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Introduction 

Andrey Makarychev, Nina Rozhanovskaya

The annexation of Crimea and the war in the Donbas, apart from their evident geopolitical and security repercussions, have also led to the almost total disruption of communication between the Russian and Ukrainian societies, including the academic communities of the two countries. Predictably, professional contacts between academics and policy experts have become scarce and sparse in the wake of these events, and this in turn has only widened the political gap between Moscow and Kyiv.

Against this gloomy backdrop, the annual conferences of Ukrainian and Russian (and, since 2017, also American) alumni of the Kennan Institute stand out as an exceptional practice aimed at sustaining the academic dialogue that has been severely damaged by the current crisis.1 It was within this format of interaction that the idea of this special section was born. During the 2016 Kennan Alumni Conference held at the University of Tartu’s Johan Skytte Institute of Political Science, we decided to collect and publish a selection of academic papers that would reflect the attitudes existing among Ukrainian and Russian experts with regard to five specific issues in the two countries: the phenomenon of the Euromaidan (2013–2014); subnational policies; relations with the United States; memory politics; and civil society. These issues reflect some of the hottest points in both domestic and foreign policy debates in the two countries, and illuminate the major sources of identity-ridden conflicts and disagreements between them. 

In each of these five areas we give the floor to Russian and Ukrainian authors who offer their perspectives on the issue at hand, thus making possible analytical comparisons between the dominant narratives in the two countries. The juxtaposition of Russian and Ukrainian insights gives good food for thought and helps explain the differences in political discourses across the two neighboring Slavic nations. Our approach also makes it possible to spot significant but often overlooked domestic debates—after all, societal perceptions are never limited to a single narrative or point of view, even if it may sometimes look that way to outside observers. The contributors to this special section are all insiders who use analytical tools to dissect political complexities within their own societies, moving beyond the mainstream media accounts. 

The first pair of articles addresses the phenomenon of the Euromaidan. Discussing cultural/performative dimensions of the Kyiv Maidan, NATALIA MOUSSIENKO gives a detailed analysis of rich empirical material drawn from different forms and genres of art: performance, installation, cinema, music, painting, sculpture, and literature. This art was created by professionals and amateurs, famous artists and artistic youth; the Maidan united them all and became a major artistic work in itself—the ultimate public installation. Most of these artists came to the Maidan as protestors, and they took part in both fierce confrontations and everyday activities in a form of direct democracy grounded in historical traditions from the Kyiv Rus’ Veche to the Orange Revolution of 2004.

ANDREY MAKARYCHEV and ALEXANDRA YATSYK reflect upon a plethora of artistic and performative representations of the Maidan revolution in Russian popular culture marked by a highly affective and emotional level of negative symbolization of the event. As empirical material they use a number of public shows, with a particular focus on the “Night Wolves” bike club show staged annually in Crimea since 2010. The authors build their research strategy on approaches developed within the schools of popular geopolitics and cultural semiotics, focusing on the political dimensions of the object of study. 

Next, we turn to the topic of subnational policies. OLEKSIY KRYSENKO explores the prospects for the regional political regimes in Ukraine after the Euromaidan. He warns about the political and institutional risks that decentralization of political governance in Ukraine may entail. This warning stems from his analysis of the nature of regional neo-patrimonial regimes and their effect on the central government’s ability to enact reforms and manage political institutions. He closely examines several regional cases before and after 2014, in order to explore the regional dimension of the Ukrainian political process and identify the likely consequences of decentralization. 

SERGEY SUKHANKIN traces the development of the North-Western Federal District from 1991 to 2017, using this case study to analyze center-periphery relations in Russia and outline the problems stemming from Russia’s interpretation of regionalism as a political phenomenon. This timeframe, combined with attention to both economic and political developments, enables the author to offer a comprehensive picture of the key trends in this macro-region. Particular focus on the post-2014 period serves as a basis for analysis of the regional impact of the post-Crimea international tensions and changes in the Russian domestic agenda. 

Next, we turn to the topic of relations with and attitudes towards the United States. OLEKSANDR POTIEKHIN and MARYNA BESSONOVA analyze the attitudes towards the US in contemporary Ukrainian society. Their research is based on data from a range of sources including public opinion polls, expert surveys, pre-election political campaigns, and mainstream media coverage on the most popular US-related topics. They identify the key factors that have a decisive influence on the image of the US in Ukraine, paying special attention to correlations of that image with attitudes to international institutions, as well as to Russia and Europe/the West. The article discusses the regional distribution and temporal dynamics and trends of pro/anti-Americanism in Ukraine. 

VICTORIA ZHURAVLEVA focuses on the evolution of the image of the US in Putin’s Russia in correlation with the American context (Barack Obama’s legacy and Donald Trump’s politics); the Russian context (the dominant socio-cultural and political identity markers that explain the mechanisms through which the American “Other” is represented and used); and the context of Russian-American bilateral relations. The article adheres to the social constructivist (sociocultural) approach that gives an opportunity for better understanding the role of the American “Other” in Russian identity discourse.  

