided commenting on his friendship with Astakhov in interviews even when asked direct questions: 

			“Among your friends are Vyacheslav Fetisov and Pavel Astakhov. How is it that a musician befriends such different people - an athlete, a lawyer?

			What does it have to do with the athlete and lawyer? It just happened that we met and got acquainted. I met Fetisov long ago, when I lived in New York. I often visited the “Russian samovar” restaurant where we met.”35

			Hvorostovsky participated in several charity concerts and luxury events organized by Astakhov,36 but would certainly never like to be associated with the negative and corrupted sides of the personality of the former Russian children’s ombudsman. Yet maintaining such a friendship while being free from such associations turns out to be impossible. Florence Hvorostovsky recently published yet another, even more disturbing photo of her husband with Astakhov in her Facebook account (Figure 4).

			Hvorostovsky is depicted here in a singlet with the sign “Russian Black Sea Fleet” with the Soviet symbols, red star and hammer and sickle. This clownish attire and his embrace of the dubious Russian politician portrays the baritone as a supporter of the annexation of Crimea, as nostalgic for the USSR, and as a propagandist for Putin’s regime in general.
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Figure 4. Photo of Hvorostovsky and Astakhov.37




			The fact that another picture showing Hvorostovsky with the Russian politician appeared on Florence Hvorostovsky’s Facebook account shows that the singer himself is staging his virtual personality by manifesting his proximity to politics and symbols of contemporary Russia. He probably expects that doing so would evoke strong political emotions in his fandom, thus attracting more attention to his digital persona. At the same time, it is important to stress that Hvorostovsky enjoys widespread international popularity and does not need any support from second-rate Russian political figures of tainted reputation. So his political gestures - verging on imprudent extravaganza - manifest his non-conformism and lack of pragmatic deliberation in image-management as an international opera star.  

			Anna Netrebko’s Blog

			Anna Netrebko graduated from St. Petersburg Conservatory and made her stage debut at the Mariinsky Theatre in 1993. In 1994, she performed at the Metropolitan Opera in New York, and since 2002 she has regularly performed there, as well as on many famous European opera stages. She has Austrian and Russian citizenships and lives in Vienna. 

			Among opera singers, Anna Netrebko is the champion of internet communication. Her Facebook web page has 320,000 followers.38 She has an official website39, Twitter40 and Instagram family account (called anna_netrebko_yusi_tiago).41 Anna Netrebko puts her entire life, both professional and personal, online, and she is a person who always communicates with her fandom.

			On her Facebook page, she writes about her son’s autism and posts lots of personal photos. On her Instagram account, she posts photos taken with her husband from her Asian tour. Her fandom asks questions about the style of her dress, and the shop where she bought her husband’s scarf. Anna is eager to give the name of the shop in Vienna, and so on.42

			Even her official web page has a page called “Ask Anna.”43 While the page was operational, the fandom could ask Anna questions of their choice, and she would choose those she wanted to respond to, posting answers once a month. In one short video message, for instance, Anna seriously answers the question “Who is your favourite shoe designer?” 44 Anna also posted her responses on her YouTube channel, where each video received between 8,000 and 25,000 views. The last post on “Ask Anna,” however, appeared in 2013, probably because the singer found other channels of communication with her fandom more natural and less demanding.

			Anna attracts her fandom with her appearance. Her pictures, which show her wearing countless bright, sometimes tasteless, dresses, are so provocative and extravagant that it is hard not to induce very strong feelings in her followers (Figure 5).

			To this post on Instagram, Netrebko immediately received a response from a follower: “But why those fine brown boots with Adidas sports trousers? And that yellow bag with the beautiful red coat? No!”45

			But provoking this, or any other strong reaction, is probably the aim of the singer’s social media activity. Netrebko’s idea of an opera diva is very special. She thinks that her every public appearance and gesture, however extravagant or unreasoned it is, should be applauded by the audience.
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			Figure 5. Photo of Anna Netrebko wearing a glamorous velvet cardigan and Adidas sport trousers.46 

			


In one of her recent interviews Netrebko commented on her social media activity: 

			Anna Netrebko: “I want everybody to leave us alone and let us live […]: to be at home […] with my husband and child, to go shopping or to a restaurant. And all this without supervision of the reporters. Although, in principle, we have learned the right balance, keeping intact our personal space, we have moments when everything is quiet and good.”

			Interviewer: “But you yourself tell a lot of things about yourself through your social networks.”

			Anna Netrebko: “I’m not boasting. I have a very interesting life, and I show what it is like; how everything flows, changes. I try, of course, to focus on the positive. […]”47

			Anna Netrebko claims that she has numerous social media accounts in order to show readers “how her life flows.” Yet it is hard to believe that an opera singer who has such a busy schedule would maintain such an active virtual life without having a clear purpose for doing so. 

			Though Anna portrays herself as someone who is not involved in politics, she has made some statements, both in her interviews and on her social accounts, which demonstrate her general loyalty to the Russian authorities:

			“You sang the national anthem at the opening of the Olympic Games in Sochi. And would you like to perform in Moscow at the opening of the World Cup in 2018?”