ROMAN ABRAMOV tackles the museumification of the Soviet past in today’s Russia as a contradictory and complicated phenomenon. He sees the government, the mnemonic communities, amateur and professional historians, public intellectuals, and museum professionals as key groups that influence the state of debates on the communist period in Russian history. He specifically focuses on “folk museums” of the Soviet past initiated by entrepreneurs, designers, and journalists inspired by nostalgia and partly counter-balancing the “official history” and the professional “mnemonic communities.”

Next, VALENTYNA KHARKHUN analyzes the memory politics of the Soviet past during twenty-five years of Ukrainian independence, relying on the study of some fifty cases of the Soviet-era museumification and their fate in the post-Soviet period. She focuses on the role of museums in the creation of state, regional, and private memory projects, and their impact on the national memory regime. In the limelight of her analysis are the main mnemonic actors/agents in Ukraine, the different types of museum narrations about the Soviet past, and the mnemonic models dominating in the Ukrainian perception of communism. 

Finally, we turn to the topic of civil society in the two countries, which opens two different contexts of and perspectives on non-state actors in Russia and Ukraine. KATERYNA SMAGLIY examines the role of Ukrainian civil society after the 2004 Orange Revolution and after the 2014 Euromaidan, in order to present the quantitative and qualitative changes it has experienced and the problems it has faced. Her identification and analysis of seven key limitations in the civil society development serves as a basis for a set of recommendations on what should be done in order to achieve sustainable results and move forward with much-needed reform. Comparison of today’s dynamic with the post-2004 developments offers a chance to draw lessons from the past and ensure the lasting positive effect of the civic activists’ efforts. 

ANNA ARUTUNYAN explores the state of contemporary Russian civil society, undertaking to evaluate its efficacy and agency and tackle some definitional and measurement problems that tend to accompany such exploration. She outlines the reasons for the civil society’s weakness since the fall of the Soviet Union and traces the evolution of civic and political activism in Russia over the past few years. Her vast experience as a journalist and interviews with activists, NGO members, and politicians serve as the foundation for her analysis, which uncovers the symptoms of the civil society’s weakness, indecisiveness, and lack of resources, while at the same time highlighting signs of its nascent maturation.

Not all of the authors limit themselves to pure academic analysis. Some draw on their extensive practical experience and supplement conclusions with recommendations. The section is also a multidisciplinary collection with no dominant research field or approach, which is not surprising, given that it was prepared in partnership with the Kennan Institute and eight out of twelve authors come from the diverse pool of its alumni. The five objects of research described above give a panoramic view of multiple discrepancies and disagreements that constitute major points of tension between the two national narratives. And yet, despite what the section title suggests, identities do not necessarily clash in each and every case; in some instances we are dealing with different sets of societal concerns and priorities that do not come into conflict, but instead run parallel without intersecting. However, in all five cases the timeline splits clearly into the periods before and after 2014—the year that has become a turning point for both nations.

We see this section as a contribution to a better understanding of discursive gaps and ruptures between Ukraine and Russia on a variety of political, social, and cultural issues, with perceptions, discourses, and cultural representations at their core. But we also see it as an important academic initiative that can help to mend the rupture between the two scholarly communities by engaging Russian and Ukrainian scholars in productive conversation. We hope that readers will find this conversation insightful and thought-provoking.


1  	Founded in 1974, the Washington-based Kennan Institute is committed to improving expertise and knowledge about Russia, Ukraine, and other states in the region, and its residential scholarships draw some of the best academics in the humanities and social sciences.




The Night Wolves’ Anti-Maidan and Cultural Representations of Russian Imperial Nationalism1

Andrey Makarychev and Alexandra Yatsyk

Abstract: This article applies approaches grounded in popular geopolitics, critical discourse analysis, and cultural semiotics, to an analysis of artistic and performative representations linked to the anti-Maidan in Russia. We use the term “anti-Maidan” here not only to refer to the eponymous pro-Kremlin public movement that appeared in Russia after the Revolution of Dignity in Ukraine in 2013–2014, but also in a wider sense, approaching the anti-Maidan as a cultural phenomenon grounded in the radical rejection of the Ukrainian experience of regime change, democratic transformation, and Europeanization. 

In this article we examine the structural logic of the Russian blend of nationalism and imperialism articulated by the Kremlin-sponsored Night Wolves motorcycle club, through their performative and highly publicized actions. We argue that the Night Wolves’ bike shows are aimed at normatively appealing to two supreme sources of veracity and universality: the Orthodox faith, and the heroic feats of the Soviet Union in the Great Patriotic War. Both nodal points are juxtaposed and symbolically appropriated as undeniable “truths” beyond political debate, a confected status that turns even the slightest disagreement with either of them into an act of rebellious contestation of Russia’s primordial and sacrosanct identity and therefore as lacking in authenticity and normatively false.

From a practical perspective, our research lens and the methodology we apply can be instrumental in identifying key points in radical national imperialist discourses that, under certain circumstances, can be transformed into justification for policy action.

Introduction

This article reflects on a plethora of artistic and performative representations linked to the anti-Maidan in Russia as a reaction to the Maidan revolution in Ukraine. In our analysis we refer to the anti-Maidan not only as a pro-Kremlin public movement that appeared in Russia after the Revolution of Dignity in Ukraine in 2013–2014 but also in a wider sense, as a cultural phenomenon grounded in the radical rejection of the Ukrainian experience of regime change, democratic transformation, and Europeanization. 

As empirical material we use eight shows staged by the Night Wolves biker club—a direct recipient of Kremlin-controlled funds aimed at supporting nongovernmental organizations—from 2010 to 2017. In their imagery and narrative, the Night Wolves’ productions are perhaps the most impressive political performances in today’s Russia. The biker shows are one of the key elements in the process of creating what Brian Whitmore has called “an alternative universe, a meta-narrative to feed to the public [that] has long been a cornerstone of Putin’s rule,”2 and the Night Wolves’ anti-Maidan is part of this “alternative universe.” In this sense the phenomenon of the anti-Maidan is part of a larger debate over the Russian version of the “post-truth society” and alternative realities masterminded by a propaganda machine that produces both textual and visual messages with strong aesthetic components.3

The annual biker shows in Crimea are the largest but not the only performative instruments masterminded by the Night Wolves. The bikers are also known for their annual motorcycle rides to Berlin through several cities of Central Europe that observe Victory Day (9 May) over Nazi Germany in the Great Patriotic War. The leader of the Night Wolves, Aleksandr Zaldostanov, nicknamed “Khirurg” (the Surgeon), in addition to overtly supporting Russia’s messianic imperialism, has made numerous provocative statements against pro-liberal public figures. 

The research question that motivates this article is how the Night Wolves’ artistic performances can help us better understand the logic behind Russia’s Ukraine policy and the motivations for the Crimean annexation. This is particularly important, since in just a few years the performances evolved from a politically marginal narrative to the hegemonic discourse. We start by sketching some theoretical basics for a political reading of cultural performances, and then explain how the Night Wolves represent and visualize key nodal points in Russia’s hegemonic discourse—a mélange of communist nostalgia and Christian sloganeering, with a strong neo-imperial drive. We then analyze the performative representations of evil, along with issues of life and death, that appear to be central in the Night Wolves’ imagery. In conclusion, we discuss the popular culture of the Night Wolves’ anti-Maidan from the vantage point of a trans-ideology that blends Russian nationalist and imperial identities to the point of indistinction.

Theoretical Frame

To explore the political dimensions of the negative symbolization of the Maidan in Russian popular culture, we draw on approaches developed by cultural semiotics, critical discourse analysis, and popular geopolitics. Cultural semiotics is a relevant source for understanding how mechanisms of meaning making (signification) function. These mechanisms include the process whereby discourse is consolidated and stabilized through a particular emphasis on key concepts or issues.4 Attempts to stabilize hegemonic narratives also presuppose erasing and excluding certain content from public debate and memories.5 In addition, a semiotic approach is helpful for comprehending cultural mechanisms of totalization inherent to each domain that produces signs and meanings (the semiosphere), which in turn acquire a particularly powerful momentum in the presence of a certain constellation of factors. In this respect, cultural semiotics is a helpful instrument for tracing the genesis and reification of ideas of imperial revival in Russia. The annexation of Crimea as an act of “restoration of historical truth” lies at the core of these processes.

Critical discourse analysis also facilitates understanding the logic of meaning construction. In this article, we borrow from Ernesto Laclau the ideas of nodal points (key concepts that play the role of anchors for fragmented discourses) and chains of equivalences (sets of concepts logically linked to each other and thus forming semantic groups). We apply these concepts to instances of securitization marked by “the social production of war”6 through artistic and cultural performances linked to the anti-Maidan. In this sense, critical discourse analysis is instrumental in elucidating and reinterpreting the multiple cultural and historical parallels, analogies, and allusions that are constitutive of the artistic discourse of the Night Wolves and the group’s political core. 

Popular geopolitics is a constructivism-informed field of study that explains how geographic names can be used in non-academic contexts, and especially in vernacular narratives, as crucial elements of storytelling.7 The Night Wolves’ narratives and imagery are replete with various self-constructed meanings attached to geographic objects. This is particularly the case with respect to cities that have a high value and significance for boosting patriotic feelings and that constitute an imaginary map of Russian imperial resurrection as a cultural phenomenon.

In our analysis, we acknowledge the validity of—yet wish to analytically reach beyond—two more or less established arguments in the existing research in this terrain. One is the importance of the emotive components of public politics, the other is the well-researched characterization of Russian patriotic discourse as propagandistic and manipulative in form and nostalgic, revanchist, and lacking due consistency in content.8 In this article we take a step further in comprehending the structural logic of the Russian blend of nationalism and imperialism articulated by the Night Wolves through their performative and highly publicized actions. We argue that the Night Wolves’ concerts are aimed at normatively appealing to two supreme sources of veracity and universality: the Orthodox faith and the heroic feats of the Soviet Union in the Great Patriotic War. Both nodal points are juxtaposed and symbolically appropriated as undeniable “truths” beyond political debate, a confected status that turns even the slightest disagreement with either of them into an act of rebellious contestation of Russia’s primordial and sacrosanct identity and which ought therefore to be marked as lacking in authenticity and normatively false.