			Anna Netrebko: “Singing the anthem at the Sochi Olympics was a matter of honor for me! The opening of the championship is the same thing. I think if my Motherland orders, then I sing. These are politically important things for the country. If those who are responsible, consider me worthy of representing Russia, I will, as they say, do my best for the country.”48

			Either Anna is eager to play Putin’s propaganda games or she is someone who is sincerely affected by this propaganda. In Vienna in 2010, for example, she celebrated May 9 (World War II Victory Day) by attaching a George Ribbon to her T-shirt, which bore the slogan “Towards Berlin!” [‘Let’s Conquer Berlin!’ – the slogan, which was written on the Soviet tanks in May 1945], a statement which contains all the key elements of Putin’s modern cultural politics (Figure 6).

			Anna Netrebko also became involved in a huge Internet scandal, known as a “Twitter-storm,” when she donated about $18,000 to the Donetsk Opera theatre on December 8, 2014. At the donation ceremony, Anna was photographed with Oleg Tsarov, the rebel leader, and they held the flag of the Donetsk People’s Republic (Figure 7).
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Figure 6. Anna Netrebko wears a t-shirt with the slogan “Towards Berlin!”49

			


Anna Netrebko also became involved in a huge Internet scandal, known as a “Twitter-storm,” when she donated about $18,000 to the Donetsk Opera theatre on December 8, 2014. At the donation ceremony, Anna was photographed with Oleg Tsarov, the rebel leader, and they held the flag of the Donetsk People’s Republic (Figure 7).
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Figure 7. Anna Netrebko with Oleg Tsarev and DNR banner.50

			


Oleg Tsarev immediately posted the picture on his Twitter account with the caption: “Anna Netrebko raised the Novorossiya banner.”51

			This action provoked a huge scandal, sparking a Twitter storm calling for a boycott of Anna Netrebko. After Metropolitan Opera general manager Peter Gelb supported Netrebko, that call for a boycott was extended to include the Met.52

			Anna Netrebko had to justify her actions. After blocking her social media accounts for several days, she posted a special message on Facebook:

			“Anna Netrebko has made a donation of 1 million rubles ($18,500 USD) to the opera house in Donetsk. [...] Of her donation, she says: “[...]I wanted to help and support my fellow artists with a donation, because I believe in the power of art in times of conflict and crisis. I want to make clear, however, that this donation is not a political act. [...] All of us artists must stand up for cultural values and peace in the world.”

			In reference to the photo with Oleg Tsarov, Netrebko adds, “He was presented to me as the only person who could ensure safe delivery of the funds to the theatre in Donetsk. The presence of the flag was unplanned and caught me off guard; I actually did not recognize it at first and realized only later what it was.” At the press conference, Anna presented the Banner of Peace, a symbol of the Roerich Pact, an international treaty for the protection of cultural heritage.”53

			Nevertheless, her apologies were not considered valid. The Austrian government called Netrebko’s donation“problematic”: “Her meeting with a separatist leader and having a photo taken in front of a separatist flag is highly problematic,”a spokesman for Austria’s Foreign Ministry told Reuters.“Given the really difficult situation we are facing in Ukraine; this is anything but helpful.” 

			Others moved to take more concrete steps. Austrian Airlines, which had long used the opera diva in its advertisements, simply cut ties with Netrebko.

			“Anna Netrebko used to be an advertising partner of Austrian Airlines. The advertising contract with Ms. Netrebko expired at the end of November,”a spokesman said.“We clearly distance ourselves from any extreme political position and the use of armed violence.”54

			Obviously, Anna Netrebko did not mean to provoke such a violent disagreement with her actions as followed in the media. Her blog is not political; though it contains political statements, it is a lifestyle blog, which inspires her fans to follow her style of dress and her general adventurousness. In parallel to Hvorostovsky’s ill-considered political performances, Netrebko shows a similar propensity for ostentatious political activism, which could not be explained by any reasonable image-management. It positions her as an informal artistic persona and national leader, who is completely outside of the political establishment. 

			Conclusion

			The phenomenon of an opera celebrity in the digital age is doubly paradoxical; it merges together the elitist cultures of music aficionados and lifestyle consumerism, and consolidates them using the shared codes of expressing emotions, which are essentially inauthentic and histrionic. A student of opera expects to find a wealth of materials on contemporary operatic development in opera stars’ blogs. But in fact they are filled with anything but reflections about their vocal art. They feature information about everyday impressions, lifestyle trivia, and socio-political observations. They translate offline elitist fandom and late Soviet dissident tradition into a sort of digital consumerism, but this translation is not accurate. Something is lost in this translation, and this loss makes the old school opera fans feel nauseous if they follow these blogs. With various degrees of (un)success, the stars try to convert their international popularity into national pre-eminence as political leaders of public activism.  It is understandable that when they are trying to play by the rules of this game, they have to lose their image as outsiders. Nevertheless, opera fandom is fed by the visualized concept of alternativeness and independence in politics. 

			Opera blogs draw on the tradition of heightened emotionality, affection and passion. In this case, all the bloggers use this elevated emotional standard. The emotional canon corresponds with the ideal of romantic hero whose main feature is authenticity and freedom of expression of personal emotions, however strong or strange they might be. The bloggers address the same canon and thus translate the freedom of emotions into the political language of non-conformism, which resonates deeply with the demand for grassroots activism in the contemporary digital environment.   
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