From a practical perspective, our research lens and the methodology we apply can be instrumental in identifying key points in radical national imperialist discourses that, under certain circumstances, can be transformed into justification for policy action. In one of our previous publications we demonstrated how the opening ceremony of the Sochi Olympics in February 2014 could at least partially serve as an explanatory guide to the logic of the annexation of Crimea, which took place only one month later.9 The same type of reasoning can be applied to the Night Wolves’ performative language: since at least 2010, the narrative of the biker shows has included references to Sebastopol as “a great Russian city,” “the city of our strength” and “truth,” combined with anticipation of a military conflict (particularly telling in this respect was a song with lyrics that included the politically mobilizing elocution, “I am waiting for the start of a new war,” in the 2010 show).10 The 2013 narrative of the bike show held in Volgograd included explicit references to Sebastopol as an inherently Russian city spiritually linked to other places of Russian military glory, among them Stalingrad.11 Moreover, the Stalingrad/Volgograd–Sebastopol linkage, in a figurative form, symbolically attached Crimea to Russia a year before the annexation. 

It is at this point that the political meanings of fantasy become relevant. According to Jacques Lacan, political “subjects constitute themselves around a void that marks the primordial loss, a lack of essence or foundation that would anchor their identity beyond the ultimately unstable and ‘foreign’ play of signifiers.… The fundamentally inescapable ontological lack is temporarily covered by fantasies, which function as a protecting mechanism that prevents us from being overcome by anxiety.”12 A Lacanian approach seems well-suited to the Night Wolves’ attitude towards Crimea. The Crimea appears to function here as a missing “object whose recapturing promises restoration of an imaginary full identity” of the Russian nation.13 But since any identity is doomed to remain incomplete,14 the construction of new fantasies—through Laclau’s chains of equivalences—becomes an inevitable component of “popular geopolitics” aimed at stabilizing the mainstream worldviews through their dramatic oversimplification. Consequently, the figure of the public enemy—a generalized object of hate that allegedly wishes to prevent the Russian collective self from attaining security and integrity—is an indispensable actor in the imaginary scenery, which is vividly exemplified by the Night Wolves’ performances with their clearly articulated anti-Western pathos.

The case of the Night Wolves is exemplary for understanding the complex and many-faceted nature of the Kremlin’s performative creatures as hybrid policy tools: the bikers are openly patronized by Putin15 and funded by his administration, yet mimic “civil society organizations”; their performances are mostly aimed at domestic audiences, yet they also wish to have their say in Russia’s relations with its neighbors, from Ukraine and Georgia to Germany.16 But the feature most worthy of attention is the close and direct linkage between performing and acting: the Night Wolves have formed an armed battalion in the separatist region of Donbas where volunteers from Russia were recruited to wage a “holy war” against Ukraine’s “junta.”17 A product of the Kremlin’s proverbial “political technologies,” the Night Wolves demonstrate how short the distance is from staging shows to mobilizing fighters, and how easily the imperial aesthetics of widely consumed cultural fantasies can morph into a network of real military combatants. 

Patriotic Postmodernism: A Stalinist–Orthodox Potpourri

Contemporary Russian political culture is marked by two conflicting trends—the ongoing process of the disintegration of post-Soviet imperial structures18 and Moscow’s attempts to reconsolidate its power base by all possible means. These trends go hand in hand, permeating Russia’s post-Soviet trajectory with ambiguity. In addition, attempts to reconsolidate Russia’s identity are grounded in two seemingly contradictory discourses. 

On the one hand, there is a growing tendency toward a religious renaissance and the ensuing politicization of the Russian Orthodox Church. What started in the early 1990s as a revival of faith earlier suppressed by the Communists since the 1917 revolution evolved, in the matter of a decade, into an imposition of the Orthodox moral, cultural, and social norms as interpreted by the Russian Orthodox Church (Moscow Patriarchate), which led to the creeping revision of the very principle of the secular state.19

On the other hand, simultaneously, nostalgia for Soviet times transformed into a political platform with the overt rehabilitation of Stalinist rule as its central tenet. The nostalgia for Soviet times is a complex phenomenon that exists deep within society and represents a meeting point for the cultural acceptance of authoritarian rule20 and commercial reasoning (including patriotic fashion21 and “gastronomic nostalgia”22). Arguably, an important cultural precondition for the spread and proliferation of nostalgic sentiment since the beginning of the 1990s was a “feeling of the impossibility of returning” to the communist era.23 Yet today it is exactly this feeling that the performative culture of imperial nationalism endeavors to undo, in conjunction with the practical attempts of some Kremlin-affiliated officials to legally contest the dissolution of the Soviet Union.24 

Both nostalgia for the “good old times” of an “authentic” pre-revolutionary Russia as an Orthodox state and nostalgia for the Soviet era represent phenomena that were initially cultural, only to later become deeply political. But the problem we are going to tackle is not politicization of culture as such, but rather the paradoxical convergence of two nostalgic cultures: the Orthodox and the Soviet.

The Night Wolves’ performative concerts offer abundant evidence of such a merger. The 2013 bike show, for example, delivered a postmodernist potpourri of popular Soviet songs and Orthodox symbols. The patriotic blend of communism and religiosity found its visual rendering in the portrayal of Stalingrad as an icon, a city possessing “a holy might.” This synthetic narrative reached its affective peak in representing the 1943 Battle of Stalingrad as “the second advent of Jesus attired in the uniform of the Soviet soldier.” Two coats of arms, the Soviet one and the pre-revolutionary one, visually merged into one, followed by a song that started, “We still have not burned everything down.”25

The same combination of Soviet and Christian motifs was central to the 2015 biker show titled The Forge of Victory.26 In a historical reconstruction of the 1941 German invasion of the Soviet Union, the YouTube video of this production starts with a tableau in which a frightened woman center-stage kisses the Orthodox cross during an air strike. The narrator says that “the Soviet Union was praying all the years of the Great Patriotic War and turned into a huge red monastery ready to sacrifice its lives for the sake of humanity.” Then the voiceover asserts that both Stalin and Zhukov prayed before each battle; ultimately, the 1945 victory became an icon, and the Soviet flag over Reichstag in Berlin was tantamount to Gonfalon. Since Russia was blessed by the Virgin Mary, the wine of victory was Jesus’s blood, the narrative continues.27 Predictably, in this context the dissolution of the Soviet Union in 1991 is interpreted as the result of a “demons’ conspiracy” that, in the 2017 show, was visualized as a gigantic snake “transgressing Russian space and Russian time,” as Khirurg’s voice explained offstage.28

Religious and Soviet motifs were likewise a major focal point of the 2016 biker show, titled Ark of Salvation.29 The performance offered a peculiar vision of the Soviet past, claiming that “the Bolsheviks drove Russia to the abyss of world revolution and chaos, but Stalin salvaged the country, transforming it into a complete and aggressive alternative to the West.” The religious zeal reached its zenith with mystic claims that “Russian empires from the outset rejected Western reason” and that “Stalin’s empire debunked the third law of thermodynamics.”30

Of course, the Night Wolves’ performances are not the only productions to fuse Stalinist nostalgia with a politicized Orthodoxy. The openly pro-Stalinist writer Aleksandr Prokhanov in 2015 symbolically sanctified an icon bearing the likeness of Stalin, and gained the tacit approval of some Orthodox priests.31 In the same vein, the Russian Orthodox tycoon Konstantin Malofeev suggested in 2015 that there was “nothing wrong with the ‘Orthodox Chekists.’”32 

The uncanny convergence of religious mystique with imperial nationalism leads to an explicitly political assumption of the “unfinished business of the 1941–1945 Great Patriotic War”: “a new fight with fascism is inevitable, as is inevitable Stalin’s eleventh strike,” Khirurg claimed with pathos at the 2014 bike show, alluding to the “ten most successful Soviet military operations against fascist Germany” and extrapolating these historical events to contemporary Russia’s confrontation with the West.33 This discourse stretches far beyond the rhetoric of a vague militaristic mobilization: it de facto legitimizes the public discussion of imminent global war.34 This marks a radical shift from the “never again” discursive frame, central to the Soviet culture of war commemoration, to the celebratory and aggressive sloganeering (“We can do it again”) typical of today’s popular geopolitics in Putin’s Russia. In other words, it is a victorious festivity that defines the nature of nationalist-cum-imperialist discourse in contemporary Russia.35 

It seems symptomatic that new efforts to rehabilitate Stalin have proliferated in the aftermath of the annexation of Crimea. This act of imperial nationalism, widely supported in Russian society, reveals, in historian Andrei Zubov’s words, the centrality of Stalin for Putin’s regime.36 For professional historians it is clear that the USSR actually entered World War II on 17 September 1939, as an ally of Nazi Germany along with which it divided Eastern Europe in full accordance with the secret protocol annexed to the non-aggression pact of 23 August 1939 which went down in history as the Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact.37 Not incidentally, the annexation of Crimea instigated intense discursive activity in the imperial flank of Russian nationalists who openly advocate for the rehabilitation of Stalin38 as a step toward a new division of Europe into spheres of influence39—a gloomy scenario that presupposes only limited sovereignty for the Baltic states, and the de facto elimination of Ukraine as an independent nation.

Constructing Chains of Equivalences: The Popular Geopolitics of Empire

An important inspiration for the Night Wolves’ performative Russian imperial nationalism comes from popular geopolitics, a sphere of semantically constructed images of geographic places with a high level of political symbolization. The main nodal point in this playful manipulation of geopolitical signs is the reconnection of Crimea in general and Sebastopol in particular with other imperial places.

In 2013, almost a year before the annexation of Crimea, Khirurg vociferously proclaimed: “Better that Europe become an African country than Sebastopol lose its Russian roots.”40 Apart from racist allusions, the narrative of the 2013 show put a premium on symbolically relating Sebastopol to Stalingrad: “Let Sebastopol flaunt over the Volga, and Stalingrad meet its friends in the Black Sea.”41 This pre-emptive reconnection of Crimea to the geographies of past military glory not only charted an imaginary pathway to the annexation, but also—again—placed the name of Stalin at the core of Russia’s imperial aggrandizement. 

The program of the 2010 show included a Soviet-era song, “My Black Sea,” that served as a meaningful addition to the revived imperial narrative of Putin’s Russia.42 The 2015 show was marked by overt rehabilitation of Russia as the “eternal empire,” accompanied by the assertion that Russia should neither hide nor regret its unremovable imperial identity.43 In the 2017 show Crimea was referred to as “the savior” of the Russian imperial tradition, which extends to the war-torn Donbas.44 This pathos of self-assertive impunity represented a drastic departure from the cultural mainstream of the late Soviet era, symbolized, in particular, by the Georgian film Repentance (dir. Tengiz Abuladze, 1984) and making a strong case for accepting and recognizing the guilt of the past as an indispensable step toward spiritual self-purification.

Within the Putin-era anti-repentance framework, popular geographies of imperial glory play a particularly important role. The 2015 show featured a symbolic parade of cities known for their outstanding contributions to the victory over fascist Germany.45 All of them, including the Crimean cities of Kerch and Sebastopol, were portrayed as inalienable parts of Russian military history, In a clear politicization of wartime memories, the narrative ascribed to Odesa the disapproval of the “Kyiv junta,” while Kyiv itself was compared to “Judas, who fails to notice a noose behind his head.”46 The Maidan was directly referred to as a source of “lies,” while the “truth” remained deeply imperial: the “imperial flag of liberty” was called on to reunite expanses from “Baikal to Ukraine.”

The 2016 bike show followed the same line, claiming that a “new epoch of the Russian state” was being formed in anticipation of the Fifth Empire to come (the previous four were the Kievan Rus’, the Moscow kingdom of Rurik’s dynasty, the Romanov empire, and the Soviet Union). This imperial mystique is a replica of the narrative widely propagated by Zavtra newspaper and its editor, Aleksandr Prokhanov. Again, popular geopolitics is an organic part of the imperial logic that symbolically aggregates in one chain of equivalence, whereby Narva (conquered by Peter the Great), Donbas, Palmyra, and Karabakh feature as places culturally or linguistically connected, in one way or another, to the “Russkii mir.” The 2012 show portrayed through the lens of imperial geography cities as different as Warsaw (liberated by the Soviet troops in 1945) and Kandahar (a city in Afghanistan where a Soviet military brigade was stationed47). The fact this chain consists of cities located beyond Russia’s borders attests to the Russian imperial imagery’s detachment from the realities of the international system. With all its absurdity, the proliferation of elements in this self-reproducing imaginary chain seems to be in line with President Putin’s provocative statement about Russian borders that “do not end anywhere.”48 In 2017, referring to the first piloted spaceflight, by Yurii Gagarin, Khirurg, echoing the president, claimed that since that time, “the Russian lands have been bounded by the cosmos.”49 This celebratory—if not triumphant—declaration of Russia’s "infinity" is metaphorically sustained by the multiple scenes in the biker shows in which motorcyclists ride around in a moving circle,50 unable to stop without being in danger of falling down and collapsing—an artistic metaphor for the endless movement of Russia. 

Another idea behind the geographic chains is to re-signify the peripheral connotations of their elements vis-à-vis Russia’s center. The narrative of the 2012 biker show refers to Sebastopol as “the last authentic Russian city” and “God’s favorite,” counterposed to a Moscow that, in Khirurg’s words, “is not a hero anymore”—an allusion to the lack of authenticity in the cosmopolitan capital.51 In 2014 this argument was strengthened even further, to the point of the group’s lyrics referring to Sebastopol as the place where the salvation of Russia would eventually come from.52 In 2016 this argument was further reiterated by reference to 10 million Russians in so-called Novorossiia who “refused to submit to the global American tyranny” and thus heroically salvaged Russia from “moral slavery.”53 “As long as Sebastopol remains Russian, Russia won’t perish,” the song went, underlining once again the centrality of Crimea to Russian nationalist geography.54 

Polarizing Binaries and the Name of Evil

In their earlier performances the Night Wolves played with the language of universalism by claiming that Russia’s moral revival would ultimately be beneficial for the West and help avoid the collapse of Western civilization. However, the dominant approach articulated in the shows is more binary than universalist: Russia’s relations with the West are portrayed as a war of good against evil, a “natural” collision of paradise and hell.

The argument underlying the lambasting of the West in the Night Wolves’ performances closely resembles leftist interpretations of globalization as totalitarianism, to be resisted by all means. For example, the 2016 show started with an apocalyptic vision of mankind moving toward the abyss, with dehumanized bodies as visual incarnations of “uncanny ghosts and ugly chimeras” associated with the alleged Western tyranny. The latter featured earlier in 2011 in zoological categories, such as “black ravens” and “jackals.”55 Russia, according to the ensuing narrative, had been forced to temporarily become part of this “anti-humankind,” but today it is liberating itself and breaking away from foreign domination. 

It is in this context that the United States is represented as the embodiment of global evil: the recognizable national symbols of America are presented as the universal signifiers of domination, control, oppression, and surveillance. One of the performing artists in 2015 wore a t-shirt with the logo “Columbus, un-discover America!” that was later transformed into a song56—a clear indication of the rampant anti-Americanism of the whole semantics of the performance. The 2011 show started by portraying the former CIA director Allen Dulles, who, according to the narrative, based in conspiracy theory,57 in 1948 called for a confrontation with the Soviet Union, which serves as a universal explanation of the reasons behind the Soviet collapse in 1991. In the 2017 show figures representing Mikhail Gorbachev and Boris Yeltsin appeared onstage, accompanied by diabolically spiteful laughter symbolizing America’s glee at the fall of the Soviet Union and the subsequent “dull 1990s,” a decade reconstructed in the nationalist narrative as destructive and submissive. In the 2014 show the malign West was represented by the voices of Barack Obama and Angela Merkel against the backdrop of the crowd protesting on the Maidan, followed by the voice of Hitler and a swastika made of human bodies.58 Ukraine in this peculiar interpretation was depicted as a country completely dependent on its sponsors and patrons overseas and a victim of the global Western conspiracy. It is within this discursive frame that neo-fascism is represented as the evil with which Russian imperial nationalists wish to symbolically associate the Maidan. The imagined connection between the Maidan, neo-Nazis, and the United States is presented as a repressive force that only Russia can counterbalance and ultimately defeat. Physical might—celebrated and venerated by long and noisy theatrical shots in the air in 2014—is symbolized as the most effective means of restoring Russia’s military potential, which in turn is directly connected to the victory in the Great Patriotic War and Stalin’s successful campaigns against Nazi Germany. 

Life and Death, Biopolitics and Thanatopolitics

The biker show scenarios can also be interpreted as an intricate combination of biopolitics (the politics of managing people’s lives) and thanatopolitics (the politics of death).59 A key biopolitical metaphor in the shows is the rapture of faceless and similar if not identical bodies of workers, representing the Soviet ideal of disciplinary power. This is reminiscent of the way the Soviet Union was portrayed in the opening ceremony of the Sochi Olympics, as a collective body of people, a biopolitical mass whose individual units are deprived of individuality and agency yet united in sharing a feeling of belonging to a powerful community cemented by its long history, defined above all else by the fight for biological survival. The main politicizing factor at this juncture is the discursively constructed image of dispossession and deprivation, rendered visually in systems of signs and messages and articulated in narratives of victimization. Indicatively, Khirurg started the 2012 show by dedicating it to “my vanished Motherland,” that is, the Soviet Union. In biopolitical terms this narrative portrayed Russians as a people without “proper” territorial grounding. This people, according to the narrative of the 2012 show, had been contaminated by traitors: thus, Sebastopol was referred to as a “humiliated city betrayed by grandchildren of the wartime generation” and by “dogs who sold out the country that kept the whole world in fear.” Therefore, this people needs “purification” and a rebirth of national spirit. The collective biopolitical “we” on behalf of whom each of the annual stories is told is skillfully constructed by different means, such as by appealing to ethnic Russians as “brothers” (the 2011 show) who are ready to “rise from their knees” and revive their centuries-old belief in “God, love, force and truth” (the narrative of the 2012 show).

It is exactly at this point that this biopolitical imagery reveals its reverse side, which can be viewed through the prism of thanatopolitics as the cult of physical coercion and violence, characterized by the inevitability of sacrificing human lives, with, ultimately, death as a symbol of the great national spirit. “The last mortal combat,” heroically proclaimed as an ethical ideal during the revolution and civil war, is now recycled as a thanatopolitical resource and instrument manipulated by the Night Wolves. In this sense it is indicative that the 2016 bike show was replete with fire, a sign semiotically representing the painful and inevitable Real—both in terms of eternal resistance to “devilish forces” (the 2011 show) and in terms of purifying the national self. In the 2012 show one could see multiple references to the forthcoming military conflict with the West: “We’ll bring bullets in amounts sufficient to send a clear message to the fascist Maidan.… Actors from NATO will be rehearsing their death”: Khirurg set the thanatopolitical tone of the storyline. In a different episode, a voice behind the scenes called out to the audience that they should “be ready for a melée.”60 Constructing the feeling of Sebastopol’s submission to a foreign occupation, the narrative continued with direct references to the Great Patriotic War: “Every night here resembles the twenty-second of June, every day here is like the ninth of May.… Soon there will be another 1941, and one more 1945.” The appropriation of Victory Day is an important part of the 2017 show as well: “It is impossible to turn aside from the road of the ninth of May,” Khirurg declared. 

Changing the Tone: Hysterical Overdetermination

The muscular and supremacist language that the Night Wolves speak in their performances is, however, sometimes interrupted by a different narrative. In the 2014 show Ukrainians, represented as slaves of Europe and traitors of a centuries-long tradition of friendship with Russia, became objects of hysterical speech: “How much did you sell the Kievan Rus’ to Europe for?” “Who convinced you, Ukraine, that Moscow is your enemy?”61 In a musical form, this narrative argued that in this part of the world there were different borders that historically had shifted many times, yet now Ukraine preferred to decisively drive to the West, thus abandoning its eastern citizens, who wished to remain in close touch with Russia. The hysterical and highly metaphorical dialogue with Ukraine reached its peak with the frequently reiterated question: “Tell me, Ukraine, why?” In the 2015 show the hysterical appeal to Ukraine continued: ‘Who needs you, Ukraine, except Russia, which is of one blood with you?” “Whom do you serve, Ukraine?”62 the singer Gleb Kornilov rhetorically asks in his composition. 

These symbolic appeals to Ukraine only shed light on the numerous discrepancies and inconsistencies in the version of Russian identity shaped by the dominant popular geopolitics. For instance, the reiterated lament “Sebastopol will forever remain Russian” undermines the narrative of Ukraine and Russia as one nation propagated, in particular, by Sergei Ivanov63 and by and large supported by Putin himself. The Kremlin clearly lacks a single discourse with respect to Ukraine and thus must vacillate between rhetorical pragmatism (with Putin’s famous phrase, “Let them [Ukrainians] return our money!”64 at its core) and what might be called “enforced friendship” or—in even more explicit form—“enforced family relations.” The latter model is overtly articulated by Gleb Kornilov, constant participant in the Night Wolves’ shows, in his musical reaction to the Ukrainian poet Anastasiia Daniliuk with the self-explanatory title, “We’ll never be brothers.” Kornilov’s riposte, marked by a strongly gender-biased context, portrays Ukraine as a misbehaving sister that Russia as an elder brother needs to protect and take care of.65 This type of attitude, with some conciliatory notes inside it, represents a milder form of Russia’s symbolic domination that is still deeply patronizing, arrogant, and insensitive to Ukraine’s political or cultural subjectivity in its background. 

Conclusion

The merger of Orthodox normativity with the centrality of the 1945 victory over fascism for today’s memory politics of imperial nationalists has a number of important effects, to which the performative role of the Night Wolves is essential. First, this mixture of Christianity and imperial rehabilitation of communism gives rise to a pronounced totalizing effect, with a clear shift toward discursive foreclosure and consequent isolation from the “malign” West. The speaking position contrived by Khirurg and his scenarists leaves him with almost free hands in articulating an endless number of the most pretentious claims: speaking on behalf of the self-contrived “truth,” he feels free to construct and play with equivalences and consequently totalize the discourse to the point of direct explanation of the most repressive of Russia’s rulers, from Ivan the Terrible to Stalin. This type of totalization à la Russe might take different forms, including intentional appropriation and the resignification of earlier cultural practices: thus, Viktor Tsoi’s famous song “Kukushka” (The Cuckoo), which in the late 1980s was an epitome of youth protest against the Soviet regime, in the 2015 biker show was performed as a declaration of Russia’s past and future might, with “my palm turned into a fist” as a metaphor of physical force indispensable to a national imperial revival.66

Second, this totalization, with all its inherent indeterminacy, stretches far beyond the aesthetic field of postmodernist irony and is not as harmless or as marginal as it might appear. The juxtaposition of scarcely compatible arguments can be a rather explosive and subversive mix owing to its proclivity to create a fertile ground for manipulations with meanings sustained by culturally appealing techniques. For Laclau, discursive dislocations are tantamount to freedom—but this is only one side of the story.67 Another side is much less celebratory and has to do with the multiple malicious effects of the dislocated identity grounded in intentionally blurring lines between the national and the imperial, interior and exterior, friend and foe, conservatism and subversion, and—the most consequentially dangerous—between the forceful refutation of fascism and the reproduction of Nazi-like aesthetics and style in artworks.68 These multiple conflations and overlaps of opposites paradoxically turn Russian imperial nationalism into a rebellious conservatism, purposely crusading against any type of rational knowledge in epistemological sense and revolting against the extant international norms in policy terms. The pathos of emancipatory liberation from the imagined oppression is the reverse side of the well-recorded conservative wave in Russian politics, with the overtly retrospective mind-set at its core performed by the Night Wolves.

Ukraine dramatically finds itself at the conflictual intersection of all these dislocations as an object of their external projection: it may be represented as both a brotherly nation and an enemy to the Russian world; as being intrinsically akin to Russia’s identity and simultaneously deeply alien to it; as an object of desire and hate. The analysis of the Night Wolves’ narrative gives a clear picture of the declared intention to reify the imperial plans of reassembling “the pieces of the Motherland,” initially as a series of speech acts and performances, and later in the form of Kremlin policy, supported by a significant part of the society.
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